


[image: images]





[image: ]






For everyone longing to get away from
it all . . . This book’s for you.


Please note – I have taken some geographical liberties with the setting of this book, inventing roads and other locations to suit the purposes of the story. Humour me!







Prologue


The women were still sitting by the swimming pool, even though it was almost midnight. Up above, the stars were a handful of silver glitter against the inky black while the moon cast glimmering ripples of light into the water. The air smelled of wine and chlorine, with just a faint hint of ozone from the distant sea carried on the breeze.


A collection of empty glasses and plates around them signalled that this had been a long night. At an earlier point, as the sun vanished and the temperature began to plummet, one of the women had suggested bringing their duvets out to keep themselves warm, and now they were comfortably rugged-up and cosy on the sun loungers, laughing and exchanging confidences like girls on a sleepover.


‘This has been such a strange holiday,’ said the first woman just then. Strange but also surprisingly good in a lot of ways, she was thinking. Everything had changed. Even she had changed. For the first time in years, the future felt . . . interesting.


‘You’re telling me,’ said the second woman. Her mood wasn’t quite so optimistic. In fact she’d go as far as to say that the holiday had been a complete disaster. Would she ever get over what had happened this week?


Silence fell, except for the faint glugging of the water in the swimming-pool filter and the soft bumps of an inflatable flamingo against the metal steps as it cruised in slow, blind circles.


The third woman had been gazing up at the night sky, turning things over in her mind. Now she spoke. ‘I might regret this tomorrow,’ she said after a moment, ‘but I was wondering . . . can I tell you guys a secret? Like – something really big?’




Chapter One


FIVE DAYS EARLIER


There was a lot riding on this holiday, thought Em, folding T-shirts and packing them into a suitcase. Back when she’d made the booking – miserable and alone on Christmas Day – she’d had no idea that it would turn out to be anything other than another summer break for her, Izzie and Jack: two weeks of trying to force her teenagers out of bed before midday to enjoy the beautiful Cornish countryside and beaches, plus at least one waistband-punishing cream tea for good measure. But now . . . Well, everything was different now. Their fortnight away was shaping up to be a whole new kind of trip.


If only someone could have told her, back on that desolate afternoon, that life was about to take an exciting upward turn! She still hadn’t quite forgiven Dom for making it the worst Christmas ever. Off she’d gone on Christmas Eve, driving the kids over to the posh new Cirencester house he shared with his bimbo girlfriend Michelle, with him assuring her – promising her – that of course he would drive them back home after lunch the following day. And what had he done? Forgotten his so-called promise and tucked into the gin, champagne and port over his roast turkey and trimmings so that he was over the limit, the selfish jerk. ‘Michelle’s plastered too,’ he’d told her sheepishly over the phone when he rang to confess. ‘Christmas spirit and all that. We’ll drop them back tomorrow, okay?’


No, it was not remotely okay. Em had gone from shocked to devastated to downright fuming in the space of about ten seconds. And of course, by then, she had already put away two massive glasses of wine herself – well, you had to, didn’t you, when you were without your kids and finding the whole solo Christmas thing horribly unfestive – and didn’t feel it was her destiny to get arrested for drunk-driving on Christmas Day, either. The upsetting news that she was now unable to see her own children for the whole day had sent her nosediving straight into the Baileys, as well as polishing off an entire family pack of pigs-in-blankets and most of the cheeseboard, hacking into the Stilton as if she was committing a murder. If only. Afterwards she’d resorted to quite a lot of spontaneous spirit-boosting online purchases in order to endure the festive marathon – including a holiday, she had discovered, waking up on Boxing Day and blinking at the emailed receipts with a thumping head. A holiday in a gorgeous four-bedroom barn conversion down in Cornwall, which had cost practically a month’s wages, no less.


She had clicked on the details with a degree of trepidation – her impulsive nature had seen her paying for some particularly duff decisions over the years (those neon-yellow ski boots for one, when she’d never been skiing in her life) – but Briar Cottage still looked lovely in the cold light of day, thankfully, despite being far roomier (and far more luxurious) than they actually needed. There were three holiday homes altogether, arranged around the sides of a pool, as well as a separate games-room building that Izzie and Jack might make use of. Plus the cottages were situated in the middle of gorgeous countryside, with the shops and beaches of Falmouth a short drive away. Good work, drunken me, she had congratulated herself in relief, before going on to examine her subsequent purchases with rather more eye-rolling and despair: a home rowing machine (why? she hated exercise!), several wildly extravagant cocktail dresses that she’d never actually wear and a fabulous black bouclé coat that she absolutely could not afford. And then, of course, January had begun with the usual hangover and list of impossibly strict resolutions, at which point she’d put the holiday entirely out of her head.


By the time summer eventually rocked up, with its delights of chilled rosé and dreamily golden evenings, everything had changed anyway. Changed for the better! In a nutshell, George Macleod had appeared in her life and cast a new and wonderful haze across it. George was her perfect fit – easy-going and comfortable in his own skin, so much more her kind of person than moody, controlling Dom had been. He had the best laugh she’d ever heard: loud and unrestrained, the sort you couldn’t help joining in with. How could anyone not fall in love with a man who laughed with such generous abandon? Added to which, he was successful in his career, confident at all times and there was just this steadiness about him, this unflappable nature that Em really appreciated now, as a forty-four-year-old woman, in a way that her feckless twenty-something self hadn’t particularly cared about. Plus – had she mentioned it? – he was sexy as hell. Sexy. As. Hell.


My God! It had been such a shock for her, all of that. Five years of smarting from the divorce and its fallout, five years of assuming no way would she ever so much as play footsie with another man under the table, let alone find herself romping and flirting with hedonistic glee. Not least because the post-divorce years had been relentlessly tough; a juggling act of single motherhood, career ambitions and domestic grind. As she tried to keep herself sane and her children happy, as she paid each bill, heaved the bins out every week, swore at the lawnmower and hung out a thousand loads of laundry single-handedly, she had felt herself ageing, as if the fun, free-spirited Em of her youth was shrivelling grimly away into this tight-lipped middle-aged drudge, with no way back.


It had therefore hit her like a landslide the first time she and George had kissed. They’d gone for dinner in Martino’s and somewhere between the risotto verdure and the peppermint tea, he had leaned forward across the table without warning, his mouth grazing hers, and it was as if her body had woken right up following its years-long state of coma, shocked into life by his touch, like someone on an operating table receiving the 500-volt defibrillator pads. Stand clear! WHAM!


Just a kiss, and yet she’d experienced this physical force of lust that had swept through her entire body like a randy tornado. His mouth felt urgent yet confident against hers, as if he knew exactly what to do (and oh, he did know what to do, he really did). There had been stars in her eyes afterwards, like a dazed cartoon character. Hello, brave new world. I like the look of you.


‘Sorry,’ he’d murmured, seeing her stunned expression as he leaned back, although he was smiling as if he wasn’t actually all that sorry. ‘I couldn’t help myself. You just looked so pretty and lovely. Was that outrageously presumptuous of me?’


‘No,’ she’d said, blinking. Pretty and lovely! she repeated to herself rapturously, storing up the phrase to bask in later on. She collected compliments with the avidity of a miser hoarding pennies; her own private Greatest Hits moments that she could replay in times of low morale. ‘Not in the slightest. In fact why don’t we do it again?’


Her friends, of course, couldn’t believe what they were hearing. They were so used to her being Poor Em that they struggled to get their heads around this glittering new version. After all, they’d known where they stood with sad old divorced loser Em, who was doing her best but had such a tension about her jaw, bless her, it must be hard. (And didn’t we always say that Dom was a bastard? Cheating on her all that time with that fake bitch Michelle. We never liked him in the first place.)


Yet look at Em now: getting her nails done and buying skimpy knickers in her lunch-break, blushing like a teenager at the drop of a hat. Her body, which had resembled an abandoned field in recent years, with numerous unpleasant weeds sprouting here and there, was now waxed and plucked, smooth and scrubbed. Alive and kicking. She walked down the street and felt her bottom swing with a new jauntiness. She looked in the mirror and arched an eyebrow at her own sassy reflection instead of ducking her head away to avoid eye contact. Poor Em had been banished, replaced by Delighted Em, this fabulous new edition who couldn’t believe her luck.


‘Have you lost weight?’


‘Have you had your hair done?’


‘You look different!’ her colleagues commented in surprise.


Her friends were rather more blunt. ‘Are you having loads of sex?’ they asked, some with more horror than envy, admittedly. Perhaps even a certain measure of mistrust. ‘I mean, how do you have the energy?’ a few of them wondered aloud. ‘Or the inclination? Don’t you feel too old to be doing that sort of thing?’


As for her sister Jenny, she had cut straight to the chase, as she invariably did. ‘It’s all sounding a bit too good to be true,’ she had remarked. ‘What’s the catch?’


Em deflected these questions with her radiant shield of happiness, but in truth, there was a tiny catch. Wasn’t that simply a part of being a human, though? Surely no person on earth reached their forties without some kind of baggage trailing along behind them, unless there was something a bit odd going on. Right?


In George’s case, the baggage was fairly minimal at least; practically hand-luggage levels, really, consisting of one ex-wife, Charlotte, and one small daughter, Seren. Em hadn’t yet met Charlotte, but had done enough furtive Internet searches to have discovered that she was both glamorous and beautiful in a way that freckle-faced, soft-bodied Em was never going to be. Charlotte was also an intimidatingly successful high-flier in the field of genetic engineering and often jetted around the world to present scientific findings to other brainy types.


So far so disconcerting, admittedly, although Em was trying not to let any of this get to her. According to George, he and Charlotte had split up because they had grown apart, but further prying had revealed that Charlotte was now living with another man, one of George’s mates, just to put the boot in. From what Em could gather, they had got together very quickly after the split – suspiciously quickly, you could say – and were now engaged, so at least that was her off the scene. Technically, anyway. The sticking point was that, due to the fact that Charlotte and George had a child together, their lives would be linked pretty much forever, like it or not.


Em herself knew the score, of course. Despite the anger and loathing she’d felt towards Dom since their marriage broke down, there were still school parents’ evenings and concerts to attend together, still weekends and holidays and Christmases to negotiate, in terms of the children and who had them, and you just had to be grown-up and civil about it all, even if that meant rictus grins and swearing under your breath each time. Even if, deep down, you would rather never see that cheating, lying, Christmas-wrecking pig again. George and Charlotte appeared to have avoided quite such bad blood, though. In fact they seemed positively amicable with one another. What decent, caring people they both were, Em tried to convince herself admiringly, although it did seem at times as if Charlotte was on the phone to George every ten minutes with some new query or update regarding their daughter. This had happened! That had happened! Had George remembered this? Would he be able to do that?


Em was making a supreme effort not to comment or get involved, but Christ, it was really starting to get on her wick.


As for George’s daughter Seren, she was seven years old and Em wasn’t quite sure what to make of her. Prior to their meeting, she had felt – not super-confident exactly, but on safe ground at least. She knew kids. She was good with kids, everyone said so. ‘Hello. Lovely to meet you! Those are very cool trainers,’ she had said warmly the first time they’d been introduced.


Seren’s expression had been downright withering in response. ‘I’m not a baby, you know, you don’t have to talk to me like that,’ the scornful retort had come. ‘Anyway, Mummy says that it’s patronizing and sexist when people talk about my clothes. Would you say that if I was a boy?’


Em had blinked, thrown off-guard by this irate young feminist. ‘I might have done,’ she’d replied weakly, to which Seren had merely snorted.


That was just the start of it. Seren had a very direct stare – the type that seemed to measure a person and find you wanting every time. Her favourite topic of conversation was how wonderful, clever and talented Charlotte was, and she made it abundantly clear that she found Em lacking, in comparison. Em was not used to dealing with such disdain. She worked in marketing and was surrounded by enthusiastic, smiling people who could put a positive spin on anything. Was it melodramatic of her to say that she found Seren quite unnerving?


Just the other evening, Em had gone round to George’s flat, where Seren was already present. She’d been taking her shoes off in the hall when she overheard the little girl say, ‘I don’t like this girlfriend, Daddy. She has mean eyes’, and Em’s hand had flown straight to her throat, her mouth a shocked O. For starters, it sounded as if George had had loads of girlfriends (which he’d assured her he hadn’t); and for another thing, she so didn’t have mean eyes! She’d always flattered herself that her eyes were one – two, rather – of her best features!


‘Do you like my eyes?’ she had found herself fretting on the phone to her friend Kathy the next day. ‘They don’t seem mean to you, do they?’ It was as if she was fourteen again, and crying because one of the boys at school had made fun of her pimples. When she was forty-four, for heaven’s sake! For the record, Kathy had told her she had sexpot, bushbaby eyes and not to worry for a second, and it was all Em could do not to get a fridge magnet made up with the words, like some kind of proof.


Anyway. So that was Seren: basically, like no child Em had ever come across before. Her own two, Izzie and Jack, were both easy-going, sporty types and there were always hordes of their friends trooping in to sprawl all over Em’s sofa and ransack her fridge. Some of Izzie’s friends – Lily, for instance – called her ‘Ems’ as if they were mates themselves; she couldn’t in a million years imagine Seren ever being so pally and affable. She’d be more likely to kick Em in the shins and flick her the Vs when George wasn’t looking.


Not that Em was moaning. Of course she wasn’t. Well, maybe just a tiny bit. But it wasn’t as if they were joined at the hip and Em had to deal with Seren twenty-four/seven or anything, was it? Until now, that was. Until this very summer holiday in fact.


It had happened like this: as June had ripened into July, it had dawned on Em that she wasn’t actually looking forward to getting away quite so much now, luxury cottage or not. All she could think about was George, and how desperately she was going to miss him while they were apart. She would pine for him like a doomed heroine, a swooning girl. Was that completely tragic of her or wildly romantic? (‘Wildly romantic,’ Kathy assured her. ‘Completely tragic,’ Jenny had decreed. ‘Pull yourself together!’)


Whichever, a few weeks ago Em had rashly taken the plunge and asked George if he’d like to join them for the break. As soon as she said the words, she knew it was too much, too keen of her: ridiculously short notice, for starters; he surely wouldn’t be able to get time off work and must already have his own plans for the summer. So she’d been both thrilled and astonished when instead he’d said yes.


‘He said yes!’ she had whooped down the phone to Jenny, unable to believe her good fortune.


‘Wow, that’s brave,’ her sister replied, in a voice that meant ‘Wow, that’s insane’. ‘And you’ve been seeing each other for, what? Three whole months? How well do you actually know this man?’


‘Five months,’ Em corrected her, stung by this palpable lack of excitement. ‘And I wouldn’t say it’s brave,’ she felt compelled to go on. ‘More like, when you know, you know. And I just know.’ Did that sound smug and annoying, when Jenny and her husband were constantly sniping at one another and lived in a permanent state of acrimony? Em didn’t care, she discovered. In fact she hoped it did sound smug and annoying, seeing as Jenny was being so damn unenthusiastic about the whole holiday business, when if she’d been any kind of supportive sister, she’d have been cheering her on with pom-poms. ‘Besides – it’s a fortnight in a very nice barn conversion in Cornwall, with a pool,’ she’d added scathingly. ‘It’s not as if we’re trekking across the Sahara together. What could go wrong?’


‘Er . . . you decide you hate him? The kids hate him? He hates you?’ Jenny suggested with naked unhelpfulness.


‘Thanks for your support. Ever thought about volunteering for the Samaritans?’ Em had replied, before hanging up and making a loud growling noise, as she often seemed to do following their sisterly conversations.


She rolled her eyes now, remembering Jenny’s pessimism, and stuffed her hiking boots into a plastic bag. Damn it, but it had almost been the perfect getaway, as well! Two weeks with her wonderful new man, two weeks of waking up together every morning, blissful days in each other’s company, not to mention the even more blissful nights she’d been imagining. George was the reason she had ceremoniously ditched her sensible, years-old one-piece swimming costume with the baggy elastic for some flattering new bikinis (she could just about get away with them if she didn’t breathe out). And you bet she was packing all her frothy new undies, with their lace, ribbons and hand-washing instructions too. Into the case also went some sensual massage oil and bubble bath, followed by a rather slinky satin dressing gown she’d bought recently, which, when it wasn’t screaming ‘Fire hazard’, was most definitely pouting, ‘Come and get me.’


Granted, this was still a holiday in the UK and she wasn’t a complete fantasist, so there was a hoody and a jumper amidst the pile of clothes too, as well as five pairs of hiking socks and some comfortable bras, but hey. This already felt like a huge departure from her usual frigid single-mum holidays, where she avoided all the perfect nuclear two-parent families on the beaches, where she felt under torturous, stifling pressure to give her children a great time. Or, at the very least, a better time than they’d have with Dom and sodding Michelle.


Until the phone call two days ago. There’s been a slight hitch, George had said. Yeah, you’re telling me, mate. The slight hitch being that Charlotte had been asked to go abroad at the last minute, to speak at a conference in Berlin, and, because she was currently ‘between nannies’, George had been lumped with Seren instead.


Not ‘lumped with’, Em corrected herself in the next moment. Because George had actually sounded quite excited about the prospect of getting their children together like this, as if they were one of those modern blended families who moved in and out of each other’s spheres with ease. ‘I know it might seem a bit sudden, but I’m sure the kids would get on okay,’ he had said.


‘Mmm,’ Em had replied, unable to sound very convincing.


‘And didn’t you say it was a big place you’d rented? So there’d be room for another little one, right?’


‘Ye-e-e-es,’ she’d said, reconfiguring bedroom allocations in her head.


‘Otherwise I guess I would have to miss the first week and just catch up with you guys for the second half of the holiday,’ George suggested regretfully, when Em didn’t offer any further encouragement. ‘What do you think?’


What did she think? Her instinct was that George plus Seren would almost certainly be better than no George at all. Even if it did mean the slight risk that she would wake up in the night to find Seren leaning over her with a bread knife, of course. Or that she would receive a hard, unexpected shove down the stairs by the girl and end up paralysed for life, even dead. Perhaps Seren would spy on Em and send video evidence of her dreadfulness to perfect Charlotte. Oh God, the possibilities were endless and alarming. The holiday could easily turn into a nightmare!


‘Em?’ George prompted, before unwittingly going on to crank her doubts right up to What-the-Hell? level. ‘Charlotte’s really sorry,’ he’d said. ‘And don’t worry, I asked her to come and pick up Seren when she’s back, so that I don’t have to go shuttling back and forth again, and she said that was fine. Which is something.’


Em had gasped for breath like a goldfish plucked from its bowl. ‘Right,’ she somehow managed to say weakly. Yeah, George, that was something. The ex-wife turning up on holiday, passing judgement on Em, her kids, her choice of accommodation, her step-parenting skills? George cheerfully telling her, ‘Don’t worry’ as if it wasn’t a big deal, like she wasn’t going to be tying herself in knots over the encounter from now until then? That really was something. Could a holiday get any more stressful?


Em was not the sort of person who went hating on other women – she’d never done that competitive-girlfriend thing, not even with Michelle, Dom’s new wife. (Well, okay, she’d done it a bit with Michelle, she supposed, but then she had been severely provoked, in fairness. Many times.) But she really tried not to be judgey and sneering about other women for the sake of it; she’d always seen herself as better than that.


Turned out she wasn’t all that much better. Turned out, in fact, that as soon as she heard that Charlotte was going to be joining them, however briefly, on holiday, Em had dissolved into a puddle of self-loathing, instantly putting herself on a crash diet, booking in an emergency haircut and doing brutal sets of sit-ups whenever she remembered. What was she going to wear? How long would Charlotte want to spend with them? Should she organize food? A sit-down meal? Should she bring some recipe books or nice accessories from home? Perhaps some summer lanterns, which she could string up along the front of the cottage so that it looked like a holiday straight from the pages of a catalogue; or . . .


Standing now in her bedroom, supposedly packing for their imminent departure, Em found herself clutching the flattering fitted evening dress she’d just taken from the wardrobe as if it was another person. She had to remind herself to breathe before her head exploded. Come on, Em, get a grip. It was one measly encounter with one other human being that would probably last less than an hour. She could do it. Of course she could do it! Charlotte would probably be just as terrified as she was. Okay, perhaps not terrified, but at least slightly trepidatious. At the very least curious, anyway. Interested. Wouldn’t she?


She stared glumly at herself in the mirror, worried that her new haircut – meant to be breezy, choppy and young – actually looked a bit wonky and amateurish. Did her neck look strange now? Would Charlotte think she was odd-looking? ‘God, George has lowered his standards big-time since me,’ Charlotte might laugh unkindly to her new partner. ‘Such a weird haircut. And—’


Stop it, Em. Seriously. STOP. IT!


Folding the dress, she rolled her eyes and tried to channel Kathy, the most chilled person she knew. A devoted fan of self-help books, Kathy had once told Em that you should stand in front of a mirror every day, look yourself in the eye and say affirming things. It was worth a go, she supposed.


‘It’s going to be a great holiday and everyone will get on brilliantly, and Charlotte won’t judge me,’ she mumbled to her reflection.


Whoa, whoa, whoa, is that seriously the best you can do? Rubbish! Try again, this time with a bit of oomph, Kathy chided her. She was quite bossy at times, for someone so laidback.


‘It’s going to be a great holiday and everyone will get on brilliantly, and Charlotte better not bloody well judge me,’ Em repeated to herself. Not so much with oomph as savagery, but never mind. It would have to do.


‘First sign of madness, you know, Mum,’ Jack said, passing the open bedroom door just then and making her jump.


She pulled a face at her reflection, hoping he hadn’t heard the details of her cringey mirror affirmation. ‘Only the first?’ she called back. ‘I’m doing better than I thought.’


Deep breath, she told herself, chucking the last few things into her case and heaving the zip along. Seren coming with them was not a disaster, just a slight change of plan. Charlotte turning up as well was not an experience to be dreaded, but a chance for Em to show her best self. Yeah! She would not let either of them ruin her perfect, romantic holiday, that was for sure. Em was a born optimist, after all. These two weeks away were going to be absolutely wonderful. The best.


‘Kids? Are you ready?’ she yelled as she lugged the suitcase downstairs. ‘Going in ten minutes. Repeat: ten minutes. Let’s do this!’


It was going to be a great holiday and everyone was going to get on brilliantly, she said once more under her breath as she put her shoes on. Just see if they didn’t!




Chapter Two


A skylark soared high above the old stone cottages that nestled in the dip of a wooded hillside, its sweet cheerful melody ringing through the air. The swimming pool was a perfect azure rectangle at the centre of the buildings, glinting and still as the sun rose steadily in the sky. A lone pink inflatable flamingo bobbed on the surface of the water, sent on a leisurely meandering circuit by the breeze. Nearby, amidst the clumps of fragrant lavender, a bee was bumping between the flower heads, humming busily to itself.


The cottages stood still and empty, their old brick walls enjoying the silence after all the frantic activity that had taken place there earlier that morning: cases packed, damp swimming things rolled up in plastic bags, fridges emptied, beds checked underneath for small essential toys and misplaced socks. Even, in one particular bedroom, for the underwear that had been thrown off the night before in a heady moment of passion.


Then the cars had been loaded up, and away the families had driven, each with their new holiday memories and souvenirs, with sand still speckling the inside of the cars, with freckles and tanned skin; the nagging feeling of having forgotten something gradually replaced by thoughts of arriving home again, with every mile that accumulated between here and there.


It was Friday, changeover day, when holidays began and ended, when the cycle reset itself all over again. In a matter of hours there would come a whole new set of arrivals, hoping for fun, adventures and relaxation; looking forward to a slice of time that was removed from all the demands of their real worlds. Shrieks of laughter would ring out around the pool, along with noisy splashes. The barbecue would be lit once more, the table football would click and clack with competitive games, the beds would sigh beneath the weight of their new sleepers’ dreams and desires. Wine would be popped, kisses would linger, arguments might flare.


But all of that was yet to come. For now, the cottages stood quietly, waiting for their next temporary residents and all of the dramas that would unfold within their walls. In the meantime, the skylark flew on through the blue, its song spiralling down to earth.


Lorna was hauling sheets off the bed when her phone rang downstairs in the kitchen. ‘Just coming,’ she called down to it, knowing that, had her husband Roy been there, he would have made an affectionate comment about her talking to technology again. She couldn’t help herself. Those annoying self-service checkout tills at the supermarket were the worst. Unexpected item in bagging area. Please check and try again. Have you swiped your loyalty card? ‘Yes, all right!’ she would end up saying crossly every time.


She dumped the pile of bedding into the basket, then hurried down the narrow stairs. Mawnan Cottage was the smallest of their three holiday lets, with one good-sized bedroom and a smaller single room, but it had the nicest sea views of all the cottages: perfectly framed rectangles of the countryside sweeping down to the sea. On a summer’s day like today you could see the boats on the water; could practically hear the halyards slapping against the masts as the wind blew. But on a Friday – changeover day – she was always far too busy to stand and gawp out of a window, however wonderful the view. Besides, that phone was ringing and if she didn’t get a shift-on, she’d miss the call altogether.


‘Hello? Lorna Brearley speaking?’ she said, snatching it up. Sometimes, even now, she still half-expected to hear Aidan’s voice whenever she answered a phone. Is that you? It’s me, he’d always said; that easy shorthand you only got between people who loved one another. Back in the real world, however, the kitchen smelled of bleach and cleaning spray from when she’d done the rounds earlier, but there was a crumb on the table, she noticed in annoyance, dabbing it up with her finger and flicking it into the sink. She was only sixty-three and not planning to retire for at least a decade, but sometimes she worried that her eyesight was going. That she was losing her attention to detail.


‘Hi, my name’s Jonathan Woodward, I’m booked in to stay at Mawnan Cottage from today,’ a deep male voice said into her ear. There was something agitated about his tone, and Lorna braced herself for trouble. Here we go. He and his wife were going to be late, she guessed. They had deleted the email with her set of directions and didn’t know how to get there. They had changed their minds, wanted to rearrange or – worst of all – cancel.


‘Yes?’ she said guardedly. Well, it was too late for any cancelling or rearranging, she reminded herself. Not if they expected to receive any money back, anyway. Roy had made it very clear on the website that a month’s notice was required in order to cancel a booking, and that rearrangements would only be made at the discretion of the owners. ‘And no going soft on them either, mind,’ he’d warned her, raising his silvery eyebrows. ‘We’re meant to be a business here, not a charity, remember.’


‘There’s been a change of plan, I’m afraid,’ said the deep-voiced Jonathan Woodward now, as these thoughts spun in Lorna’s head like clean laundry in the tumble-drier. ‘Clara – my wife – went into labour six weeks early last night. And so—’


‘Oh my goodness,’ gulped Lorna. ‘Is she all right?’


‘She’s fine. Actually . . .’ His voice cracked on the words. ‘She’s more than fine. We’ve had a little boy.’


‘Oh!’ She clapped a hand to her chest, the soppy old fool that she was. You could hear the emotion in his voice, how choked up he was to be saying the words out loud. Their first baby, it must be, seeing as the cottage had only been booked for two. That precious first child. ‘Congratulations! Are they both all right?’


‘They’re doing really well. Obviously he’s very small still, being so premature, and it’s all a bit of a shock, becoming parents when we weren’t quite ready for it.’ He seemed to check himself, as if remembering that he was speaking to a stranger. He had probably been telling all his relatives the same thing the whole morning.


‘I can imagine,’ she said kindly. ‘So what time will we be expecting you then?’


There was a horrified silence for a moment, then an awkward-sounding ‘Ahh . . .’


‘I’m kidding,’ she laughed, before remembering that he was probably stunned from the unexpected arrival and perhaps not up to recognizing a joke. ‘I understand. You’re ringing to cancel your holiday.’


‘Yes, I’m afraid so, because obviously Clara will be in hospital for a while and—’


‘Of course she will,’ Lorna soothed. ‘Absolutely. Well, my very best wishes to you both. To the three of you, I should say.’ Please don’t ask for a refund, she thought, her fingers tightening on the phone. Please don’t do that. You sound so nice, you and your wife and child, and it’s not as if you planned this to happen, but I really can’t let you off all that money, when we need it. Roy will kill me if I do.


‘Thank you very much,’ he said. ‘And we’re sorry to mess you around. We were both really looking forward to the holiday. In terms of the payments we’ve made . . .’


She knew it. Didn’t she know it? She felt her face twist in a grimace, anticipating the unpleasant moment when he asked and she had to say no, even though every instinct in her body wanted to acquiesce. How could she refuse him when he was so happy and emotional, when he had just become a father?


‘Obviously I know it’s too late to get any kind of a refund, and that’s fine,’ he went on, to her surprise. ‘But hopefully we can come down some other time as a family; maybe in the spring.’ He laughed, sounding tired. ‘Although I get the impression that holidays aren’t really the same when you’ve got a small person in tow.’


Her shoulders sagged in relief at how decent he was being, and how grateful she was in return, that he wasn’t going to argue or start trying to haggle her down. You’d be astonished at how many people did, and it never ended well. Left a nasty taste in your mouth every time. ‘Thank you,’ she replied. ‘Tell you what,’ she heard herself adding, because she was soft, too soft, just like Roy always said, ‘if you do decide to come back in the spring, remind me of this phone call and you can have the cottage for half-price. Our little gift to you all.’


‘Oh!’ That had surprised him. ‘That’s so kind. Thank you very much, Lorna.’


‘You’re welcome. Thanks for letting me know your news. And all the best. Welcome to parenthood.’


She had tears in her eyes as she hung up. Don’t you dare, Lorna Brearley, she told herself fiercely. Don’t you dare start feeling sorry for yourself. Not now, when you’ve still got two cottages to clean and all that laundry to do. Stop right there, this minute!


It was particularly hard this summer, that was all. Particularly thorny. If she could just get past Monday without losing her head, if she could keep it together for another few days and somehow make it through the weekend, then she knew her grief would subside once more. The tide would drop. She might even stop feeling as if she was full right to the brim with emotion the whole time.


Squeezing her eyes shut, she clenched both fists and counted her breathing. In and out. In and out. In. Out. She focused on the smell of bleach from the sink. The soft ticking of the clock on the wall. The warmth on her skin from the sun as it shone through the small square windowpane. She was all right. She was here, she was breathing, she was absolutely fine. It was still going to be a good day.


Now then – she had the beds to finish stripping, and afterwards she would head over to Briar and Parr, and hope that nobody else cancelled on her. As long as she kept busy she would survive the next few days. ‘Come on, Lorna,’ she said to herself, striding back upstairs. ‘You’ve got work to do.’


Two hundred and fifty or so miles east, Maggie Laine was in her living room, ticking items off a neatly written list. Geological hand-lenses and maps, her wildflower guide, the books that Paul had lent her, one about Cornish tin mines, another about Arthurian legends: all packed. Binoculars. Waterproofs. Notepad. Backgammon set. Marmite. Underwear. Jumpers . . .


Amelia walked in just then and threw herself on the sofa with a loud groan, joggling Maggie’s hand and sending the pen shooting over the list. ‘Careful,’ Maggie scolded, but her daughter was busily scooping her long dark hair over the arm of the sofa so that it fell like a shiny waterfall towards the carpet and took no notice. Amelia was fourteen and had recently started communicating with all kinds of new melodramatic noises: exasperated sighs, moans of complaint, deep huffs of frustration. As a secondary-school teacher, Maggie recognized these sounds from the classroom, from other people’s teenagers, but it was still kind of unsettling to have your own child making them at you. Your own child who, until a few months ago, had always seemed pleased to see you and wanted nothing more than to spend time with you and share all your hobbies. ‘Thick as thieves, the pair of you,’ her own mum had often commented, seeing them both with their heads bent over a map, or poring over some rock samples Maggie had brought home from school.


But that had all changed when Tara appeared on the scene.


‘All ready to go?’ Maggie asked now, trying to block Tara from her head. They were heading off on holiday after all, away from the wretched girl, and she wasn’t willing to give her any mental space whatsoever for the next fortnight.


Amelia lifted a shoulder, which might have signalled yes or no, Maggie wasn’t sure.


‘You’ve shut your window, haven’t you?’ she added, going over to the television and switching off the power at the wall. ‘Packed your toothbrush? Knickers?’


‘Mum!’ groaned Amelia. ‘I’m not five years old. I do know how to put a few things in a suitcase. Christ on a bike!’


Maggie stiffened. ‘Can you not say that, please.’


‘Why? You’re not religious. What do you care?’ Amelia retorted.


‘Other people are religious, though. Like Grandma. Think how—’


‘She’s not here, though, is she? Hey, Grandma, are you there?’ Amelia pretended to listen, one hand curved around her ear. ‘Nope. We’re okay. Hallelujah! Praise the Lord!’


Maggie ignored the sarcasm. ‘Have you packed plenty of warm tops?’ she asked, trying to keep her tone even. ‘Pyjamas? I’m not sure how cold it’s going to get there at night.’ She’d packed some thermal socks herself, just in case the nights proved nippy. It was wise, in her experience, not to gamble on other people’s ideas of comfort, especially when it came to insulation and a proper tog duvet. Maggie always felt the cold, particularly in her feet. Her ex, Will, had often complained that it was like sleeping with a couple of ice-blocks in the bed. (‘Better cold feet than a cold heart,’ Maggie should have said to him. If only she’d thought of it before he’d gone and walked out.)


‘I’m sure they’ll have blankets there. Not to mention brick walls,’ Amelia replied. ‘If we’re really lucky, a roof too.’


Maggie pressed her lips together, trying not to show how much she disliked her daughter’s smart-alec remarks. This is just normal teenage behaviour, she told herself. This is just boundary-testing and button-pushing. All the same, she was surprised how much it hurt each time. How their tight little partnership of two seemed to be encountering unprecedented stress-points. ‘Here’s hoping,’ she said, refusing to rise to the bait. ‘Although there’s something to be said for sleeping under the stars. Remember that time we stayed on the dig in France, and it was so hot that everyone slept in hammocks outside?’


‘Yeah, and there were loads of gross bugs and weird noises – it was horrible,’ Amelia said, seeming to disregard the fact that, going home from this particular trip, she had told Maggie, shiny-eyed, that it had been her best holiday ever.


Maggie decided not to remind her of that now. Amelia was apparently so set on forging this cool new image for herself that she would rather rewrite any parts of her history that might be viewed by others as dorky or strange. And so archaeology was now ‘really boring’. Historical ruins were ‘totally lame’. Geological investigations were for weirdos. Instead, thanks to the influence of wretched Tara Webster and the rest of her gang, Amelia was now mostly interested in applying flicky eyeliner and clumpy mascara, the latest banal YouTuber and obsessed with social media.


But Maggie was not thinking about Tara Webster, she reminded herself. ‘Let’s get going anyway, before the Friday traffic becomes too heinous,’ she said instead. ‘Ready?’


‘Suppose so,’ grunted Amelia with all the reluctance of someone facing several hours of root-canal work at the dentist. She forced herself off the sofa and upright, a weary If I have to expression on her face.


‘Great,’ said Maggie, feeling her voice becoming tighter with each word, in her desperation to remain cheerful. ‘In that case, the holiday starts here!’


Amelia had been a sickly little thing as a baby: sallow and small, suffering terribly from eczema until she was five, when Maggie had finally discovered the precise combination of washing-powder brand, medication and non-dairy products that seemed to help. Those early years now felt like a blur of despair and exhaustion: all the dreadful nights they’d shared weeping together, Amelia’s sheets covered in specks of blood where she’d been unable to stop scratching, however much emollient cream Maggie slathered on her, however many scratch-mitts and soothing baths they tried. It had bonded them, though, such horror, forging a deep primal alliance between the two of them, partners in combat. When Will had walked out seven months after Amelia’s birth, claiming he couldn’t cope, the bond between mother and daughter only strengthened.


Maggie had never forgiven Will for leaving them in their darkest hour. She despised him for caring so little about their child that he could leave like that, with barely any contact over the ensuing years. He was a photographer, footloose and fancy-free, and she would occasionally see his work pop up in glossy magazines, immediately feeling a rush of anger at the sight of his name. For years she had been unable to help comparing whatever exciting thing Will might be doing at any given moment with her own humdrum life.


He is crouching in a warzone right now, she would think dully, with heavy gunfire shattering the air around him, seeing men die through a camera lens. I, meanwhile, am raking the nit comb through our daughter’s hair and examining the white teeth for telltale dark specks.


He is having lunch in an expensive hushed hotel with a magazine editor who wants to commission a reportage special. Over in suburbia, however, I am cajoling our toddler to eat peas and sweetcorn.


His world was big, bristling with danger around each corner, boundless in its scope and urgency. Hers was as small as a held hand, a pinecone on the ground, a storybook pored over on a lap.


Not that Maggie begrudged her daughter their shared domestic world at all. Not for a moment. She had tried to shower Amelia with so much love and attention that there simply wasn’t space for her to feel as if she’d missed out by having an absent dad. Maggie had retrained from geologist to geography teacher, so that she could be around for every school holiday. She’d turned down countless invitations to book clubs, parties, dinner, drinks – most evening things, in fact, because she would rather spend time with her wonderful, sparky girl.


And for fourteen years Amelia had gazed lovingly back at her with those faithful dark eyes and been glad of her mother’s company. They’d moulded a comfortable life together, full of rituals and favourite things and in-jokes. Series they binge-watched together. Recipes they both enjoyed making. It had been delightful for Maggie – enriching and plentiful. Yet all of a sudden their relationship was no longer enough for Amelia, it seemed. Worse, it had apparently become an embarrassment.


The trouble with you, Maggie, Will had said to her once – and truly, was there any way in which this sentence didn’t end badly? – is that you’re too bloody intense. You’re needy. You consume people with your need. And I can’t live like this.


Maggie had never been able to forget those damning words. They had buzzed and circled around in her head like wasps in a jar. She knew she shouldn’t take anything to heart from Will, of all people, Mr Terrified of Commitment, but all the same, the sentiment smarted. He made her sound as if she was some monstrous parasite, leeching off her loved ones. When she’d only ever tried to do her best!


She glanced across at Amelia, her adored girl, slumped in the passenger seat beside her, earphones unsociably attached. It was her worst fear that one day her daughter would reject her in the same way that Will had. The trouble with you, Mum – oh God, she couldn’t even bear to imagine the rest of the sentence. It would kill her. It would break her heart clean through.


She must have let out an involuntary moan at the thought because Amelia turned, yanking out an earbud, and gave her mother a suspicious sideways look. ‘You all right?’ she asked grudgingly.


Maggie blinked away her doom-laden thoughts and smiled brightly. ‘Absolutely fine,’ she said, starting the engine and carefully pulling out of her parking space. Tara might have taken Amelia by the hand lately and led her down a terrible new path of alcopops, short skirts and sarcasm, but Maggie was determined to win her back over the next two weeks, or at least die trying. The bond between them would be repaired, made good as new. ‘Cornwall here we come!’ she cried, with all the valour of King Arthur himself.




Chapter Three


There was something about going on holiday, Em thought, unpacking provisions in Briar Cottage’s kitchen, that allowed you to reinvent yourself, just for two weeks at a time. You could snip yourself out of your usual real-life frieze like a paper doll and position yourself in new, exotic surroundings. With a bit of luck you might even become a new, exotic person in the process. It was a beguiling thought.


Not that all of her holidays in the past had been exotic occasions, obviously. Her childhood holidays had been a succession of damp and drizzly campsites, all welly boots, tinned meatballs and petty squabbles. She could picture her mum now, wearing two jumpers and an anorak on the beach, pouring coffee from a Thermos flask with a rigid jaw as the clouds huddled threateningly in the sky. The gritty texture of sand at the bottom of a sleeping bag. Vanilla ice-cream dribbling stickily down a cone onto her fingers.


The holidays she’d spent as a teenager were best forgotten, frankly, especially the summer they’d camped at the Gower when she was fifteen. The tent had leaked and she’d had back-to-back arguments with her parents, including one particularly explosive row over the wearing (or the non-wearing, rather) of her hated orange cagoule in a freezing downpour. ‘I’d sooner catch pneumonia and die’ had been her passionate, if grandiose declaration. ‘At least that would give us all a break from having to listen to you shouting,’ her dad had replied mildly. As for the trouble she and Jenny got into the next morning, having sneaked off to the campsite bar with some boys they’d met and ending up violently sick, her ears rang even now to recall the thunderous recriminations. She’d never been able to stomach cider and black since.


Holidays with mates had been more fun at least: easy-going, sun-drenched weeks in cheap European resorts where flirting with the sloe-eyed waiters became an art form. Pounding nightclubs, tiny dresses, shots of ouzo thrown back with abandon, and the worst sunburn of her life, thanks to falling asleep on the beach hungover at midday, once and once only. Ah, to be young and stupid. Those were the days.


Sexy, romantic holidays with Dom had followed in her late twenties, back when he was still Dom the Bomb rather than Dom the shitty ex-husband. Holidays where she’d packed seven bikinis, a few strappy dresses and scented body lotion. Very little else. Dreamy nights beneath a rotating ceiling fan, rubbing after-sun into each other’s tanned bodies. Not that she’d want to do such things with Dom now, mind, especially with the paunch he’d developed in recent years, but at the time it had felt like paradise.


Hard on the heels of the romantic holidays and then the honeymoon had come the summer breaks with their young children, when there was no longer anything remotely holidayish or relaxing about the experience. In fact those weeks away turned out to mean exactly the same old exhaustion and drudgery in a different place, where the babies wouldn’t sleep and developed prickly heat and they were all packed into a one-bedroom apartment, and it was hell. Then, once Izzie and Jack had grown up into small, toddling wrecking-machines, she would spend the entire time away worrying that they were going to topple off a balcony or plunge head-first into the nearest pool, if she took her eyes off them for a second. Over the years she had assembled an impressive line of foreign phrases, namely ‘My child is drowning!’, ‘I need a doctor!’ and ‘Help!’ in various languages, ready to scream the appropriate words at any given moment.


It was always such a relief to come home after these ‘holidays’, even if she did then find herself yearning, quite ferociously, for a week on her own in a hotel somewhere to recover, with room service, silence and a well-stocked minibar.


Still, if she’d thought those years were tough, then the first summer as a single mum had been the worst yet. Izzie was eleven and Jack ten, and Em had been so determined to give them a brilliant time and show the world she could manage just fine without Dom that the three of them had gone to Florida for the so-called holiday of a lifetime. Yes, so the photos might show the kids beaming with Bart Simpson and Goofy, and dive-bombing each other in a turquoise pool, but they sure as hell didn’t show Em accidentally rear-ending the hire car and bursting into tears, or Izzie picking up a vomiting bug on the second day, or Jack getting stung by a wasp and having an allergic reaction that had seen them racing for the nearest hospital in a heart-pounding adrenalin dash. She had returned to the UK a complete wreck beneath her mahogany tan; jet-lagged, skint and vowing ‘never a-bloody-gain’.


Forget all that, though. This year’s holiday was going to be great. Without the day-to-day hassles of work, school and domestic chores grinding her down, she would be a new Em, albeit one in several different variations. She’d be the easy-going, non-nagging mum for Izzie and Jack. She’d be the fun-loving girlfriend without a care in the world for George. For Seren, she’d be kind and considerate and infinitely patient. For Charlotte, she’d be the gracious hostess, relaxed and at home in her beautiful surroundings. Ha! See, maybe this would be okay after all. In fact, in many ways it was probably better for Charlotte to see her here in the gorgeous cottage, rather than in her scruffy, messy Cheltenham home, which almost always had somebody’s sports socks or work tights drying on a radiator, and rude messages chalked up on the kitchen blackboard.


‘They’re here,’ Jack called just then, from where he was perched on the windowsill of the living room.


Em had had to contend with various scathing complaints from the teens about Briar Cottage’s dodgy Wi-Fi and the even worse phone signal since they had arrived twenty minutes ago, but apparently her son had now discovered the best place in the house in which to keep up with his social life, which was a relief to everyone. What was more, the spot seemed to double as a lookout post.


‘Hooray,’ she replied, unloading her last carrier bag in the kitchen. You never knew, with these holiday cottages, if they were going to welcome you with a bottle of wine in the fridge and assorted tasty goodies, or if they would be the stingy type of place that didn’t so much as leave you a single toilet roll. She well remembered the horror of having slogged all the way up to the Lake District one summer to a house in the middle of nowhere, to be greeted in the latter way, and had almost burst into tears at the realization she’d have to get back into the hot sweatbox of a car once more, before being able to make herself a much-needed cup of tea with milk.


Since then she’d always travelled as if preparing for siege conditions, squeezing bags of bread, fruit and tinned beans into the boot of the car, packing toilet rolls and pasta packets around the children as if rearranging Tetris pieces. Wouldn’t you know it, this was the more generous kind of holiday cottage, and she had been gratified to discover paper bags containing a loaf of fresh bread and some sultana scones awaiting them on the table, along with milk, butter, eggs, jam and a decent-looking Sauvignon Blanc in the fridge. There, see! she’d thought, with a slightly pathetic stab of triumph. She might have been drunk when she’d booked this holiday, but her instincts had guided her to a good place at least.


And it did, on first appearances, seem very nice there. The three stone-built barn conversions must once have formed the edges of a stable yard, she guessed, but were now set up as a trio of holiday homes around a swimming pool, which also boasted a small lawned area with deckchairs and sun loungers arranged in clusters. There was a fourth, smaller building set further back from the pool, which housed the games room, according to Izzie’s investigations, alongside a communal barbecue area. To the left of their cottage stretched rounded green hills, and if you peered out of the bedrooms at the front, you could just about see a sliver of petrol-blue sea down below.


Inside, the cottage was clean and tasteful: big stone hearths and beamed ceilings, neutral paint shades with bright pops of colour here and there. Huge beds and monsoon showers awaited them upstairs, with deep soft sofas and shelves of paperbacks down in the living area. ‘The girl done good,’ she had thought to herself with a smile, heaving her suitcase up to the master bedroom, where she stood for a few moments to admire the cherrywood fitted wardrobes, the spotless white bed-linen and the vintage washstand in the en-suite. Just the place, she’d thought, flopping backwards on the bed, for a romantic getaway for two. Plus their three assorted children, of course. She found herself casting a wary eye over the bed, hoping that Seren wouldn’t end up squeezed in between her and George too many times.


Now in the kitchen, she rushed about, trying to get everything put away before the others walked in. Originally she’d assumed they’d all be travelling down to Cornwall together, but since George had been roped into bringing Seren along, he’d decided to drive his own car there too, claiming it would make life easier. Was it also his means of escape, she wondered, in case he wanted to make a quick getaway? A rush of nerves assaulted her in the next moment. What if her sister and friends were right, and this was all too much too soon? Would she and George still be quite so besotted with each other by the end of the fortnight?


‘I never expected to feel like this again,’ he had told her on Wednesday night. They’d been out to the cinema together and were back at her place, slotted around each other like spoons in the cutlery drawer as they lay in bed.


‘Me neither,’ she’d replied happily. Oh, so happily! ‘I honestly thought I was done with all that love and romance business. That it was a young person’s thing, and that I was far too cynical and jaded ever to go there again.’


He’d laughed, and it was warm and ticklish against the back of her neck. ‘Same. Who knew that we jaded old cynics would find each other? The perfect match!’


‘The perfect catch,’ she echoed. They had a tendency to be very cheesy with each other, she and George; the exact shade of mush she’d always turned her nose up about previously. How come she had never realized just how enjoyable it was to act like a complete sap? She couldn’t get enough of such behaviour these days.


It seemed hard to believe that it was only five months since they’d met, at Laura and Sam’s house-warming party. She hadn’t even been intending to go – she’d had one of those crazy weeks at work and had been thinking longingly of a pyjama-clad Friday night in, getting up close and personal with a bottle of gin and a box-set on the sofa – except that she’d bumped into Laura on her way back from the station and been nobbled. ‘See you about eight then?’ Laura had asked, after recounting details of the hours she’d spent preparing party food and play-lists. Only the most churlish of people could have said no.


Okay, so she would just stay for a bit, she’d vowed: long enough to be polite, before she went scuttling home to her pyjamas and sofa. Laura and Sam’s new house was a scant two streets away from her own, so at least it wasn’t as if she had to drag herself across town. ‘I’ll see you later,’ she promised the TV, before locking the back door and issuing the kids with strict instructions about remembering not to let in any paedophiles or murderers.


‘Burglars?’ Jack had asked. ‘Psychopaths?’


‘Them too,’ she said. ‘Especially if it’s Amanda from next door. Joking! Do not tell her I said that.’


Once at the party, she’d got chatting to George in the kitchen and found him so interesting and funny and handsome that she completely changed her mind about leaving early. A TV binge in pyjamas had never seemed less appealing. He kept making her laugh and his eyes were gorgeously dark and crinkled at the edges when he smiled. He smelled nice too, and she found herself pretending she couldn’t quite hear what he was saying a few times so that she could lean in closer and get a good whiff. Mmm. Delicious.


Before she knew it, the kitchen clock was showing midnight – how had that happened? It was the latest that Em had ever stayed out, without there being a responsible adult in the house with her kids. Despite text reassurances from Izzie (I’m still up watching Netflix anyway, it’s fine) and Jack (I punched a couple of paedos and shot the burglars, don’t worry, I got this, Mum), she decided, reluctantly, that she should head back. ‘Alas, Cinderella has to return home to her teenagers, who may or may not have been at my pathetic drinks cupboard,’ she confessed to George, weighing up whether she was drunk or brazen enough to ask for his phone number.


Sod it – nothing ventured, nothing gained and all that. ‘I was wondering . . .’ she began recklessly in the next moment, just as he said, ‘I don’t suppose I could have your number?’


They’d smiled at each other dreamily. Kapow! she thought, her heart thudding. Get in there, Cinders.


‘Wait,’ Jack was saying now. ‘Does George drive a shitty beige Volvo?’


Em shut the fridge door, sensing an imminent anticlimax. ‘No,’ she said. ‘He’s got a black BMW.’


‘False alarm,’ said Izzie with a snort of laughter. ‘Unless George has turned himself into a spoddy-looking woman, that is.’


‘I certainly hope not,’ Em said, coming to peer through the window with them at the small shared car park that was in view. Out of the car (Jack’s description of a ‘shitty beige Volvo’ turned out to be pretty accurate) emerged a tall, rather hunched-over woman in a dark-green anorak and corduroy trousers, with a faintly harassed air. She looked as if she was Em’s age, slightly older perhaps, with shaggy brown hair. ‘Nope,’ Em said, ‘that’s definitely not George.’


As the woman turned in their direction, Em dodged abruptly away from the window, embarrassed that she and her children were being so nosy. ‘Stop staring,’ she hissed, but then Jack murmured an approving ‘Excellent!’ and curiosity got the better of her. Peering over again, Em was just in time to see a teenage girl clamber out of the passenger seat with an air of resignation. The girl had long black hair that fell into her eyes and was wearing a ripped black vest-top, a bottle-green miniskirt and high-heeled DM boots. She folded her arms across her chest and took up the stance that Em recognized from her own two as Combative Teen, then said something they couldn’t hear.


‘Someone’s not happy,’ Izzie commented, glued to the scene.


Just then, as the three Hugheses gawped on, the girl noticed them and glared. Em ducked back again, mortified to have been caught snooping, but not before she saw the girl stretch out an arm and flip them the finger.


‘Whoa,’ cried Izzie. ‘Harsh.’


‘She is fit,’ said Jack, grinning back at her.


Oh God, thought Em, startled, was that actually a wink as well? Since when had her son shown the slightest bit of interest in girls? Until today she would have said that precisely nothing went on in his head other than football, YouTube, snacks and sleeping, but apparently he had turned into Casanova during the journey down from Cheltenham. Marvellous. She stared at him as if seeing him for the first time in months, noting the faint fuzz of hair that had recently sprouted along his jaw, as well as how broad his shoulders were these days. Blink and your children changed before your eyes. All of a sudden, he was half-boy, half-man. All hormones, apparently.


‘Gross,’ Izzie was telling him in disapproval. ‘Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to objectify girls?’


‘Clearly not explicitly enough,’ Em said. Oof, Jack getting the horn. Now she was imagining torturous holiday romances, a Romeo and Juliet between the barn conversions (were there any balconies? She hadn’t spotted any) and fumbly first kisses. She’d have to have a serious chat with him about responsibilities and respect. About not being a git to the opposite sex, like his dad, moreover.


Casanova, still smirking, slid down from his perch and headed for the kitchen, with what looked like a new swagger in his step. ‘Well, this place suddenly got a lot more interesting anyway,’ they heard him drawl, before adding in his normal voice, ‘Hey, Mum, can I open these crisps?’


‘I wish it was just going to be us,’ Izzie said in a quiet voice, before Em could reply to Jack. ‘Here, I mean. I wish the others weren’t coming.’


‘What? Oh!’ Now Em felt a pang of guilt. And surprise too, not least because on their last summer holiday, to Snowdonia, Izzie had barely wanted anything to do with her or Jack. Every time Em had tried to drag her out on a day-trip or off on a walk, she’d resisted, saying she just wanted to stay in the house that day; please, did she have to go? ‘Really? But I thought . . .’


‘I mean, we don’t even know this George bloke. I don’t want to sleep in a strange house with a random man hanging around.’


‘I’m opening the crisps then, I’m taking that as a yes,’ Jack bellowed from the kitchen, but Em was too startled by Izzie’s words to pay him any proper attention.


‘I do know him and he’s not a random man,’ she replied, stung, ‘and he won’t be hanging around, either, he’ll be in with me, so—’


‘Yeah, and I’m not wildly happy about that, either, Mum.’ Izzie pursed her lips, her small pert nose in the air. She wound a thick lock of honey-coloured hair around her hand, then tossed it back over one shoulder. ‘Our rooms are right next to each other and I don’t want to hear anything, all right? It’s disgusting, at your age. It’s kind of desperate, too.’
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