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Three months after


The Meadowhouse went on sale this week. Twelve viewings already, I’m told. Although there’s probably more by now; I haven’t called home since Tuesday. No phone credit, you see. No deodorant, either. Thank God it’s canteen day tomorrow. If I use my spends wisely, skipping all my old life essentials that in here we call luxuries, I’ll be able to purchase a few more minutes of agonising chit-chat with the people who still speak to me. Mainly Max and Kian, my four-year-old twins.

Four years old.

They were three when I last held them; I missed their birthday by two weeks. When the dreaded day came, I crooned ‘Happy Birthday’ down the phone to them, inhaling the musty scent of hair grease on the receiver and ignoring the Code Red kicking off just behind.

Code Red: a bloodied brawl. Otherwise known as our matinee entertainment.

We made the decision early on – we being Adam, and almost certainly his parents – not to subject the boys to prison visits. Too traumatic, we decided. Too alien. Too counter to the plans we’d made for their curated little lives. I agreed, or conceded, on the promise that we’d discuss it again once I’d ‘settled in properly’ – Adam prefers to talk like it’s my first term at Roedean – but I’ve been ‘settled in’ now for months and he still refuses to sanction it. The women here say he’s punishing me, because that’s what men do, Ellen. But I try to believe he isn’t one of those men. That he could never be that cruel.

And I know I’m one of the lucky ones. A lot of the women here don’t have anyone to keep the home fires burning. No family or real friends to take care of their kids, pay the rent, store their possessions and, in my cellmate’s case, feed their budgerigar. In losing their freedom, they lose everything.

Although not all deserve pity.

There’s a woman three cells down – Joy, could be Joyce; I’m too scared to ask for clarification – who tells anyone who’ll listen that she lost her kids over a Dyson hairdryer. It isn’t the full story, of course. It never is in this hellhole. She always neglects to mention the twenty prior ‘hairdryers’ and the four previous jail sentences, or the fact she threatened to stab the security guy in the throat when he asked to search her bag.

Still, it makes a good sob story, and they’re stock-in-trade in HMP Holbeach.

Not that I have one to tell.

Our story is pure spite.



I suppose it is harsh, though. Fifteen months for a hairdryer.

I mean, no one likes a thief.

But at least no one died.






1 Ellen


Before

‘Apparently, you’re fourteen per cent more likely to die on your birthday than on any other day of the year. Crazy, huh?’

And with that truly uplifting statement, my sister, Kristy, blows out her candles. Today is her thirty-ninth birthday, although on close inspection, the candles only number thirty-five.

Orla, my eldest, is typically unimpressed. ‘Seriously, this candle ritual needs nuking. It’s, like, totally unhygienic. You might as well just spit all over the cake.’ She picks a potato wedge off my plate – the massive crispy one I was saving – and breathes all over it. ‘See, would you want to eat that now? No, didn’t think so.’

Welcome to my life, which, so the story goes, is a happy one. And later, I’ll post a photo on Facebook to further back that story up. It’ll be all smiles and crumpled wrapping paper. Clinking glasses and soft filters. No mention of death, or germs, or the draughty table by the back door that they allocated us in The Cricketers, or the fact that neither the birthday girl nor the minimal number of guests particularly wanted to come.

‘Hey, remember what Dad used to say?’ says Kristy, now marginally more engaged after two vodka Red Bulls. ‘ “You’re a great man the day you’re born, the day you’re buried and on your birthday. Every other day in between, you’re just a gobshite like everyone else.” ’

Ah yes. The wisdom of Patrick J. Hennessey. Epic drinker. Average philosopher. I never did get around to challenging our not-so-dear departed dad about this and so many other of his lager-soaked theories, but I assume the same held for women. Not that Dad had much time for women. Not unless they were minding kids or handing out beer money.

He’d have been proud of me today, I think. Picking up the lunch tab, three cranky kids in tow on account of it being Orla’s half-term and there being no one to mind Max and Kian. No one I trust, anyway. Anyone with half-decent form for running that dicey gauntlet – my friends Nush and Gwen, Adam’s parents and Kristy (at a push) – is either here or, in my in-laws’ case, cruising around the Galapagos Islands on board the five-star Symphony of the Sea.

I wish I was on a cruise. Actually, I’d settle for a coach trip. Just some time to myself. To read and think and rest.

The thought’s been coming and going all morning, sharp as a menstrual cramp.

In truth, my hangover isn’t helping. Neither is Orla.

‘Y’know, Mum, even by Muriel’s standards, that cake is an atrocity.’ She eyes the vaguely rectangular slab like it’s a lump of rotten meat.

Gwen, usually kind to her core, agrees. ‘Yeah… I mean, I’m no Mary Berry, Els, but grey cake? It looks like a tombstone.’

‘Yeah, a tombstone inscribed “Kirstie”,’ says Kristy.

‘I did ask for silver,’ I protest, quickly glossing over the misspelling.

Nush sighs. ‘And yet I bet you said nothing, even though you were paying her.’

‘Even though you can’t stand her,’ adds Kristy.

‘She didn’t say nothing, she said, “Wow, it looks amazing, Muriel. You’re a natural, so talented.” ’ Orla mimics me, her voice as sickly sweet as the hair-of-the-dog cava that Nush just foisted on me. ‘Seriously, Mum, you’re such a bloody hypocrite.’

Hypocrite or just polite? I’m not certain there’s a difference. And anyway, firstly, the little ones will gladly wolf it – cake is one of the few things Max eats without morphing into the Antichrist, while Bella, Gwen’s daughter, and Kian eat everything. I once caught them licking a slug. But secondly, and more importantly, everyone knows it pays to flatter grumpy neighbours when you’re about to embark on a renovation, and ultimately I’m happy to lie about cake if it spares us a noise complaint.

I put my cava down untouched and stare across the table at Orla. ‘So what should I have said, smart-arse? “Jeez, Muriel, I’d rather staple my tongue to a moving train than take one bite of that shambles”? It’s called manners. You used to have them, remember?’

Orla gives me the glare of a serial killer, all five foot nine of her bristling with adolescent disdain. Two can give good glare, though, and after a few seconds she tires of the stand-off and stalks off towards the bathroom, her spindly heels narrating her exit across the treacherous cobbled floor.

Mother Me wants to shout, ‘Be careful you don’t twist your ankle’, but mothering Orla these days is pure kamikaze, and in any case, my daughter isn’t the type to take a tumble. Orla has a solidity, a swagger. A watertight contract with the world that states she’s sixteen, she’s invincible and she doesn’t have time for busted ankles.

She’s also taller than me already. Orla gets her red hair from Adam’s side and her height and bra size from mine. Everyone jokes that we’re in for a rocky few years.

The last few months haven’t exactly been peachy.



Moments later, with Nush answering emails and Kristy chasing the boys and Bella around the table, Gwen taps her fuchsia-pink lips, code for ‘Fancy a sly smoke?’

‘Christ, no, not here,’ I say, as though she just suggested we strip naked. ‘Sylvia’s cronies are over there. It’d definitely get back.’

‘And Mummy-in-law would not approve,’ confirms Nush, still tapping away – demanding some poor schmuck do something better or faster, no doubt.

‘Approve? She’d get our marriage annulled.’ Nush laughs, as ever bemused by my Sylvia-based anxiety. But then perfect, polished, proficient-at-bloody-everything Nush isn’t married to Adam, much to Sylvia’s barely concealed disappointment. ‘She’d have the power, trust me. There’s priests in that family. Well, there’s a deacon, whatever that is.’

‘Chrissake, Els, man up,’ mutters Kristy.

Gwen stands, bouncing on her ballet pumps. ‘Ah, come on. We’ll hide behind the bins. It’ll be like being fourteen again.’

I laugh but shake my head. Gwen clicks her tongue, mumbles, ‘Spoilsport,’ then breezes out the door to smoke alone like the easy-peasy friend she is.

‘Doesn’t she feel the cold?’ Nush says – a blatant dig at Gwen’s pineapple-print playsuit. ‘It’s the end of October, for heaven’s sake. Tights season.’

‘If I had her legs, I wouldn’t feel the cold, either.’ I sigh. ‘Sadly, I got Mum’s sturdy pins. They looked okay when I was younger – you know, strong, athletic – but now they’ve gone kind of farmer’s wife. Good for rescuing sheep out of ditches, not so good for shimmying around in playsuits.’ I roll up a jean leg, produce a robust calf as proof.

‘How about shimmying around Pelham High?’ Nush puts her phone down with a smile. I sit up straight, practically panting in anticipation. ‘Oh look, now don’t count your chickens, darling. It’s not in the bag yet, officially. But “sources” – well, Joanna Plimpton – say you’re the clear front-runner.’

Kristy stands still. ‘For that job?’

‘Hell, yeah.’ I puff my chest out a little. ‘Bow down and behold Pelham High’s new head of English.’ Nush shoots me a warning look. ‘Yeah, yeah, not in the bag yet. I hear you.’ I can’t help a smile. ‘I must have nailed the panel interview for J-Plimp to say that, though. Which isn’t bad, given that twenty minutes before, I was cleaning Kian’s vomit off the stair carpet.’

Nush nudges my cava towards me. ‘Well, I think that definitely deserves a drink, don’t you?’

‘I shouldn’t really. I hit the vino a bit hard last night, and I’ve got the car outside.’

‘Oh relax, one won’t hurt. It’s practically fizzy water.’ She hands me my glass, clinks it against her own. ‘To potential good news.’

‘Salvation, you mean.’ I take a long sip, then another. ‘Seriously, I’m like a sitting duck since Muriel’s husband died. She’s got no one else to moan to during the day now except me.’

‘You know, she isn’t all bad,’ says Nush, absently stroking her own hair the way you’d stroke a pedigree cat. ‘She’s crabby, no one disputes that, but she does a lot for charity. Knits blankets for the homeless. Deep down, she’s a good person.’

And what’s the point of that? I feel like saying. Surely your goodness should be right up there in the shop window? What good is being good if all others see is bad?

And obviously Muriel isn’t all bad. Few people are. Few people are all good, either. When it comes right down to it, we’re just a mishmash of roles, and we can’t be good at all of them. You’re generally a top-notch friend but an impatient sister. An A-star colleague but a B-minus wife. I mean, only an hour ago, we had to listen to Nush insist again that while her ex, Tom, was undoubtedly a faithless cockroach of a husband, he was ‘such a wonderful father to Jasmine in so many ways’ (as though the construction of one rocking horse in 2007 made him the Lord of All Dads).

‘Still no word from Adam?’ asks Kristy, sitting down with the pained wince that’s been pretty much a reflex for over a decade. I’d feel sorry for her if her question hadn’t been such an obvious attempt to stir shit. I let my face do the talking, then issue a menacing ‘No!’ towards Max, who’s currently karate-chopping the table for reasons only a three-year-old brain can fathom.

‘Now be fair,’ says Nush. ‘He only landed at midday. He’s probably gone home to bed for a few hours. They didn’t fly him business, did they? Complete joke, given he was in New York on, hello, business.’

My sympathy is finite. I haven’t been to New York or New Anywhere since the arrival of the twins.

‘Yeah, well, any time Adam wants to swap, he only has to say the word. I’ll happily watch porn and order room service for four nights straight. He can stay here and sift toddler turd out of the bath.’

‘Oh, here we go, another War of the Walshes,’ Kristy groans, even though it’s usually her who stokes them. ‘Round One: who has it worse, Ellen or Adam? Round Two: second verse, same as the first. Over and over until one of them dies.’

‘You could always get your own place,’ Nush says to Kristy, setting me up for another evening spent convincing my sister that of course she’s welcome to stay with us, of course we’re not fed up with her, of course I don’t moan that she never double-locks the door or replaces any of the wine. ‘Because honestly, living in a shed at thirty-nine—’

‘It’s a garden cabin,’ I snap, not for the first time. ‘It’s got a veranda, for God’s sake. The shower’s better than mine.’

Nush knows this. She was there when they installed it. She was all for it, in fact, back when it was a potential office-cum-gym and not a halfway house for errant sisters.

‘Maybe I should move in with you,’ Kristy replies to Nush, a nasty glint in her eye. ‘I mean, husband gone, kid gone. You’ve got plenty of room these days.’

Kristy always had a mouth like a rusty machete.

It’s been five months since my younger sister showed up on our doorstep from Ibiza, carrying a depressingly light suitcase and the hauntings of a black eye. I asked about the eye, of course; she chose to lie about it, spinning some yarn about a dropped toothbrush and the unyielding composition of a porcelain sink. Later, she told Kian she got it fighting a bear over a pot of honey. Adam got a wink and ‘the perils of rough sex’.

It’d been four years since we’d been in the same room together. Four years of FaceTiming, of communication from the collarbone up. Not that we were estranged as such. Kristy and I had always had an on–off thing, casually falling in and out of sibling love at various points in our history. And certainly since the twins, a combination of life, geography and our profoundly different priorities had meant that getting together was always something we planned to do rather than actually ever did. We spoke regularly, though – the distance giving our calls an almost confessional feel, allowing us to spill secrets safe in the knowledge that our lives never entwined. Kristy knew I was pregnant with the twins three days before Adam did. I was the only person she told about a termination late last year. A decision apparently made because you make motherhood sound worse than hara-kiri.

Do I? Sometimes.

Is it? No.

Kristy takes things too literally. She doesn’t get that cooing over your kids then crying over the sheer tedium of looking after them is all part of the standard playbook. The motherhood Magna Carta. I mean, does it matter that I said I’d rather have cystitis for a year than attend the twins’ nativity play for half an hour? I was there, wasn’t I? Clapping and smiling and cheering on my two little shepherds in their 3 a.m.-assembled costumes. Hell, I even managed to feign interest during the fifteen mind-numbing minutes when mine weren’t on stage.

And okay, maybe I often claim that I’d love my old life back, but clearly I’m joking. A scrap of my old life would do. Just ten blessed minutes of no one needing me to find something, or cook something, or explain for the twenty-fifth time that while it might look cool on Kristy, they’re definitely not getting their septum pierced.

It was different when it was just Orla, when we had routines inscribed in family law: Library Tuesday, Disney Friday, Pancake Sunday. Twin boys brought anarchy to the house. For the first couple of years, we lived under a landslide, waiting for the next bumped head or dropped biscuit to spark domestic Armageddon. Suddenly there was never any silence any more, any structure. Just a never-ending soundtrack of bangs, thuds and yelps. Like sharing your house with two malfunctioning robots.

It got easier, of course. I got better at it, at them. But in surprise news to no one, Adam and I got lost along the way, and we’ve still not found a path back. We’re still feeling around our marriage like guests in an unfamiliar kitchen; some instinctive, ingrained sense of how the standard bits operate – the kettle, the toaster, the tin opener, the taps – but no clue whatsoever how to fire up the Belgian waffle maker.

I never dreamed Orla and I would get so lost, though. Everyone says it’s normal, just par for the teenage course. Blame hormones, they say. Blame TikTok. Blame the Kardashians. Blame it on anything you want, Ellen, because it sure ain’t on you.

Only Orla and I know this isn’t exactly the whole truth.



I’m crouched down disciplining Max, or rather threatening him with an iPad-less future if he doesn’t stop kicking things, when Nush’s voice summons me.

‘Ellen, quickly, you need to see this.’

I stand ready to oh-my-God at whatever’s caught her attention, expecting something like a neighbour’s bad dye job or some sap trying his luck with Gwen. However, Nush’s face tells a different story. Following her line of sight, my eyes land on something far more urgent.

Orla at the bar.

Rather, Orla leaning over the bar. Legs at full stretch, back arched, neck craned forward. Her coppery head is dipped as she smiles at something in the barman’s hand.

‘Hard to tell with the whole man-bun-and-beard thing, but he must be what, thirty?’ Nush says, wobbling on tiptoes, her heels raised out of her elegant nude courts. ‘They’re doing something with their phones. Swapping numbers, maybe?’

I vault forward, seeing red. Kristy shoots out an arm, blocking my path. ‘Look, maybe Cool Aunt should handle this. If you go over, you’ll only embarrass her.’

‘That’s the plan.’

Yesterday, over the vegan pot pie I spent nearly two hours making for her, Orla announced that my email address embarrassed her. It’s bad enough I use email, apparently, but Hotmail – ‘peak cringe’.

I bat away Kristy’s arm and steam straight towards the bar. Kristy follows but hangs back, still weighing up which horse to mount: Cool Aunt or Supportive Sister. The barman clocks me first, causing Orla to turn and her smile to fade instantly. Sensing trouble, she skitters away, quickly attaching herself to the first person she thinks might offer protection – in this case, Bella, as I’m less likely to roast her if she’s carrying a small child.

I’ve no interest in roasting her.

‘She’s sixteen,’ I bark, catching the attention of Greg, The Cricketers’ long-time manager. My anger feels elastic. Like it could stretch me ten feet tall.

The barman says nothing, green eyes twinkling, biceps flexing as he pours a pale, cloudy ale with the lazy precision of a pro. In the reflection of the bar mirror, Orla is chatting breezily with Gwen while making pig faces at Bella, but I can tell that she’s livid. I know her. My baby. I can sense my daughter’s mood just by the way she cleans her teeth.

‘Did you hear me? I said she’s sixteen.’ My knuckles are pearl-white as I grip the dark, grainy oak. I have to hold on to something or I might claw him like a rabid cat.

‘Yeah, I heard you. So she’s old enough, then.’ For a second he seems genuinely confused by my death stare before the penny doesn’t so much drop as hit him square on the nose. ‘Oh God, no. No! I meant to model. She’s old enough to model. Not to… y’know… Jesus!’

Model? Seriously.

‘Everything okay, Ellen?’ asks Greg, hovering a bit closer.

I point at the barman. ‘He swapped numbers with my daughter, and I want him to delete hers, that’s all. That’s me done.’ I shrug. ‘Then what you choose to do about your staff hitting on schoolgirls is entirely up to you…’

Greg doesn’t get a word in.

‘Hitting on her? No. No way. You’ve got this all wrong.’ The barman casts a panicked look at his boss. ‘She’s got this all wrong, Greg. I was showing her my cousin’s Instagram – she’s a model.’ He looks back at me. ‘And, see, she looks a bit like your daughter, and she’s always saying redheads are “in”, so I said she – your kid – should follow her, that’s all. See what it’s all about. She could be a model, you know. She’s got the height.’

‘She’s also got GCSE mocks next month.’

Kristy’s hand on my shoulder says leave it now, Els, and with the twins brawling in the background, I’m forced to rain-check every threat, every insult I’d love to hurl at this insect for using such a cheap, clichéd line on my bright, brilliant daughter.

‘And anyway…’ I point back at Kristy, unable to resist a parting shot, ‘her aunt here was a top model. So we’re all sorted on that front, thanks.’

His eyes scan Kristy. The barely-there scar bridging her faintly crooked nose. The way her body arcs slightly, like a bloody cheese Pringle. I spin around, wishing I’d never said anything, praying that Kristy didn’t clock the bemused look on his face.

‘Come on,’ I say, shooing her, then I shout over to Orla. ‘And can you go and get your brothers, please. We’re leaving in five.’

Orla turns, her face as sour as citrus. ‘Er, I’m not your babysitter. Not unless you’re paying me nine pounds an hour, hey, Gwen?’

Poor Gwen, caught in the crossfire, throws me a sympathetic look. ‘Els, if you’re in a rush, I can walk the boys back. It’s no problem.’

‘Thanks, hon, but it’s fine.’ My resolve hardens. ‘Orla, I said go and get your brothers.’

She slowly steps towards me. Her lemonade breath is hot against my ear as she whispers, ‘And I said I’m not doing it. Go get your precious boys yourself.’



You said we’re leaving in five, so I’ll be out in five.

Like a chauffeur waiting on a high-profile client, I sit and wait for Orla as five minutes pass, then a few minutes more. I try and keep my temper in check by speaking as little as possible, just the occasional ‘Lads! Please!’ as the twins demolish packets of Pom-Bears over the dump we call the back seat.

Kristy, however, doesn’t do silence.

‘So what was last night about?’ she asks, rummaging in my bag for her own packet of Pom-Bears. ‘Not like you to hit the wine on a weeknight. And the less said about that pouty selfie…’

‘Oh Christ, you saw that?’ I rest my forehead on the steering wheel, my nose squashed against the Audi badge. ‘I thought I’d got away with it. I deleted it off Facebook after, like, five minutes.’

‘Oh, I saw it,’ Kristy laughs through a mouthful of crisps. ‘You won’t have done yourself any favours in the Orla embarrassment stakes.’

‘I wouldn’t worry. She’s sixteen. She wouldn’t be seen dead on Facebook.’ I twist my head to face my sister. ‘And to answer your question, I was bored. Adam away again, everyone busy, no one to play with. I knocked on the cabin door, but you were…’ I glance back at the twins, lowering my voice, ‘off shagging Shane, I suppose?’

‘Shay. There’s no ane. And you suppose right.’

‘Are we ever going to meet him, then, this international man of mystery?’

‘So yeah, anyway, thanks for my birthday lunch,’ she replies, blithely sidestepping the question – a particular skill of hers, if not her superpower. ‘I mean, Lady Nush and Gwen are your friends, not mine, and I really wish you’d stop trying to turn us into an awesome little foursome. But it was a nice thought, I guess. And my biker boots are…’ She mimes a chef’s kiss.

‘I thought you liked Gwen?’

‘Correction: I don’t dislike Gwen. There’s nothing to dislike. She’s got the personality of a milky drink.’ Which is unfair and untrue. Gwen’s problem is she’s gorgeous, she’s barely thirty and she tends to see the best in people. Three strikes and she’s out as far as my sister’s concerned. ‘So it’ll be bye-bye weeknight wine, then – once you start this new job, I mean. You never could hack hangovers. Seriously, you look like dogshit.’

‘God, don’t say that. It’s bad enough one of Sylvia’s cronies caught me dry-shampooing in the toilets. That’ll be around the village by teatime, you wait.’

Kristy rolls her eyes. ‘Els, you need to loosen up. You’ve passed your probation by now, I reckon.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It means you’re not on the outside looking in any more. You can stop trying. You’re one of them now.’

One of them. A Nush. A Sylvia. A Thames Lawley pillar of impeccability. No trace of the council-flat kid who shared bunk beds with Kristy for the best part of fifteen years.

‘Nah, I’m not. Not yet. If – when – I get the Pelham job, I might be. I’ll have “standing” then, lucky me.’ A horrific thought occurs. ‘God, do you think Sylvia might ask me to join one of her committees?’

‘You won’t have the time. Beats me why you want to go back full-time, to be honest. I thought flexibility was the pot of gold these days.’

‘Well, there’s this thing called ambition, Kris.’ I didn’t mean that to sound so harsh, but by the looks of it, she isn’t bothered. ‘And there’s also this thing called money. It might be the root of all evil, but it comes in mighty handy when you’ve got a huge renovation to pay for.’

‘When Adam’s folks have, you mean.’

‘It’s a loan,’ I bite back.

‘It’s a shackle.’ She lets out a huge yawn – Shane without the ane must be keeping her up way past her bedtime. ‘Just think, a lifetime of being grateful to Sylvia…’

Admiring her carrot crop. Pretending to like that fucking cat.

Dear God, is it worth it?

I drive the thought from my head. ‘Anyway, it’s not just the money, it’s the challenge. Private tutoring’s fine, but all I’m doing is cheerleading bright rich kids through exams they’ll pass easily. Would you punch me in the face if I said I want to make a difference?’

‘Repeatedly.’ She taps a knuckle on the window. ‘And besides, the only difference you’ll make is giving a few teenage boys someone new to wank over.’

‘Good luck to them. It’s teenage girls I can’t cope with.’ I shoot daggers at the dashboard clock. ‘Jesus, five minutes, I said. She literally has no respect for me.’

Kristy snorts. ‘I don’t remember us having much respect for Mum at Orla’s age.’

I snort louder at the comparison. ‘Mum was in court for handling stolen goods on my sixteenth birthday. Anyway, it’s more than that, Kris. It’s… She…’ I shake my head. ‘Oh, just forget it.’

I shut myself down because I have to. Because if I start, I might never stop.

And do I really know my sister?

I know she’s wearing an expensive bra of mine. I recognise the lime-green spots peeking through her thin, white top. She knows I’ve been looking for it everywhere – tearing through drawers, scrabbling through washing baskets, blaming Orla.

Four years apart is a very long time.

‘Well, of course it’s more than that,’ she says, and even for Kristy, it sounds salty. ‘Always is with you. Always was. Can’t be just a regular problem. Has to be special, has to be different.’

I wait for her to smile. She doesn’t. She’s deadly serious.

‘Whoa, what’s eating you all of a sudden?’

But now she’s looking past me. I sense a presence moving towards the driver’s-side window.

‘About bloody time,’ I say, relieved by the interruption.

I fire up the ignition, then turn to look at Orla, quickly weighing up whether to read her the riot act, give her the silent treatment or wrong-foot her completely by being calm and unnervingly nice.

But it isn’t Orla standing there. It’s a police officer.

I let down the window, offering a wide, flummoxed smile. ‘Hey, Jason. You okay? Are you looking for—’

He doesn’t let me finish. He doesn’t return the smile, either.

‘Could you step out of the car, please, Ellen.’






2 Ellen


I laugh. I actually laugh. Not my brightest idea, and frankly not how I ever imagined myself behaving in front of a police officer. When I was fifteen, I once asked a security guard if he ‘fancied me or something’ after he eyed me suspiciously while I sniffed perfumes in Debenhams, but until now, that’s the closest I’ve come to disrespecting anyone in uniform.

Confused, I step out of the car.

Unlike his sister, Gwen, PC Jason Bale has an exceptionally bland face, the kind that’s forgettable yet familiar. Muddy brown hair matching muddy brown eyes. A straight, harmless nose and lips of no definable shape. You could plan a meal, a holiday, a full-scale military operation while looking at him, and there’d be nothing to distract you. No point of interest to draw you in.

‘Name, please?’ he says, rubbing the place I suppose you’d call a jawline.

I stare at him, bewildered, waiting for the world to come right again.

‘Name,’ he repeats.

‘Ellen Anne Walsh.’

I instantly regret the Anne, kicking myself for sounding like a been-around-the-block criminal.

‘And can you confirm your full address?’

I can, and I can confirm yours, too, Jason Bale of 12 Wavertree Crescent. I can confirm that your front door is painted a dark denim blue. That the porch light needs replacing. That the windows are brand new. I can also confirm that you’re thirty-six, Sagittarius, and while I’d never come out and say it, that I’ve always found you pretty rude.

And that you’re holding a small black device in your right hand.

Shit.

‘Um, address is the Meadowhouse,’ I stutter. ‘Number four, Caldicott Lane, Thames Lawley.’

I don’t add that he knows this. That he can see my house directly across the village green. That his sister spends half her time there, and he’s been invited himself often enough (invitations he always ignores, never even bothering to offer a polite excuse).

‘Have you had a drink today?’ he asks.

‘No… Oh, actually, hold on, I had a mouthful of cava. No, two mouthfuls,’ I add, determined to play a straight bat. ‘Maybe a third of a glass.’

‘And last night?’

This is a nightmare. An absolute nightmare. And it’s not being remotely helped by the fact that the twins rate policemen even higher than dinosaurs, and they’re now hollering Nee-naw! Nee-naw! at an excruciatingly loud pitch. Kristy is trying to shush them, which she should know only encourages them, and to cap it all, it’s starting to rain for the first time today. Sparse but fat droplets pooling in the potholes at our feet.

Sadly, the rain doesn’t stop the rubberneckers from pouring out of The Cricketers. There must be twelve, maybe fifteen of them huddled together in a knot of suppressed glee.

Yes, glee.

I’m not so sensitive as to think it’s personal. People like scandal, end of. People here love it. They live for it. They have a vampire-like need for something other than the occasional funeral and pothole petition to break up the usual run of play.

‘Look, is this some sort of spot-check thing?’ I say, knowing I sound desperate.

‘We don’t do spot checks,’ he replies in the tone of a man bored to his back teeth with life. ‘I have reason to believe you may be over the legal limit and intending to drive.’

‘What reason?’ I give a brittle laugh. ‘Look, I know my parking isn’t going to win any awards, but I was in a rush. Kian, you see—’

‘We had a call,’ he cuts in, raising a hand to pre-empt my obvious question. ‘A concerned citizen. That’s all I can say.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

I barely recognise my own voice. I sound prim and comically officious. Next I’ll be demanding to see the manager or making thinly veiled threats about how I play golf with his boss.

My brain stutters as I try to compute what he just said, to translate his words into stark facts.

Someone reported me?

‘So, last night?’

I stare at him, speechless. So sucker-punched I can’t recall the context of the question. I rub at my arms like I’m trying to start a fire, but the cold, or maybe the shock, feels stitched to my skin.

Jason sighs, trying a third time. ‘Last night, Ellen – did you have a drink last night?’

‘Well, yeah, I had a few wines.’

‘How many?’

‘Quite a few.’ He waits for specifics. ‘A bottle, I guess?’

‘And when did you have your last drink?’ he asks. ‘Today’s mouthful aside.’

God knows. Even sober, I’m not a great clock-watcher. Nursery drop-off and pick-up and my regular weekly tutoring gigs are the only times that seem to implant properly in my brain. Everything around that feels abstract. Simply the space in between where all the other shit gets done.

‘Um, well, it was definitely late. Maybe 1 a.m.? Slightly later?’ I give a pathetic, hopeful smile. ‘I’d eaten a big dinner, though – fish pie. And I had a glass of water before bed.’

He checks his watch, does the maths. ‘You know, it can take at least twelve hours for “quite a few” drinks to leave your system, so you’re sitting right on the cusp. I assume you’re happy to take a breath test?’

He presses the device. The screen lights up in anticipation of my answer.

‘Oh, well, sure. I’d be honoured. My first breathalyser. Woo-hoo!’

I’m not proud of my sarcasm. The woo-hoo was unnecessary.

But this feels wrong.

I feel wronged.

‘You can refuse,’ Jason says, lifting the device towards me, the rubber tube at mouth level. ‘But you’d be charged with failing to produce a specimen.’

And so I dip down, draw a breath, then give the rubberneckers the money shot.

I blow.






3 Orla



WHATSAPP GROUP: WHO RUN THE WORLD?

Members: Orla, Esme

ESME: OMFG, La-la!!

ORLA: Well look who’s back

Was starting to think u weren’t speaking to me

ESME: Always speaking to u babe.

ORLA: Er, except the five days u haven’t been

ESME: Busy busy. Serious tho – u okay???

ORLA: Any reason I wouldn’t be?

ESME: Oh u kno… climate change, world peace.

ALKY MUMS!!

ORLA: Who told u? Abi Devlin? I thought I saw her nosy bitch nan in the pub.

ESME: Aaaaaand???

ORLA: Aaaaaaand whaaaaaat???

ESME: La-la!!! Spill the tea!!! It’s either ur mum’s drink problem or plate tectonics revision. Need drama!!!

ORLA: No drama. She blew under.

It’s all gucci, my sometime friend.

ESME: Fucksake, I kno she blew under. Tell me more!

Something Abi-D doesn’t kno.

ORLA: Why’d u care? I don’t.

ESME: Cos it’s ur mum!! Like if it was my mum it’d be whatever cos everyone knows she’s a hot mess. But UR MUM!!! She’s apple pie.

She’s like the CEO of Squeaky Clean, Inc.

ORLA: U have NO idea how off the mark u are.

Like if the mark is Thames Lawley, ur in New Zealand.

ESME: Whaaaa? I mean, she probably sucks ur dad’s cock occasionally but she’s pretty basic.

ORLA: Thanks for the image

ESME: I mean, ur dad’s kinda cute

ORLA: I think I preferred it when u ignoring me

ESME: Hey I like an old guy can’t deny it. I’m done with guys our age.

ORLA: Same. Dickwads, the lot of them.

Barman in the Cricketers hit on me earlier…

ESME: OMG that spunk rat with the man-bun!!! No way!!!

ORLA: Way.

Said I could be a model.

ESME: La-la he is FINE!! Hotter than the sun in a frying pan!! Could ditch the beard but 10 out of 10 would recommend.

Did ur mum see?

ORLA: Yep

ESME: OMFG!!! How r u not dead?

ORLA: Why would she kill me? Not my fault he thinks I’m hot [image: Emoji: Smiling face with smiling eyes]

And anyway, I’ve been dead to her since the twins so…

ESME: Okay now that’s a little extra [image: Emoji: Smirking face]

ORLA: But true.

The boys, the renovation and keeping secrets. That’s all she cares about.

ESME: Secrets?

Being cryptic doesn’t make u interesting, u kno? It makes u annoying. Spill or zip it.

ORLA: Forget it. So u going to Scotti Lund’s party tmrw night?

ESME: Yup.

ORLA: Thought ur done with guys our age??

ESME: I’m done sucking their cocks. Happy to drink their vodka. U going?

ORLA: Nope.

ESME: That dickasaurus Roan Howells isn’t going if that’s what’s stopping u??

ORLA: Nah. Babysitting

ESME: At Creepy Jason’s?

ORLA: At Gwen’s

ESME: Same thing. Same house

ORLA: U kno he’s the one who breathalysed my mum?

ESME: Awks

ORLA: Not really. Was funny

ESME: Ur SO harsh on ur mum. Poor Mrs W [image: Emoji: Loudly crying face]

Serious, have mine for a week. U be begging for urs back. She drove off with her bag on the car roof this morning. Dopey AF.

ORLA: Harmless AF.

ESME: And what’s Mrs W? Serial killer? Trained assassin?

Actually she looks a bit like Villanelle. With curly hair obvs.

ORLA: She’s not as innocent as people think.

My mum is dark AF.








4 Ellen


If yesterday was surreal, this morning borders on revolutionary.

Adam and I have sex. On a Thursday.

We don’t talk about getting around to ‘some sex’, and we don’t just think about it, either – lying there eyeing each other like pieces of unused exercise equipment, knowing for sure we’d feel better afterwards if we only popped our metaphorical trainers on.

We actually do it.

Proper sex, too. Not the cursory maintenance mount fuelled by wine, guilt or an almost regal sense of duty (one must keep things ticking over). No, this morning is the dynamite kind. The kind that makes you wonder why you don’t do ‘some sex’ more often.

Not too often, though. Let’s say a diligent twice a week.

‘You’re not usually this horny after a work trip,’ I say, hunting for my knickers in the twisted bedsheets. ‘Were there no adult channels on the TV? You should complain to HR.’

‘It’s the police thing,’ Adam says, performing a theatrically languid stretch – one more suited to a perma-stoned rock star than a finance director of a mid-sized management consultancy whose train leaves in thirty minutes. ‘The whole bad girl thing, you know? It’s sexual catnip.’

I aim my knickers at his head. ‘Er, sorry to pop your balloon, sunshine, but my good girl credentials are firmly intact. I blew under, remember?’

‘Just.’

I grab my dressing gown and follow Adam into our gruesome en suite (currently avocado and peach; the mould is easily its best feature). Sitting on the side of the bath, I take a moment to properly survey him naked for the first time in months.

Not bad at all, I conclude, all things considered. Age. Stress. Kids. A predilection for craft beer and pepperoni pizza with extra cheese.

We met in Warwick Student Union in 2001. I thought he was flash, buying champagne when I’d asked for Guinness. He thought I was called Helen, which I didn’t correct until halfway through our first date. We were inseparable after that, except for the holidays, of course, when Adam would head back to Thames Lawley before going skiing in Mont-de-Lans or Val Thorens (depending on the season), and I’d troop home to Leicester to pull pints and stack shelves.

‘Home’ was a vastly different experience, as we soon discovered during our nervous first forays into each other’s non-university lives. Adam’s was a six-bedroom pile that housed a nice neat five of them. The Walshes had ‘grounds’. They had an orchard. They had the holiest of grails: Sky TV. Home for me was six irritable people crammed into a three-bedroom council flat on the Highfield estate. There were no orchards, rarely even apples (or any fruit, although Mum fiercely disputes this). And it wasn’t an entirely uncommon occurrence to find that Dad had sold the TV.

Still, there was always music, fights and drama. Every day the final act of an overwrought Italian opera. Back then, Adam, with his tendency to romanticise hardship, couldn’t have loved it more.

I couldn’t wait to get away.

‘Hey, I wonder if I’ll hear from Pelham today?’ I say as Adam sponges his crotch vigorously under the measly trickle of the shower. ‘Do you think I should call them, get the state of play?’

‘Hmm…’ He pulls a face. ‘Not sure. Might come across a bit…’

‘Presumptuous?’

‘Desperate.’

‘I am desperate.’

He stops sponging. ‘That doesn’t sound good.’

I think about shrugging it off, restoring post-coital equilibrium. But he’s here now. A captive audience. Albeit one with a flaccid penis in his hand.

‘It’s just… I want my career back. You know, appraisals, promotions, back-stabbing, meetings. Yeah – meetings.’

‘Okaaaay.’

‘Now that doesn’t sound good.’

‘No, no, it’s fine. Obviously. Good for you.’ A tad patronising, but I let it pass. ‘And I’ll support you one hundred per cent, you know that. It’s just not nice hearing your wife say she feels desperate, that’s all. I thought you were a happy camper.’

‘I am.’ A moderately happy one. ‘But forget head of English, Ads – I was on track for the top job at St Mike’s before your swimmers sneaked through.’ I give his balls a mock scowl, although technically it was my fault. It was me who’d declared, Ah, don’t worry about it, when we were anniversarying in Paris and I realised I’d forgotten birth control – Adam had offered to go to the pharmacy, rolling his tongue around pilule de lendemain. But I’d taken the morning-after pill before and it’d made me dry-heave relentlessly, and I’d been looking forward to Paris for months, and… well, as they say, you live and learn. ‘I mean, obviously I wouldn’t change the boys for the world, but you know I always had that goal of being head by forty. And now I’m forty-one, and what goals do I have? Find Kian’s Crocs. Take Muriel’s dead husband’s clothes to the charity shop.’

Adam smiles. ‘Set up that true-crime podcast, concernedcitizen.com?’

We mulled it over for hours last night. Me still stunned and stress-eating Doritos. Adam bewildered. Kristy heartily entertained. The best we came up with was the barman I’d basically called a pervert, or the guy who lives across from The Cricketers who once accused me – falsely – of cheating at the pub quiz.

The worst we came up with was Kristy suggesting Orla, then Adam suggesting Kristy. ‘Just a joke’, apparently, but one that ignited a firework of fuck yous.

‘Actually, talking of Muriel, maybe it was her?’ Adam says. ‘A delayed act of vengeance for Max trampling her begonias.’

‘No plural, Ads. It was one begonia.’ Which I’d replaced with fifteen more and an absurdly grave apology. ‘Anyway, I’m not even sure there was a “concerned citizen”. It might have just been Jason trying to embarrass me.’

‘Oh, here we go.’ Adam rolls his eyes to the cracked, stained ceiling.

‘No, no, hear me out.’ I raise a finger. ‘Means: he’s a police officer.’ Another finger. ‘Motive: I’m sure he doesn’t like me; it’s like he resents me being friends with Gwen.’ I hold up a third finger – what I believe to be my smouldering, if not quite smoking, gun. ‘And then guess who was in the next aisle in Costcutter when I was moaning to Susi Sands about my hangover yesterday morning? Jason bloody Bale. So there’s opportunity right there – he knew I’d been drinking the night before.’

‘Okay, Poirot, but so did anyone who saw your Facebook selfie. All two hundred and whatever of your so-called friends.’ Adam doesn’t do social media, although he enjoys a shoulder-lurk at mine. ‘And anyway, this thing with Jason. From what I can see, he’s not wild about anyone. Remember when I asked him to join our quiz team? Complete tumbleweed. Even Nush couldn’t persuade him.’ Wow. Even St Nush. Imagine. ‘How was she yesterday, by the way?’

‘Okay.’ That word, usually so meaningless, feels apt in this circumstance. She was nothing more, nothing less. ‘Okay’ seems to be her permanent state. ‘Still banging on about Tom, obviously.’

‘Banging on? Jeez, Els, you’re all heart.’

Yes, but you don’t have to listen to it. You get to ‘uh-huh’ and ‘oh dear’ at my post-Nush rundowns without ever having to engage.

The faint sound of Lego being tipped signals that it’s time for me to get moving. I slip off my dressing gown and step into the shower, unceremoniously shooing Adam out. ‘I know I sound mean,’ I say, fiddling with the temperature dial out of habit rather than any expectation of success. ‘But it’s been a year since Tom left…’

‘And you’d get over me in a year?’

‘No, but I’d have got under someone else by now. For the ego boost, if nothing else. Probably some young stud. Thick as mince and twice as pretty.’ Adam towels his hair, pretending not to react, but I can see the twitch of his grin through the gathering steam. I grin back. ‘Oh yeah, didn’t you know – early forties is peak cougar. I read it on Mumsnet. Young enough to still have “it” – whatever “it” is – but old enough to have an air of “seasoned mystique”.’

Ah, the mystique of aching joints, two-day hangovers and sporadic chin hairs.

Adam pokes his head around the shower door. ‘Well, you’ve definitely still got “it” from where I’m standing, Mrs Walsh.’ Sweet. I draw a heart in the condensation. ‘But you know Nush, she’s not like that.’

I wipe the heart away. His reverential tone grates on me.

‘Oh yeah, of course, I forgot. St Nushelle of the Holy Virtue. She’s on a higher plane to the rest of us.’

Adam goes back into the bedroom, too late for work to take the bait. I raise my face to the dribble, savouring the last few minutes of solitude before the day and all its duels begin – kids, students, other drivers, ‘concerned citizens’. When he comes back moments later, he’s dressed and gelled and infusing the steam with the same woody scent he’s been wearing since the late nineties. He says see-ya-later-hope-you-hear-from-Pelham-can-you-call-the-electrician-and-fuck-da-police.

I ask if the electrician is a young stud who might fancy a tepid shower with a peak cougar.

Adam says he’s called Bert; he’s sixty-three and when he’s not rewiring houses, he plays dominoes with his dad.



Fancying ourselves as future high-flyers, we’d moved to London after uni, the plan being for Adam to earn gazillions crunching numbers on the corporate hamster wheel, leaving me free to inspire young minds (a.k.a. change the world) for a far more modest salary. While the gazillions never materialised, an okay-ish standard of living did – for London, anyway – and it took nearly fifteen years, including one wedding, three flats, two redundancies and one Orla, before we turned against the capital and said enough, we’ve had our fill. Orla’s secondary schooling sealed it. Financially, private was a stretch (and back then I was made of sterner stuff when it came to rejecting handouts from Adam’s parents), but with local state schools ranging from ‘average’ to ‘apocalyptic’, we had to do something, we reasoned. And as the old saying goes, if the best non-fee-paying schools won’t come to Mohammed, Mohammed must go to the best non-fee-paying schools.

So we did, to Foxton Grammar – the pride of Thames Lawley. Former pupils included a Labour MP, a three-time Olympic medallist and a lesser-known finance director, my very own Adam Walsh.

Leaving London wasn’t easy. You don’t realise how much you miss thought-provoking graffiti and twenty-four-hour taco stands until they’re a dull and distant memory, and for the first year, ‘fifty minutes’ became our mantra, the fast train to London our saving grace. In just fifty minutes, we’d reassure ourselves – the time it took to, say, cook a lasagne or skim a broadsheet – we could be right back in the thick of the capital. Day trips. Nights out. Picking up London where we’d left off.

Until the twins arrived and we stopped bothering.

And Thames Lawley wasn’t so bad. Gradually I came to love it. The sense of community. The safety. Even the small-mindedness, on a good day, seemed harmless and oddly sweet. I didn’t love our first house, though. Our pleasant-but-drab semi on the main road out of the village. The type of property we’d have killed to own in London but that here seemed run-of-the-mill. Even after several years, it still felt like a stopgap to me. Just somewhere to eat, sleep and tidy until the perfect-but-affordable house miraculously showed up.

The Meadowhouse was that miracle.

While others crush on celebrities and sports stars and, to get quite Thames Lawley-specific, Nathaniel the coach from Soccertots, I’ve always crushed on houses. And boy, do I crush hard. It started in 1988, when I sent Santa a three-page missive on why I deserved a Barbie Dreamhouse, and when it sadly didn’t materialise, I sent the same letter to the PM. In the nineties, it was the Home Alone house. In the early noughties, Carrie Bradshaw’s brownstone. And they were only my chief crushes. There were so, so many more. But there was never any particular style, size or specific feature that hooked me. The only thing they had in common was how they made me feel.

Charged. Aspirational. Like life might have something decent to offer me. That I might be worth more than boarded-up windows and persistent coughs caused by damp.

Having notions, my mum called it. I called it having hope.

I’d been crushing on the Meadowhouse for twenty years (not exclusively, though – it had competition). I’d even taken a sneaky photo of it once during a visit to Adam’s during Easter break.

‘For my vision board,’ I’d told him.

‘That’s probably illegal,’ he’d said, laughing.

‘What, photographing houses or having vision boards?’

‘The former, although both should be.’

And then, wham, around fifteen months ago, there was it was, winking at me on Rightmove.

Mine, I decided, before I’d even booked a spot at the open house.

It wasn’t the biggest house in Thames Lawley, nor the most expensive by a country mile. That crown had been well and truly seized by a McMansion on the outskirts, a real eyesore of a building that seemed to hang back from the rest of the village with the slightly embarrassed air of someone who knows they’ve overdressed. The Meadowhouse was the most beautiful, though. Enchanting, to use the estate-agent speak. A traditional Cotswold stone farmhouse, with golden bricks draped in clematis and peach climbing roses. Cherry blossom forming a guard of honour over a winding gravelled path. Several years ago, the exterior had featured in a Hollywood Christmas movie. It was without doubt, as the agent declared, ‘the quintessential English house’.

Inside, it was the quintessential money pit, last updated in the mid-nineties. A warren of small, suffocating rooms, each one more oak-panelled than the last. Only the kitchen provided any space that you could swing the proverbial cat in. But even that was uninviting, unless congregating next to tobacco-stained cabinets was particularly your thing.

It wasn’t a complete surprise, of course. There was obviously a reason why it’d been on the market for a while and why it was just within our budget (due to a recent price reduction). And to be fair, the agent had been clear from the outset that it was ‘ready for a revamp’. Revamp we could live with. Revamp we could afford. What we found, however, was a house screaming to be remodelled. To have its entire layout reconfigured into something light, bright and fashionably open-plan. This meant walls removed, ceilings raised, stairs reshaped, rooms extended.

Finances depleted.

Enter my fairy mother-in-law, Sylvia, albeit two months later. I’d almost given up on the dream when suddenly she offered to help us out.

‘You’ll pay it back when you can,’ she’d said with impeccable, chilling grace.

No more ducking out of Sunday lunch for me, then. No more pretending I’d missed her call.

Adam, to use his own phrase, was ‘Meadowhouse agnostic’. Deep down, I think he knew Sylvia was buying our gratitude, and while I’d fallen hard, he’d have been happy to walk away. Even now he refers to the renovation as Operation Ellen. He says it with a smile, but I know it’s his way of distancing himself, of saying: on your shoulders be it – don’t ever lay this on me.

Kristy was vaguely sceptical, although she is about most things. My mum, still using my dad’s death as an excuse to be relentlessly loathsome to everyone, offered, ‘Since when were you an expert on renovating houses? Who d’you think you are, Bob the fucking Builder?’

In the end, Nush was the only person to take a firm stance on the subject, warning us not about the double whammy of planning permission and building regulations, but about something surprisingly more woo-woo.

‘That place has bad energy. First the Merricks’ dreadful attack all those years ago. They were never the same after that, so I hear, and neither was the house – they stopped caring, stopped looking after it. And then you’ve got the Sharps’ divorce. Rock solid for twenty years before moving in – less than three years later, they’re communicating through solicitors. I’m telling you, it’s cursed. Nothing good ever came from living in that house.’

Bad energy, bad luck and bad marriages be damned.

One year in and we’re still here to tell the tale.






5 Ellen


The Gwen in my kitchen is a Gwen I don’t recognise. Bella is her predictably buoyant self, felt-tip-jousting with the boys and eating me out of breadsticks as usual, but Gwen, usually so at home here, seems like a stranger today. At a guess, I’d say she hasn’t slept, or at least not soundly. Her eyes are tinged pink and her scarlet pixie-crop looks like it hasn’t seen a brush in days.

‘I should have come over last night,’ she’s saying, standing rigid in the kitchen doorway, ‘but I was just so embarrassed. Seriously, I could kill him, Els. God knows what you must think of him. And me.’

My first thought is bless her. My second is I don’t have time for this. It’s gone eleven and the breakfast table still resembles the aftermath of a medieval banquet, and despite several attempts, the twins still aren’t dressed.

‘You? Don’t be daft, G. Why would I think badly of you?’ I yank her into a bear hug, staring over her shoulder at the pot racks I can’t wait to get rid of. Had the Sharps never heard of drawers? ‘And I don’t think badly of Jason, either,’ I lie. ‘He was just doing his job. I get it.’

Her voice is muffled in my curls. ‘No, he was way too heavy-handed. That’s what he’s like. A sergeant-major type, you know?’ She pulls back slightly, but I’m still close enough to smell her toothpaste. ‘He blames our childhood, all the crap, the instability. But I had the same. I had worse – he forgets that. And I’m not such a bloody stickler for rules.’

‘He’s police, hon. Be weird if he wasn’t.’ I give her a small squeeze. Conversation over, as far as I’m concerned. ‘Honestly, it’s history. I could have done without the audience, sure, but no real harm caused.’ I laugh. ‘And I got to keep the rubber tube. Best souvenir ever. There isn’t a toy in this house that Kian hasn’t breathalysed. Looks like Catboy’s going down.’

I loosen my grip and move away, but she’s still not settled. A few unshed tears blur her wide hazel eyes.

‘Hey, don’t cry,’ I say softly, disguising an inner scream of for God’s sake!

‘Ignore me, I’m just being stupid.’ She blinks hard, stemming the flow. ‘I’m due on tomorrow, which probably isn’t helping. I cried over that Katy Perry song earlier – you know, “Firework”.’

‘Oh, don’t talk to me about tears. I cried over a squirrel last month. It kept dropping its acorn. It killed me.’ I push her towards the window seat, or Gwen’s throne, as we’ve taken to calling it, due to her being the only person in Christendom who thinks the pheasant-embroidered monstrosity is ‘kind of cute’. ‘But seriously, you and me – we’re good, okay? All good.’

Gwen and Jason live in the bland new-builds on the opposite side of the village green. They arrived a month or two before us, newbies to Thames Lawley as well. As Gwen later explained, after a tough few years raising Bella alone in the centre of busy Reading, she wanted a change of scenery and pace, a better quality of life for them both. And as Jason was effectively homeless after the break-up of his marriage in London, it made sense for them to move in together and split the not insignificant rent.

I met Gwen a few weeks after we arrived at the Meadowhouse. She was passing with Bella while I was standing in the front garden, feeling overwhelmed by the jungle of flowers now under my dubious care.

‘Doesn’t seem fair,’ she announced, her smile wide and toasty warm. I stared, not quite following. ‘I mean that I get to look at your lovely house every day, whereas you have to look at mine.’

Well, yes, but across a lush village green known for its daffodils in spring and its epic cricket matches in summer. Not to mention puppy school on a Sunday morning, which I get to watch from my front wall.

The view from my childhood bedroom was a derelict pub.

I liked Gwen instantly. Her breezy nature, her lack of ceremony. I also liked the fact that Bella was the same age as the twins and raising hell over a scooter helmet. I could do with a friend with a badly behaved kid, I thought. Someone to remind me I’m not the only one getting it wrong.

‘Oh, I don’t know about lovely,’ I replied, aiming for modest but possibly sounding ungrateful. ‘You should see the inside – it’s grim. Actually, do you want to see the inside?’

And that was that. A coffee turned into a large glass of wine. The glass into a bottle. The bottle a regular thing.

Only ever Gwen, though.

‘Jason’s not really a people person,’ she always insists, which would be fine if he was a lighthouse keeper on a remote island, not a public-facing police officer. ‘And he isn’t in a great space right now, what with the separation, the move, the new job. It’s complicated.’

Or it’s just him, I want to say, although I can hardly judge, what with my own complicated sibling having taken root in the back garden. But at least Kristy’s entertaining. Jason’s the perennial Grinch. The type who’d refuse to wear his Christmas cracker hat for fear of looking frivolous.

‘Okay, well, I’m glad I came over now,’ Gwen says, sounding genuinely more chipper. ‘Orla’s babysitting tonight, though. I hope she doesn’t feel awkward if Jason’s back before me.’

‘Awkward? Orla? That’s a good one.’ I grab a bowl off the table, scrape mushy Cheerios into the pedal bin. ‘Orla doesn’t do feeling awkward. Now, being awkward – she wrote the book on that.’

‘Is she in?’ Gwen tips her head towards the ceiling, Orla’s lair being just above our heads.

‘Nope. She got up, guzzled an Actimel, went out. Not one word.’

Her face is all concern. ‘Look, shall I have a chat with her? We often shoot the breeze before I go out or when I get back, so I can do it subtly. I worked in PR, remember? Still do, if you count being a failed freelancer. Point is, I’m good at sly messaging. Mother knows best, that sort of thing. Worth a try?’

‘Probably not.’ I open the dishwasher. ‘You can have a chat with your brother, though. See if you can wheedle out of him the name of the bastard who reported me.’

She scowls. ‘I’d whack it out of him, Els, if I thought it’d work. But it won’t. And to be fair, he might not even know. Sorry.’

‘Forget it,’ I say, fearing another onslaught of apologies. ‘Let’s talk about something else. Something fun.’ Something quick.

Gwen grins. ‘So, what is it now? T minus two months till lift-off?’ She means the renovation. Apparently, with my white minimalist ‘fetish’, I’m turning the Meadowhouse into NASA HQ. ‘I’m going to miss this kitchen,’ she says, looking around as if for the last time, her bottom lip stuck out playfully. ‘Can’t believe you’re ripping the pantry out, for a start. An actual pantry. It’s like The Wind in the Willows, or what’s that show? Downton Abbey.’ I smile, roll my eyes. ‘Yeah, I know. I’m a closet granny. I love a bit of rustic charm.’

‘Rustic, yeah. Geriatric, no.’ I slam the dishwasher shut. ‘And Christ, I said something fun, G. I’ve been talking about this renovation for approximately three hundred years.’

Although that reminds me, I need to call Bert, the electrician. The light in the kitchen has taken to tripping every few days.

I grab my phone, scroll for his number. ‘So why’s Orla babysitting? Hot date?’

The sound of the post halts her answer. I make a dart for the door before Max beats me to it and I have to spend the next ten minutes wrangling bills from his clenched paw.

As I walk back in, Gwen says, ‘No hot date. Not even a lukewarm one. Just a drink with a friend.’ She hesitates. ‘You’re welcome to come.’

The pause suggests she was only being polite. I’m not offended. I do the same thing. In fact, I’d say over half of the offers I make, the favours I grant, come with the internal plea, Please don’t take me up on this. I only said it to be nice.

‘Thanks, hon, but I can’t,’ I say, letting her off the hook. ‘Adam’s playing badminton tonight. Yeah, badminton.’

My disdain has nothing to do with the sport and everything to do with Adam never being home.

While Gwen embarks on a badminton anecdote, I sift through the mail, surprised to see there’s actual news – bad and good – to be found among the junk. Due to an accounting error, I unfortunately owe money to HMRC. However, on account of a healthy cervix, my recent smear test was clear. The final letter in the pile is addressed to me in a hand I don’t recognise, postmarked High Wycombe. My heart sinks at the prospect of another wedding invite. We’ve had five already this year: attended two, swerved three.

It isn’t an invitation, though. It’s a lined piece of paper. Neat handwriting in black ink.


SOONER OR LATER EVERYONE SITS DOWN TO A BANQUET OF CONSEQUENCES

Do you know who said that, Ellen?

I bet you do.

Because you know everything. You have everything. You want everything.

But I know things, too.

I know you. And I know that people have to learn there are consequences.

I’m going to teach you that lesson.

Right under your fucking nose.



I read it twice, then a third time, my body calcified by shock while the words pinball around my skull.

Consequences. Have. Want. Know.

They know me? Who does? How?

Casually? Have we hunted for lost shin pads at Soccertots on a Sunday morning? Have I taught fronted adverbials to their polite, bored-stiff kids?

But the capitals, the underline. That implies something deeper.

Something damaging.

I swallow. No.

No.

It can’t be about him.

I’ve been careful. That was the deal. That was the pact I solemnly made with myself.

Be careful and you can do this, Ellen. Be careful and no one gets hurt.

So no, this has to be about something petty. A small-town storm in a teacup.

Think, Ellen.

Have I offended someone recently? Been caught gossiping, or judging, or ridiculing someone with a cheap quip? Sober Me wouldn’t do that. Sober Me is always the first to slap down any hint of mean-girl bullshit, but white wine is a bad influence and Drunk Me likes to bitch. Never cruel, but slightly waspish and, on the odd occasion, indiscreet.

Except when it comes to my own secrets, of course.

‘Els? Ellen? Hello?’ I look up, startled by the cheery bounce in Gwen’s voice. ‘I said, what about tennis? Whistlebrook Park has clay courts. We can pretend we’re playing in the French Open. That’s right, isn’t it? That’s the only one played on clay?’

I stare, not sure how to reply or what the hell she’s even on about. I feel bone tired all of a sudden; the adrenaline of wild panic has been replaced with the exhaustion of pure dread.

‘Mate, are you okay? You look a bit strung out.’ Gwen frowns at the note in my hand. ‘Bad news?’

I take a breath, giving myself seconds to decide whether to pour forth or pull the shutters down.

I choose the latter.

‘No, no, everything’s fine,’ I say, smiling and shrugging and probably completely overdoing it. ‘It’s just a quote to have the gutters cleaned. Daylight robbery. I might tackle them myself.’ I shove the note in my jeans pocket, feeling bad that I’m about to exploit Gwen’s misplaced guilt over Jason. ‘G, I know it’s short notice, but you couldn’t do me the biggest favour, could you?’

Of course she says of course I can.

‘Could you mind the boys for a bit? I’ve got a few errands to run, and you know what it’s like – it’ll be ten times easier if I don’t have The Destructors with me.’

And I’ll feel ten times safer once I know this isn’t about Zane.
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