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‘I laughed, I cried, I sat on the edge of my seat, I went through so many emotions just reading about lunch’ @Zoe__Diane
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‘There’s bound to be at least one character which you think, “I know someone a bit like that!” Light-hearted, happy and wholesome – the perfect Sunday-in-your-pyjamas-with-a-cuppa read!’ @LauraNazmdeh

‘It has everything. This made me cry, laugh and swoon . . .a beautiful tale of love, loss, family, friendships and second chances. Full of wit, warmth and love, I really recommend this’ @hellosweety26

‘Full of warmth and belonging, this is one story you won’t want to miss’ @shazgoodwin

‘Oh this book! It got me right in the feels! I haven’t felt so strongly about a group of characters in ages! I loved the way it was written, each chapter being set at a Sunday Lunch Club, with just enough time passed for the drama to mount up and the emotions to swell. The dialogue is flawless, the dynamics are perfect. I really can’t fault this book at all!!’ @tishylou

‘Just wow! Full of laughs and tears . . . a wonderful new book’ @BookLoverx

‘I was hooked from the start and couldn’t put the book down. There were several twists in the plot and that just made it more exciting. I felt like being there with the characters and was actually sad when it ended’ @skydreamersimi

‘Heartwarming, uplifting and poignant. Highly, highly recommended’ @Agi_mybookshelf
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No hay mejor hermano que

un buen vecino al lado


Prologue

Lunch at Thea’s


VOL-AU-VENTS

COD BAKED IN FOIL

STICKY TOFFEE PUDDING



Everything – but everything – had changed.

The cutlery Thea laid out was old and well handled. Mellowed by years of lunches and dinners, it enhanced the flat’s eccentric blend of old-fashioned cosiness and hipster style. She picked up a dessert spoon, felt its weight as it balanced on her finger, then set it down again, just so.

The table looked perfect, even if she did say so herself. Not showy, not styled, yet welcoming and beautiful and thought about. She thought deeply about things, this slender woman with the carefully done nails and the well-cut dress in cornflower blue. She bent down to tweak the clean blanket she’d laid over the cat bed, amused at herself for such Mad Housewife attention to detail. This was not her usual style.

The doorbell rang.

Thea froze. Had she bitten off more than she could chew? Inside these walls she was safe. When that door opened, the world would flood in, dabbing its fingerprints all over her safe place.

An old fear was exhumed; she could lose everything.

Thea looked at the door to the garden. She could open it, race out, hurdle the low fence, leave the bell ringing and the cod in the fridge and the wine unopened. Each guest was a friend, but what would they make of her? Would they find her odd, exotic, alien? Or would they recognise her for what she was?

A quote from a wise old woman popped into her head. ‘Your soul never changes,’ murmured Thea, taking one last appraising look around as the doorbell repeated itself, churlish this time.

If she’d forgotten anything, it was too late to do a damn thing about it. Thea pushed a strand of hair behind her ear, cleared her throat, gave herself a last searching look in the hall mirror and opened the door.

It was time.


Chapter One

Lunch at Anna’s


NIBBLY BITS

ROAST BEEF WITH ALL THE TRIMMINGS/NUT ROAST

STRAWBERRIES AND CREAM



The Sunday Lunch Club wasn’t a proper club.

There were no membership fees, or laminated passes, or rules. It was an ad hoc get-together for the Piper family plus any stray friends or lovers or pets who happened to be kicking around. Sometimes the club sat down together twice a month, sometimes every week; at other times, they forgot about it for weeks on end.

It had started when Anna’s parents moved to Florida. There’d been a big send-off, when her mother had served one of ‘her’ roasts in the conservatory of the family home out in the suburbs. It had been emotional, saying goodbye to the bricks and mortar the four brothers and sisters grew up in. A mass of memories, some good, others bad and one decidedly ugly, had crowded the table alongside the beef and vertiginous yorkies and gravy thick enough to walk across.

They’d realised, as they chewed and drank and argued and laughed, that there’d be no more roasts after Mum left. That was a solemn moment; everybody put down their forks, and in that moment the Sunday Lunch Club was born.

Not that they ate a roast every time. Only Anna could be bothered to undertake the multiple tasks and meticulous time management involved. Anna’s roomy conscience put her forward to be keeper of the flame. Sunday lunch had to be perfect, it had to be complete; if there was no horseradish sauce on the table she went to bed in a funk.

Furthermore, there had to be both freshly grated horseradish and the supermarket version. Her older brother, who jumped on every passing foodie bandwagon, insisted on the real thing, but her ex-husband said the shop-bought sauce reminded him of his childhood.

There is so much more to roast beef than mere lunch.

Each roast carries echoes of all the roasts that went before. No two gravy recipes are the same. Some families insist on peas; others stage a mutiny if a carrot is involved. A Sunday roast is a comfort blanket made of meat, a link to the past, a reassurance that not everything changes.

Anna understood this, and took everybody’s preferences into account. That’s why she had to conjure up not only a perfectly cooked joint – rare in the middle, crusty at the edges – but also roast potatoes, mashed potatoes, peas, carrots, Yorkshire puddings both large and small, red wine gravy, gravy from granules, roast parsnips, plus a nut roast.

The kitchen was smallish and imperfectly formed, but there was room for a sofa, and it was improved by the view of Anna’s small garden. Mostly paved, the pots loitering around its edge were beginning to wake up. April toyed with them, blowing hot and cold. The sleek lines of the modern garden studio were incongruous among the trellises and benches; it was newly built, a testament to her confidence in Artem Accessories, the business she’d started with Sam. They spent more time in there together than they ever had done during their marriage.

She consulted her spreadsheet. Time to make the batter.

Flour. Eggs. Milk. The comforting, timeless sound of a fork beating plain ingredients in a bowl. Anna decanted the pale sludge into a jug and put it in the fridge. Why, she didn’t know; she did it because that was how Dinkie, her grandmother, had always done it.

She turned to the table. Extended, it took up almost the whole of the kitchen floor space. Anna liked to pretend she was indifferent to the style of the table setting, saying loudly that it was the food and the company that mattered. However, the previous lunch, a sumptuous catered affair at her brother’s house, was a hard act to follow. Anna felt the pressure, and had splurged on napkin rings.

Then she’d had to buy napkins; her paper ones looked foolish in their new wooden coats. Anna tweaked the flowers, regretting her decision to put them in a glass vase. She hustled them into a jug. Then, no, that didn’t look right either, and she shoved them back into the vase. By which time they looked as droopy as she felt.

However often Anna ‘entertained’, there was always this moment before the first arrival when everything looked wrong. When the battered chairs morphed from shabby chic to plain shabby, and the tablecloth showed its age. It was too late to start again. Too late to re-set the table in her usual slapdash way. Too late to scale back her ambitious menu. Too late to dismantle the updo that now looked overdone and fussy when she checked herself out in the chrome of the built-in oven.

She looked so young in the fuzzy reflection. Her hair looked naturally blonde instead of L’Oréal Sweet Honey, and her eyes glinted greenishly in a pale oval face with not a line to commemorate the hurly-burly of forty years on earth. She’d inherited her mother’s tendency to puffy under-eyes; the more truthful hall mirror told a different story. Still, Anna had long ago made peace with her looks – so-so on a bad day, ramping up to yummy if an effort was made.

Life was a compromise between aspirations and reality. She let go of all her misgivings about the table setting, about the size of the joint, about whether or not the place cards that had seemed so cute when she’d written them were actually pretentious.

Anna took in a deep breath (through the nose? Or the mouth? She could never remember her Pilates teacher’s instructions) and let go of all, or almost all, her anxieties. She still cared that her guests had a good time and left feeling nourished; she no longer cared whether or not she impressed them.

Which, she thought, looking at the misspelling on the nearest place card, is just as well.



The room filled up. Coats were handed to Anna or dumped on the sagging sofa. Bottles were pressed on her, her cheek was kissed, a gift of champagne truffles was oohed over.

Somebody – probably Neil, the oldest of the four siblings and the one who liked to impress himself on a room – had opened the glass doors to the garden, and the straggly spring sun exposed the neglected pots and an Ikea bookcase she’d dismembered weeks before.

‘God, olives, I love olives,’ whooped her sister. Maeve scooped up a handful and stuffed them all in her mouth, unaware they were artisan olives and their price had made Anna’s hair stand on end. ‘Did you do me a veggie option?’

‘Don’t I always?’ Even though Maeve’s vegetarianism was the shaky sort, easily derailed by the whiff of a bacon sandwich, Anna always made sure to dip into her cookbooks and come up with something that rivalled the mighty roast.

‘Somebody,’ said Santiago, sidling up to Anna who was pouring Prosecco and worrying whether she’d bought enough, ‘has done a poo-poo.’

‘Who?’ asked Anna and they both laughed. She was grateful to the God of In-Laws for sending her Santiago. Decorative, playful, very very Spanish, his light touch brought out her own inner child. ‘I bet,’ she said, leaning down to the baby in his arms, ‘it was you, wasn’t it?’

At three and a half months old, Paloma was all pink and white innocence, blue eyes huge in her chubby face. She was everybody’s pet, everybody’s favourite, the Piper family’s new toy. ‘Take her up to my room, Santi,’ said Anna. ‘There’s more space to lay out the changing mat.’

She watched him go.

‘I know what you’re thinking.’ Neil appeared, nudging her. ‘You’re thinking what a great bum. A ten out of ten, A1, classic of its kind. Santi’s bum is more or less why I married him.’

Anna nudged him back. ‘Actually, I was thinking what an incredible dad he is. Even though he’s so young.’

‘Is that a dig at me?’ Neil took offence as easily as he took in air. ‘I was young once, you know. It’s not a skill. Anybody can do it. And Santi’s not that young. He’s twenty-four.’

‘Or, to put it another way, two decades younger than you.’

‘Don’t remind me. In some ways it’s lovely having an Adonis beside you in bed every night. But in others . . .’ Neil pulled in his tummy and put a hand to his hairline. He whispered, ‘It reminds you of what a fat old has-been you are.’

‘You’re only forty-four!’ A mere four years behind her brother, Anna hated it when he lamented his age. She preferred to strenuously believe the magazine articles that told her forty was the new thirty. She’d always felt older than her years; when Anna looked back over her teens they weren’t the sunlit beach scenes of other people’s youth. With their parents out of the country so much, she’d been a mini-mummy to the younger siblings. Anna and Neil had been born close together. Seven years later, Maeve had come along, then Josh. There’d always been a ‘them and us’ feel; Anna and Neil still felt vaguely responsible for Maeve and Josh.

‘I’m forty-four in human years,’ said Neil. ‘In gay years I’m a thousand and one.’ He tutted at the breadstick in his hand. ‘Why are your nibbles always so samey?’

‘Samey?’ Anna was insulted. ‘It’s tradition, you oaf.’

‘Nothing traditional about rocking up to the same old hummus and olives and tzat-bloody-ziki for years on end.’ Neil was extra-arch today. ‘And when are we eating? I’m starving.’

‘When it’s ready.’ Anna took off with the tray of Prosecco.

The L-shaped kitchen and family room had been one of the reasons she’d bought the small Victorian semi in a terrace of similarly neat homes near the park, but the open-plan layout was a disadvantage when she hosted the lunch club. There was no escaping the lunchers’ endless neediness; they regressed to toddlers as they walked through the door, unable to pour liquid for themselves, all drooling with hunger. No, she thought, not toddlers. They were baby birds, their beaks open, their squawks filling the air. She imagined herself chucking worms into their open gobs, and Sam heard her giggle.

He was in his chair. Or rather, what used to be his chair when they were married. Six years after the divorce, Sam still colonised the frayed blue velvet cushions whenever he visited, long legs stuck out in a potential trip hazard.

Sitting back, he parroted her giggle. Sam was tall, sturdy, an oak, with low-key colouring stolen from nature – eyes a soft hazel, hair a difficult to describe medley of blond and brown. Like the oak, Sam was calm. Another metaphor Anna favoured was the iceberg; not because Sam was cold – far from it – but because he kept so much of himself hidden. To the world at large, Sam was tranquil, but ten years of marriage had taught Anna how to recognise the giveaways that hinted at inner turmoil. Today he was serene, already a touch tipsy; Sam had no capacity for booze.

A fixture in Anna’s life, these days her ex-husband was a cheerleader for her love affairs, such as they were. The latest one had crashed in flames some time ago. Sam had listened to each twist and turn, given advice, consoled her and boosted her confidence. As Anna had said, he’d been almost as good as a woman at all those things.

He seemed to have sworn off relationships. Perhaps our marriage vaccinated him against romance, thought Anna, as he took a glass from her tray and said, ‘You look nice.’

He said it as if it was unusual. ‘Do I?’

‘Yeah,’ agreed Maeve, snaffling a glass and leaning into Anna’s face. ‘Your skin’s all glowy and your eyes are sparkly. Ooh! You naughty girl! You’ve been having ess ee ex!’

The boy at Maeve’s side, thirteen years old with skin the colour of toffee, winced. ‘Mum, for God’s sake!’

‘That’s how Dinkie used to say it. So we wouldn’t understand. Ess ee ex!’ repeated Maeve, with relish. Their Irish grandmother, often quoted, was an occasional member of the lunch club. ‘Who’s the lucky guy?’

Anna hurried back to the oven, ignoring their laughter, hoping none of them noticed the blush that crept up her neck. Pretending to check on the beef, she had a vivid flashback.

A utility room. White goods. A Kenwood stand mixer. Herself up against a fridge-freezer, frenzied, forgetting her own name as a man pounded his body against hers. She’d held out a hand to steady herself and pushed over a litre bottle of fabric conditioner. Neither of them noticed.

Anna stole a look back at the others. Only Sam looked her way. He winked. He saw the blush all right. Anna knocked over a salt cellar, righted it again, and was grateful for the chirrup of her mobile.

‘Ah,’ she said, reading the text. ‘Guys! Josh can’t make it.’

‘What’s the excuse this time?’ Neil was sardonic.

‘He’s got something on.’ The text had been more precise: I can’t face it, Sis. As usual, Anna let him off the hook. Although twenty-nine years old, Josh would always be the baby of the family. ‘I spoke to him during the week.’

‘How’d he sound?’ Neil’s attempted nonchalance didn’t convince. They all worried about Josh.

‘Great. He sounded great,’ lied Anna.

‘Uncle Josh never comes.’ Storm’s mouth turned down.

‘Shush, you,’ said Maeve gently. There was an unwritten rule not to criticise Josh. Using a family telepathy, they all agreed that he’d been born with thinner skin. He felt knocks more harshly. Took setbacks more personally.

‘He promised to come to the next Sunday Lunch Club,’ said Anna. Another lie, but one she’d try to convert into a truth.



Paloma, whose manners were as exquisite as her face, slept in her carrycot all through the main course, missing the compliments for the beef.

‘Even nicer than Dinkie’s.’ Neil verged on blasphemy.

‘My carrots were a bit hard,’ said Maeve.

‘Yet you bravely managed to eat them all,’ Anna pointed out. ‘Do you want to let that course go down before I do dessert?’

They all groaned their agreement. Waistbands were discreetly undone. Neil had the look of a man regretting that last roast potato.

‘I haven’t been this full,’ he said, ‘since the last time we all got together, at Paloma’s Welcome Home lunch.’ He was red in the face, as if he’d been doing hard manual labour rather than stuffing his face.

‘What was that stew thing we had?’ asked Maeve, emptying a bottle into her glass and waggling it at Anna, who understood the code and stood up to fetch another.

‘Basque lamb.’ Neil closed his eyes in bliss. ‘Santi’s mum’s recipe.’

‘That was an amazeballs day,’ said Storm, who’d barely spoken throughout the meal, his tidy Afro bent over his food.

The last club meeting had been a triumphant finale to Neil and Santiago’s efforts to adopt a child. They’d persevered for over two years, tackling every hurdle in their path. At times the process had seemed never-ending. Anna saw first-hand how they perked up with each breakthrough only to wilt when they were knocked back again. Then all the stars had aligned and the impossible had happened.

Or rather, Paloma had happened.

Despite the fact that Neil and Santiago were willing to take a child of any age, they were in the right place at the right time to adopt a newborn. At ten weeks old, Paloma had still been a dot in a nappy. She would never be able to remember her life before she entered the cocoon of care and love that the Pipers wove around her. Anna found that poignant; Paloma aroused a miscellany of emotions and feelings that took her by surprise. She saw something in the baby’s round eyes, a question that reverberated through her body.

‘Come on, Paloma!’ Maeve reached down and plucked the baby out of her opulently dressed crib. The others exchanged glances. Maeve was an impulsive creature who lived in the moment, which often had an adverse effect on the next moment. Inevitably, Paloma woke up and began to squall.

‘Aw! Wassamatter?’ cooed Maeve, her wild brown hair falling over the baby, her free hand reaching for her glass.

‘The matter is the poor kid was fast asleep and now she’s not,’ said Anna.

‘Your Auntie Anna’s a gwouch, isn’t she?’ baby-talked Maeve. ‘Yes she is!’ she squealed, wine furring the edge of her diction.

‘Mum,’ said Storm, without looking up from his phone, surreptitiously spirited onto his lap under cover of the tablecloth. ‘Don’t.’

‘We’re surrounded by spoilsports, Paloma-woma.’ Maeve sank the rest of her drink as Neil harrumphed loudly at this use of an unauthorised nickname for his new daughter. ‘Your daddy disapproves of me, and my own son has all the pizzazz of a bank manager.’ She reached out to ruffle her boy’s hair. ‘Where did I go right?’

Ducking away from her, Storm asked, ‘What’s for afters?’

‘Strawberries and cream.’ Anna usually resorted to this crowd-pleaser.

‘Strawberries are out of season,’ complained Maeve.

‘So shoot me.’ Anna wasn’t in the mood for one of Maeve’s rants about organic, allergen-free, low-air-miles eating.

‘They probably came all the way from Morocco,’ sighed Maeve as the big glass dish of ripe red fruit was placed in the middle of the table and everybody leaned in.

‘Don’t eat them, then,’ murmured Neil.

‘It’d be wrong to waste them,’ said Maeve piously.

Another shared look ran around the Sunday Lunch Club.

‘And before you ask,’ said Anna, setting down a jug she’d found in a charity shop, ‘the cream is from a cow I know personally.’

Maeve looked up, wide-eyed, before bursting into laughter. She believed anything after her third Prosecco.

‘Let’s make sure Dinkie comes to the next lunch,’ said Santiago, holding out his bowl. ‘I miss her.’ I mith her. His English was fluent, but prettified by his accent.

‘She seems to be settling in at the home,’ said Neil, tossing a strawberry at Storm.

‘Don’t call it that!’ mewled Maeve.

‘It’s a retirement complex.’ Anna quelled Neil with a look. The old habit of talking over the younger siblings’ heads died hard.

‘It’s like battery farming, but with old dears instead of chickens,’ said Neil, evidently enjoying the consternation this caused.

‘It’s a lovely place!’ said Maeve, who hadn’t set foot in it.

‘She’s with people her own age,’ said Anna uncertainly.

‘Exactly. Since when did Dinkie want to be surrounded by old people?’ said Neil.

‘We discussed this.’ Anna was quiet, firm. ‘She couldn’t live on her own any more and—’

‘Yeah yeah,’ said Neil. ‘It’s for the best, but . . . you know . . .’

They did. They knew. They knew that the Sunville communal areas smelled of cabbage. They knew how rabidly proud their minuscule grandmother was.

Sam said, ‘It’s not easy, but you all did the right thing.’

He sounded so sane that Anna wanted to believe him. That was the voice he’d used back when she’d wake in the night. He’d dry her tears, talk her round, hold her until she dropped off again. Now when she woke up in the night, she was alone with her thoughts. Sometimes they won and Anna had to drag herself out of bed to make the milky drink prescribed at such times.

A strawberry stopped en route to Anna’s mouth as something struck her. Would she ever sleep beside a man again? Not for a night or two, but for years on end, with him making a familiar shape in the dark. It wasn’t just sex that made a marital bed special; Anna recalled the braided limbs, the snug warmth of it all. The synchronised turnings. The churned pillows. The bed as fortress. Us against the world.

She looked at Sam, who was licking cream off his finger. He used to say that. It used to be true. Funny that Anna could miss some ingredients of their marriage so intensely, yet be relieved to have escaped it.

‘Storm’s started Japanese at school, did I tell you?’ Maeve bunched her lips like that when something made her especially happy. Her freckles made a dot-to-dot of joy. ‘Don’t be embarrassed, sweetie!’ She seemed devilishly pleased at seeing her clever son cringe in his Adidas top. ‘Only five boys in his year are doing it.’

‘Pantsu,’ said Santi suddenly.

‘Eh?’ Neil stared at him. ‘Steady on, Santi. I’m the brains, darling. You’re the beauty. You can’t speak Japanese!’

‘That’s all I can say,’ admitted Santi, dimples deepening. ‘I learned it when I was a waiter. It means hello.’

‘Err, no it doesn’t, Uncle Santi.’ Storm pulled a face. ‘It means knickers.’

Santi covered his face with his hands, bowing in the face of the laughter. ‘I say it to every Japanese person I meet!’

Standing to collect the plates, Anna paused. Her mind skipped back to an earlier topic, worrying at it, trying to shake something loose. ‘Um, how long ago was that lunch for Paloma? A month?’

‘Four weeks exactly.’ Santiago’s Moorish dark eyes glittered nostalgically; he was a sentimental soul. ‘I’ll never forget the day we introduced our niña to the family.’

‘Hear hear.’ Sam’s face creased into a smile. ‘I got smashed. Remember the cocktail guy?’

‘And the chocolate fountain,’ said Storm.

‘And the amuse-bouche-y things,’ said Maeve. ‘Actually,’ she said, looking into the middle distance, ‘that cocktail waiter was bloody gorgeous.’

‘I auditioned him myself,’ said Neil.

‘Don’t do that,’ said Santiago under his breath.

‘Don’t do what?’ Neil’s brows drew together, two peeved beetles.

‘Don’t be all camp.’ Santiago stood up, and crossed to the glass door to the garden. He pulled it closed, and stared out at the darkening afternoon. Nobody had complained of the cold. It was Santiago’s way of avoiding a row.

Neil watched him, but changed the subject. ‘It was a marvellous do. Even though some naughty person spilled fabric conditioner all over the laundry basket and didn’t own up.’

The naughty person was otherwise engaged, thought Anna, scraping leftovers into the bin. She wasn’t the sort of person who had enthusiastic sex in utility rooms during the cheese course. Except, apparently, I’m exactly that sort of person, she thought, not entirely displeased with this version of herself. She set down the stack of plates and said, ‘Just popping out, folks. I need to get milk for the coffee.’



The corner shop sold everything. Ketchup. Tissues. Horrible porn. It would certainly have milk, but Anna kept walking.

She was rushing, but not because she was in a hurry to get back. She was on the run from a mounting suspicion. However fast she strode, it kept pace with her. When she pushed at the door of the chemist on the parade, it was right there at her side. Anna bought what she needed, and secreted the package in the bottom of her bag, as if it was contraband.



‘There’s milk in the fridge!’ called Sam as Anna whirled back down her own narrow hallway. He held it up, triumphant.

‘Silly me.’ Anna pushed past him, tearing off her mac. ‘Right. Who’s for coffee?’

‘I’ll have—’ started Maeve.

‘Your stupid organic whatsit tea, yes I know.’ Anna set down a tray with a slam, then banged down cups. Much as she loved her ragbag of visitors, she needed them gone; this laid-back Sunday suddenly had an urgent agenda.

‘Whose go is it to cook next?’ Sam was saying as he followed her back to the table with the truffles Neil had brought.

‘Yours.’ The fringes on Maeve’s cheesecloth sleeve were damp from trailing in her lunch. ‘Don’t forget I’m vegetarian.’

‘My darling Maeve,’ said Neil, ‘nobody could ever forget you’re a vegetarian.’ He had scant patience with his little sister’s constant reaffirmation of her various ‘ism’s. ‘You say it once an hour, on the hour.’

‘But you love me for it.’ Maeve was utterly confident of her place in the world, of the protection of her family, of her welcome everywhere.

‘I do,’ said Neil, ‘but then I bloody have to, don’t I, you pest?’

‘I can’t promise anything as spectacular as Neil and Santiago’s “do”,’ said Sam. He held Anna’s gaze for a moment. ‘There’ll be no fabric conditioner spilled.’

She coughed, looked away, longed to root through her bag and get out her purchase. Why won’t they all go home?

Neil stood, and hope fluttered in Anna’s heart that the others would follow suit.

They didn’t.

‘Let’s break out the Trivial Pursuit,’ he said.



All the booze in the house had been drunk. Maeve had scampered to the corner shop for fresh supplies. They’d gravitated to the front room, strewn themselves over the sofas that faced each other, the board game forgotten.

It was Anna’s own fault. Her comfortable, untidy house was too welcoming. It invited every stray to make itself at home. Anna’s lunches were notorious for carrying on until nightfall; there was always one more cup of coffee to be had, one more strange liqueur from the back of the cupboard, one more scurrilous story. Today she didn’t bask in any hostess glory. Instead she cleared up as loudly as she could, slamming drawers as she put away dishes, even starting up the vacuum cleaner.

Nobody budged.

In fact, as she loitered in the hallway, she heard Maeve ask Sam the dreaded question: ‘How’ve you been?’

Anna slumped against the coat stand, letting out a tiny groan.

‘Well,’ said Sam. ‘Funny you should ask. My leg hurts when I do this.’

Evidently, in the sitting room, Sam did whatever ‘this’ was. They were in for a long sermon; Sam’s health was Sam’s favourite topic. Like many hypochondriacs, he was absurdly healthy, yet every twinge and cough sent him rushing off to the internet to research his symptoms.

‘Then, of course,’ he went on to his captive audience, ‘there’s that rash on my elbow. God knows what that is.’

Anna wanted to shout, It’s a rash! but she knew from long experience that once Sam found his groove he was impossible to deflect.

Unable to wait any longer, she stole upstairs. Anna needed her fears disproved, her silly imaginings dismissed. The manoeuvre with the tiny plastic paddle wasn’t one she’d ever done before; there was a knack to it. She washed her hands and sat and waited, forcing herself to look around the bathroom instead of down at the stick.

The room needed some TLC. There was a cracked tile in the shower. The tap wobbled. She’d get round to it. The house was an endless work in progress, like life. Anna whistled. Then she hummed. Then she tapped her foot. Then she gave in and looked down.

The anonymous plastic wand had big news.

Babies were a closed door for Anna. A no-no. Something that happened to other people. Ten years of marriage had produced no close shave, no near miss. She’d never discussed baby names with Sam, never wondered if their spare room would make a good nursery. Parenthood was a roped-off area.

Like a sleepwalker, Anna plodded down the stairs and headed to the garden, where she drew in deep lungfuls of chilled air.

Wrapping her arms around her body, Anna gave herself a sharp talking-to. This news was too enormous to take in at one bite; she would break it down later, when she was alone. She must hold it together until everybody left.

If they ever did.

Maeve was rustling up more tea in the kitchen, Storm ‘helping’, if pretending to look for a teapot while staring at his phone could be described that way. ‘We’re on to Sam’s diabetes,’ she said cheerfully, her head in the fridge.

‘He hasn’t got diabetes.’ Anna said it so crabbily that Maeve bobbed up over the fridge door to stare at her.

‘God, OK,’ she said. ‘Give him a break.’

Anna didn’t want to ‘go there’ with her sister. One of Maeve’s pet theories was that Anna had been crazy to let Sam go. She was all the more emphatic about this when she’d been drinking, saying stuff like, One day you’ll realise and it’ll be too late. ‘Sam’s the healthiest person I know,’ said Anna, taking care to sound less gruff. ‘He’ll outlive us all.’

‘I reckon he misses y—’

‘Here, let me.’ The sooner Anna made the tea, the sooner they’d all go home.



Anna barely heard the goodbyes, or registered the hugs. Sam was last to leave. When he held her she, clung to him, until he pulled away with a concerned frown.

‘Anna?’

‘I . . .’ She could tell him right now. No messing about. She could say it out loud. Watch his expression. ‘Headache.’ Anna tapped her forehead.

‘Ouch.’ Sam looked sympathetic. ‘Poor you.’

Poor us, actually. Anna had a stowaway.

The house was quiet again, that special Sunday evening calm. Anna drifted about her home like a ghost.

A baby. The great unmentionable between her and Sam. She’d tidied away the notion, accepted she was different. I’m not meant to be a mother. Anna looked down at her body, wondering why it had played such an elaborate practical joke after all those years of doing her bidding.

In bed that night, facing the small hours and still wakeful, Anna’s weariness stripped away the jumbled fears and laid bare the real question.

How do I feel about this baby?

Bone-tired, worn out with the effort of predicting the million things that could go wrong, she answered simply, without deliberating.

I love you, she thought.


Chapter Two

Lunch at Sam’s


GOAT’S CHEESE TARTLET

BEEF WELLINGTON/SPINACH AND BLUE CHEESE EN CROUTE

NUTELLA CHEESECAKE



Anna almost backed out of the next Sunday Lunch Club. When she woke that morning, a name she never said out loud was on her lips.

Bonnie.

She rarely dreamed of Bonnie, and what she’d done to her. The pregnancy stirred Anna’s brain like a stew, sending all sorts of gristle to the surface. Snatches of the dream tugged at Anna, but as the morning passed, the dream lost its power, so she did something to her hair, dashed a lipstick over her lips, and propelled herself outside into the indecisive May weather.



The modern low-rise block was square and neat, surrounded by clipped gardens and mature trees that made it easy to forget the noisy main road. Sam lived on the ground floor, in the boxy flat he’d bought after the divorce. Even though the split was amicable, the usual resentments had bubbled beneath the surface and it had taken two years for Sam and Anna to speak to each other without conversation turning bitterly to how the CDs had been divided up. Both of them had been relieved to move on from that stage and become what most people agreed they were destined to be; not partners, but best mates.

Meandering up the concrete path, Anna slowed as she neared the door. Trees hung damply over the lawn, and the flats seemed to sink into the mulch. It had rained for three days straight, and the path was pockmarked with dark patches yet to dry.

In the five weeks since the last meeting of the Club, Anna had barely seen Sam. She was accustomed to spending every working day with him in the glorified shed, working hard at Artem Accessories, but he’d been out of the country, visiting their factory in Romania, schmoozing a new client in New York. Their day-long chats had been replaced by snatched minutes on Skype. Time differences meant he was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as she was inserting herself under her duvet.

Anna wasn’t complaining; Sam’s globetrotting was a byproduct of Artem’s success. The company had turned a corner and could finally afford to employ them both full-time. She was doing what she’d dreamed of during her years down the salt mines of a large department store, designing fussy handbags for mothers of the bride. Artem was a carefully curated selection of timeless yet modern, fastidiously crafted leather handbags and purses. When Selfridges had placed a big order, she and Sam had got drunker than they’d ever been before, only to find that Bloomingdale’s in New York was also keen to stock their deep red, true blue and Arctic white handbags.

Hence Sam’s flitting around, and hence Anna’s secret still being exactly that – a secret.

Hands in pockets, Anna stared at Sam’s windows, barely noticing the crocuses and daffodils nodding a hello from the flower beds. It was time to come clean. Today she’d make a man a father.

Whether he liked it or not.

The doorbell made a tinny noise. A shape grew behind the dimpled glass of the front door. Anna prepared herself to speak as soon as Sam opened up.

‘You must be the famous Anna!’ The shape wasn’t Sam. It was a woman, about Anna’s age, her streaked hair loose, her belted dress casual but classy.

‘I am I suppose.’ Anna took a step back. ‘You are . . .?’

Sam’s face appeared over the stranger’s shoulder. He seemed to be lit from within by a thousand-watt bulb. ‘She’s Isabel.’ He kissed the woman’s cheek. ‘My Isabel.’

‘Oh stop it, you!’ laughed his Isabel.

‘Yeah, stop it, you,’ echoed Anna, feeling ambushed as she brandished the mandatory bottle. ‘This . . .’ – she pointed first at one of them, then the other – ‘is a surprise.’

Sam threw her a briefly questioning look, as if he’d heard the edge Anna was unable to keep out of her voice.

‘We speak every day, you see.’ Anna turned to Isabel, who had welded herself to Sam. ‘He didn’t mention you.’ She saw Isabel wince, pull away from Sam, only for him to tug her back into position.

‘I could have told you,’ said Sam. ‘God knows I wanted to, but I decided to keep it to myself for a while. Until I knew Isabel was as keen on me as I am on her.’ Sam jiggled the woman’s shoulder, mock-fearful. ‘You are, aren’t you?’

‘God yes!’

Sam beamed. ‘Just checking.’

The couple’s meet-cute was described, but Anna barely heard the tale of them reaching for the same bottle of bleach in the minimart. She was reeling inwardly, and wondering why she was reeling inwardly. This man was not her property. Once she’d had the right to police his private life, but now Sam was allowed to have lady friends.

‘That’s nice,’ she said absently, hanging her jacket up under the stairs. In the six years since the divorce, Sam hadn’t been on a single date. He’d always been available, there. ‘Has Sam taken you to see the lifeboat station at Southwold yet, Isabel?’ His geeky love for lifeboats was a standing joke.

‘He didn’t have to.’ Isabel’s nose crinkled, and Anna had time to notice how perfect that nose was, and to feel suddenly that her own nose was a mallet made of flesh. ‘I’m a member of the Southwold Lifeboat Society.’

‘She’s been to Southwold more than I have!’ Sam seemed ready to burst with joy at this evidence of their ‘rightness’ for each other.

Anna sat on the burnt-orange sofa. A cat leapt onto her lap, his motorbike purr drowning out the lovebirds clattering pans in the kitchen. ‘Caruso – hello, my darling.’ She scratched the creature under his chin. Sam got custody of Caruso in the divorce. Stroking his sleek stripes was like going back in time. ‘I wanted to tell him about you-know-what,’ she whispered into the cat’s soft ear. ‘Your master always did have terrible timing.’

Anna loved what she still thought of as Sam’s ‘new’ flat. A few minutes’ walk from her place, it was manageable, rather bare, pleasingly masculine. The clean lines of the nineteen sixties architecture were complemented by the mid-century furniture. A spindly-legged black coffee table sat by the vinyl sofa, knowingly kitsch artwork hung on the white walls. After living with Anna’s clutter – she left a wake of tissues and make-up and paperbacks wherever she went – Sam kept things minimal.

‘A mojito for the lady.’ Sam entered with a glass on a tray.

‘Mojito?’ said Anna. ‘You normally have to run out for Blue Nun when you host lunch.’

‘Isabel’s in charge today.’

‘I’ll pass, thanks.’ Anna was taking the pregnancy guidelines seriously. ‘Got any juice?’

‘Eh?’ Sam looked dumbfounded. ‘Jesus, don’t tell me you’re dieting again.’

‘Just trying to cut down.’ Anna looked up at her ex-husband in his omnipresent jeans, his hair shaggy, trendy new glasses drop-kicking him into line with fashion at last.

‘So, what d’you think of her?’ hissed Sam, cocking his head towards the serving hatch. ‘Isn’t she great?’

‘She’s lovely,’ said Anna, truthfully. Isabel was wholesome, fresh, like a dollop of cream on a slice of apple pie. ‘She’s not really your type.’

‘She’s exactly my type.’ Sam was amused by this nonsense. ‘It’s as if she was made especially for me.’

Anna had thought that she was Sam’s type. She felt him wait avidly for her to say something positive. ‘She seems very very nice. Lovely hair. And shoes.’ Normally a bottomless well of positivity, Anna struggled to be generous. She blamed the pregnancy; the squiggle of cells was a handy scapegoat. ‘Isabel’s very nice,’ she repeated. But I wish she’d bugger off so we could talk.

‘She’s . . .’ Lost for words, Sam crouched in front of Anna. ‘She’s so . . .’

‘I get it,’ said Anna. ‘You like her.’

‘It’s important that you like her.’ He was urgent. ‘You do, don’t you? You like her?’

‘I’ve literally just met the woman.’ Anna shoved him playfully so he toppled onto the rug.

The others arrived, in dribs and drabs. Maeve breezed in, shedding faded ethnic layers as she rattled through the pitfalls of the Brighton–London line. ‘There was a bus replacement for part of the way. We’d have been quicker coming from Scotland.’ She prodded Storm, propelling him towards Anna. ‘Kiss your aunt.’

Even though Storm had to be told to do it these days, Anna loved his kisses. He was in a Liverpool trackie; from a distance he was A.N. Other teenage boy, but to Anna he was still the miracle she’d helped into the world thirteen years ago.

The memory of holding Maeve’s hand through the birth jolted Anna; in a few months she’d be on that front line herself. Births were messy things. Gory. Painful. Overwhelming. Anna held Storm tightly and he protested. She let him go; births are joyful too, she reminded herself.

It required some effort to think of herself as a mother. After tiptoeing around the idea for so long, Anna had no option but to face it head-on. She felt only the violent glare of Mother Nature’s headlights.

‘Look who’s here!’ Maeve shepherded an arrivee into the room, as if he was a guest on a chat show.

‘Josh!’ Anna could have clapped. ‘You made it!’

‘Yeah, well . . .’ Josh shrugged. He was dark, like Maeve; they both had the Piper gypsy gene. Dark gentle eyes, velvety brown hair that lapped at his collar. ‘Sam, mate!’

There was a butch slapping of backs. Sam and Josh had always got on.

Isabel was introduced, looking prettily shy as she nodded and smiled and did the whole New Girlfriend thing. Anna watched her, then felt the prickle of somebody watching her. It was Sam, with a question in his gaze that she ignored, turning instead to greet Neil and Santi.

‘Who’s this goddess?’ Neil bent to kiss Isabel’s hand, his forehead still slightly pink from his recent hair plugs.

‘She’s the amazing Isabel,’ said Anna, wondering if perhaps baby hormones had seeped into her brain and encouraged her inner bitch.

‘Encantado,’ said Santiago with his exquisite Spanish manners. He introduced Isabel to Paloma, who was in yet another new outfit, kicking happily in her father’s arms.

Or one of her fathers. The plan was for the child to call Santi ‘Papi’ and Neil ‘Daddy’, but that day was far distant. Paloma was still a gurgler, taking in her new world with eyes like scraps of sky. She had a level gaze, slightly unsettling in a baby of four and a bit months.

‘Are we all here?’ asked Neil, restless as ever, already bored by the lovebirds.

‘Not quite,’ said Sam. ‘Guys, you haven’t even noticed the table.’

‘Whoa! Cutlery?’ said Anna, bemused. Nobody expected much from Sam’s lunches, punctuated by the ping! of the microwave, and eaten off laps. Anna had once drunk her Pinot Grigio out of a vase, but today an actual table, laid with honest-to-goodness glassware and crockery stood by the window.

‘And clean plates,’ laughed Santiago, looking around for somewhere to put Paloma as he shed the various bags of baby kit she necessitated. He held her out to Neil, but he was too busy exclaiming over the table.

‘This is what happens,’ said Neil, ‘when you let a woman into the house. Bravo, Isabel.’

‘And,’ said Sam, squeezing the ‘woman’, ‘the food will be edible.’

‘It’s only beef Wellington.’ Isabel coloured up.

‘Only!’ squeaked Storm, who’d come out of a vegetarian phase and was now a rampant carnivore.

‘But first,’ said Sam, with the smugness of a magician about to astonish his audience, ‘the starter!’

As the club members gasped at such sophistication, Sam beetled out to the galley kitchen. Anna found him swearing mildly as he burned his fingers on a baking tray of tartlets. She helped him arrange them on a dish she’d never seen before; Isabel was certainly making her mark on the flat. ‘Sam,’ she began, and her gravity made him stop and look at her.

‘What?’

She meant to tell him about the tiny brain currently knitting itself together inside her. Instead, she said, ‘How come you never found a moment to tell me about Isabel? I mean, it seems as if you really like her, but, nothing, nada, as Santi would say.’

Sam became very still. ‘What’s this about?’

Puzzled by her question being answered with another question, Anna threw him another. ‘What’s what about?’

‘This attitude.’ Sam kept his voice low. ‘You’ve been spiky with Isabel since you met her.’

‘I have not.’

‘You know you have.’ Sam let out a long breath. ‘Look, if you really want to know, I kept Isabel to myself because, well, it’s precious, you know? I didn’t want everybody chipping in with their opinion. I wanted to get to know her, and work out how I really felt, before going public.’

Smarting at being lumped in with ‘everybody’, Anna said, ‘But I tell you all about my disasters.’

‘This feels different,’ said Sam. ‘Be happy for me, Anna, yeah?’

‘Of course I’m happy for you.’ She meant it, she was, and yet . . . ‘Sam, listen, there’s something I need to—’

‘About time,’ muttered Sam, looking past her.

‘I know I’m late, sorry, man.’ Tall, golden-haired, with wicked eyes, it was the barman from Neil’s big bash. ‘Lead me to the drinks and I’ll get going.’

‘Everybody,’ said Sam, ushering him into the small sitting room. ‘Remember Dylan?’

‘Yes,’ said Maeve emphatically, sticking out her chest.

‘Dyl?’ Neil was delighted to see one of his lame ducks. He met many out-of-work actors and models through his advertising agency, and was always on the lookout for odd jobs to earn them some money. These ducks had one thing in common: they were all gorgeous. ‘Are you on bar duty again?’

‘Yeah.’ Dylan caught Anna’s eye and winked. ‘Yours, madam, is a G and T, if I remember rightly.’

‘A fizzy water, please,’ said Anna shyly. The Northern Irish lilt of Dylan’s words should have been available on the NHS for drooping female libidos.



The beef Wellington was a triumph. Anna had seconds.

‘It’s so nice,’ whispered Santi in her ear, ‘to see Sam with somebody.’

‘You old romantic, you.’ Anna wanted to agree.

Paloma, struggling on her papi’s lap, thumped her little palms onto Santiago’s plate and the lunchers all sprang back as gravy rained down on them.

‘You can’t eat and baby-wrangle.’ Anna wiped brown goo from her eyebrows. ‘Neil! Take your daughter for a minute.’

‘I’m busy, darling.’ Neil was ‘busy’ scrolling through snaps of Paloma on his phone for the benefit of Dylan, who, bar duties forgotten, had sat down to eat with the club members.

‘S’OK,’ said Santi, but Isabel scampered over and scooped Paloma off his lap.

‘Let me!’ she smiled. ‘I love babies.’

Possibly the woman had a handbook somewhere on her person: Cutesie Things to Say to a New Boyfriend’s Chums. ‘We all love babies, surely,’ said Anna, aware she’d prompted some odd looks around the table.
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