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Travelling to the island had been a trial for all of them. An early start, a taxi that didn’t turn up, the subsequent nail-biting wait for an Uber, Hope’s discovery that there were two WH Smiths at Gatwick’s North Terminal and she was standing by the wrong one, along with two toddlers and three exhausted adults hadn’t made the journey easy.


That had only been the start.


After a six-hour flight to Kapodistrias, they’d boarded the ferry to Paxos, with all the hunger and heat that involved. Everything turned into a combination made in hell, and one that had almost brought all three adults to the point of regretting coming at all. Why were they putting themselves through this?


Then, they’d finally arrived.


A modest, white-washed villa was tucked away off the main road out of Loggos, the small port where they’d arrived. Surrounded by gnarled olive trees, it boasted a glinting blue pool, a terrace dappled with sunlight and a deliciously cool interior.


‘Now, which room shall we put Granny in?’ Edie sounded as if she was balancing on a tight wire. She adjusted six-month-old Hazel on her hip. The baby had barely slept since they’d set off, and tempers were beyond frayed. Hope had tried to help but Hazel had only wanted her mother.


What could a grandmother do?


Betty – the 22-month-old – toddled in and out of the four bedrooms. ‘Gwanny,’ she said firmly, pointing towards the prettiest space.


‘No, darling. I don’t think so.’ Edie had followed her into each room to check. ‘This big bed’s for Mummy and Daddy. Granny Hope can go here.’


‘Here’ was a more modest room containing two simple wooden beds with thin mattresses, each with a single pillow. Basic. A plug-in mosquito killer flashed quietly in a socket on one side of the room. White-and-blue-striped curtains hung limp in the heat at a small window. The walls were uneven and white-washed, decorated only by a couple of large scenic photos: boxy white houses flanking steps leading down to a harbour; a line of crowded tavernas at the edge of a small port lit up at night, with the moon shining out of a starry sky. Quintessential Greece!


‘Does that suit you, Mum?’ Paul came in from the hire car. He carried her suitcase and dumped it at the foot of a bed. He straightened up and pushed the hair off his face, shiny with sweat.


‘Anywhere suits me, darling.’ At that moment, Hope could have lain on a bed of nails and slept.


Already, Edie and the girls had gone off to find their own rooms.


‘No, this one has the cot in!’ Edie sounded at the end of her tether.


The two of them listened, and Paul gave his mum a sympathetic smile. ‘Why don’t you have a rest? It’ll all be shipshape by the time you wake up.’


Hope had never been so grateful. The early start was beginning to take its toll, and she could feel a sharp headache drilling in above her right eye. Once Paul had left, she took a swig from the bottle of water she’d bought at the port in Corfu, now unpleasantly lukewarm, and lay down on the bed nearest the window. High above it, a small green lizard was poised motionless. She gazed at it, charmed. Outside, she could hear Paul and Edie arguing.


‘But I need her to help with Hazel.’


‘Give her a break. Let her rest first.’


‘For God’s sake, Paul! Do I have to do everything?’


‘Shhh!’


Hope closed her eyes. This was going to be a test for all of them. Hearing them talk about her behind her back like that hurt. Nothing she did seemed to narrow the distance between her and Edie. The harder she tried, the worse their relationship got. Perhaps she should have refused their invitation, but she could use ten days in Greece. She’d been working hard and needed a break. And what could be better than holidaying with her son and family? In theory. She breathed deeply and tried to rationalize. What she’d overheard was simply the result of a tiring journey, nothing more. This holiday was a chance to strengthen if not build bridges. She’d hold on to that thought.


When she woke up it was to a scream from Betty, somewhere in the villa. ‘Swimming!’


Hope checked her phone. She’d been asleep for an hour and a half!


‘You have to wait till Daddy gets back.’ Edie still sounded as if she was about to snap.


Betty’s scream of protest echoed through the villa.


Hope heaved herself off the bed, hot and sweaty. Her hair stuck to her temple and her headache was still there, but no worse. She opened her door and followed the sound of voices to the large open living room, feeling more sleep-deprived than ever. ‘I’d love a swim. I’ll take Betty.’


‘Would you? Really?’ Edie gave her a grateful smile of relief. She stood at the kitchen end of the room, drinking from a bottle of Orangina. She’d changed out of her jeans into a cool, floaty dress. Betty was sulking on the sofa, naked apart from her nappy, with one leg in her swimming costume, deflated armbands on the floor. Hazel was nowhere to be seen, presumably in bed.


‘Unless you’d like to go. I can look after Hazel.’ This feeling of having to tread on eggshells when dealing with her daughter-in-law was constant. Hope didn’t want to say the wrong thing but seemed to fall into that trap more often than not.


‘She’s asleep at last, so I’d love a few minutes to myself. Thank you.’ Edie put the bottle down with a firm ‘chink’ as it hit the white-tiled work surface.


‘Do. I feel much better for a nap.’ In fact, she didn’t, because now she felt guilty for having had one. Edie looked exhausted. Two kids under two… it was understandable.


Betty ran over, holding out her armbands and her sweet candy-striped swimsuit.


‘Just give me a second to change, sweetheart.’


Shadowed by Betty, Hope went back into her room and hefted her suitcase onto the second bed. Her packing was efficient, including nothing unnecessary or that might crease, so it took just a second to find her bikini. Slipping into the next-door bathroom to change, she couldn’t help wondering whether she was too old to be so underdressed in public. She checked what she could see of herself in the small mirror. Perhaps she had put on a pound or two since she’d last worn it – one of the hazards of her profession. As a professional chef, if she didn’t taste the food she was preparing, how could she guarantee its quality to her clients? Besides that, she loved food and the pleasure she could give through it.


‘Sod it!’ she said to herself. ‘If you’ve still got it, carry on flaunting it. And this is hardly public after all.’


She was less confident when she and a pool-ready Betty emerged from her room and caught Edie’s barely disguised surprise at the modest (by most standards) two piece. That lift of the eyebrow was almost enough to send her running back to change. Deep breath. Instead, she took Betty’s hand. ‘Let’s go, then. Race you!’


‘We don’t do competition. Remember?’ Edie’s words followed them outside.


Bollocks! thought Hope, taking no notice.


The pool was by the wall dividing them from the next-door villa. Warning signs proliferated. No swimming between 3pm and 6pm. No diving. No screaming. Try not to splash. Consider the neighbours. Presumably the ones in Greek echoed the sentiment. They may as well have included one saying: Do not enjoy yourselves on any account.


‘Sit here while I get in, and then I’ll get you.’ Hope inched her way down the metal pool steps. With a sharp intake of breath, she launched herself into the pool, flipping herself on to her back to stare upwards at the cloudless sky. A single vapour trail cut through the blue. The water was divinely refreshing, the sun blinding. She shut her eyes. For a second, she felt herself beginning to relax when she heard a shout from the side. ‘Gwanny! In!’


Immediately Hope upended herself, feet on the bottom of the pool, and put her arms out for her granddaughter, who hurled herself in, went half under, came up and then clung to her. They took a walk round the shallow end.


‘Show Granny how you can swim, Bets.’ Paul appeared, carrying two large plastic bottles of water and some bulging supermarket bags. ‘I’ll just get all this stuff into the kitchen, then I’ll join you. It’s sweltering.’


Hope let her granddaughter go. She stood in the corner of the pool shadowed by an olive tree, encouraging Betty to swim to her. She had an urge to remove the armbands – they weren’t helping at all as Betty floundered in the water – but she didn’t dare.


After a while, Paul appeared with Hazel, who looked adorable in a flamingo-decorated swim nappy and a pink T-shirt and hat.


‘Edie’s gone for a lie down. Can you take Hazel while I blow this up?’ ‘This’ was an inflatable green ring with a seat in its centre.


Hope put Betty on the side before taking her sister. She hugged the chubby baby to her as Hazel looked uncertainly at the water surrounding them. The next thing, she was beaming as her grandmother raised her high then lowered her until her toes touched the water. ‘Wheeee!’ Hazel kicked her legs in delight.


Once Hazel was safely inside the swimseat, Paul towed her roaring with laughter through the water. Betty begged to be pulled too.


‘Daddy! Me!’


Hope grasped her under the arms and swooshed her around so she yelled for more. At that moment, Hope felt a burst of happiness. At last, things were looking up.





Later that evening, Hope put Betty to bed. The toddler had a cot in her own room that was similar to Hope’s. Exhausted and in her unicorn pyjamas, the little girl listened while Hope read her a Meg and Mog book, snuggling into her grandmother as if she was the last person in the world. Afterwards, they had another hug and a kiss good night before Hope tucked the sheet over her, making sure she had her dummy and her toy lion. Hope stood, quite content, in the dimly lit room with a reassuring hand on Betty as she settled (the method Edie had shown her). She waited until her granddaughter’s breath slowed and she was confident she could leave the room without waking her.


While Edie settled Hazel, a harder task judging from the yells coming from the baby’s room, Hope started supper from the ingredients she had asked Paul to buy at the local supermarket – a simple lentil-based moussaka (Edie had recently decided vegetarian was the healthy way forward) and a Greek salad. She had quickly made herself at home in the kitchen, the place in any home where she always felt relaxed but in charge. For her, the acts of cutting and chopping and mixing were almost meditative, calming. Then came the aromas from what she was cooking, but most of all she loved serving people a plate of delicious food. Seeing their enjoyment gave her huge pleasure. The bottles of retsina and local white wine (less healthy but holiday essential, Hope suspected) were chilling in the fridge.


Edie eventually emerged from Hazel’s room. ‘God! What a nightmare. She can be so stubborn,’ Edie said, opening the fridge door and taking out a bottle. ‘Paul!’ She called to her husband, who was sitting on the terrace with a book, having changed from his swimming togs into navy-blue shorts and a pink T-shirt. ‘Drink?’ When she turned round, she seemed to notice Hope preparing the vegetables for the first time. ‘Oh! You’re not doing supper, are you? That’s so sweet, but I thought Paul and I might go out to one of the tavernas on the harbour tonight. Didn’t he say?’


‘No. He must have forgotten.’ Hope put down the knife. To be relegated to resident babysitter on the first night was a bit hard. She was surprised at Paul.


‘I’m sorry, Mum. I meant to mention it.’ Paul stood up and came into the kitchen. ‘You don’t mind, do you? We can always eat this tomorrow.’


True, although she had imagined them eating together on their first night. But no matter. Holidays were all about being flexible and going with the flow, she reminded herself.


‘Of course. Why don’t you two go and enjoy yourselves? I’ll have my supper here and watch the kids.’


To her surprise, Edie kissed her on the cheek before pouring each of them a glass of retsina. ‘You’re fabulous. Thank you. I know this is going to be a wonderful holiday. I’m so glad you came with us.’ She raised her glass in a toast. ‘To us. And now, I must change.’


Hope tried not to grimace as the retsina – more petrol than grape – scorched her throat. ‘You might have said something, Paul.’


‘It went clean out of my head. I’ve said I’m sorry.’ Paul put his arm around Hope’s shoulder.


It was funny to think how her little boy she had loved so much had turned into this man whose head was often in the clouds. He had married someone who, as a barrister, had twice the ambition he ever had. A barrister and a carpenter. Hope sometimes wondered what it was they found in common.


‘Thanks. Of course, it really doesn’t matter. I’m glad to help. I want you to have a great holiday.’


‘We will, Mum. How could we not?’ He gestured towards the swimming pool and the loungers at one end.


Edie reappeared a few minutes later in a pretty sleeveless dress, her dark blonde updo immaculate. ‘Now if either of them wake up, don’t bring them out of their room. That’s not a habit I want to encourage.’ She grimaced at the idea. ‘If desperate, you could give Hazel some milk. There’s a made-up bottle in the fridge but you’ll have to warm it in a pan of water. Betty will probably just need her dummy putting back in. And…’


‘Don’t worry. I’m sure everything will be fine,’ Hope tried to reassure her, without pointing out that she had in fact babysat for them many times and knew the rules. ‘And if I really have a problem then I can always call you. But I’m sure it won’t come to that.’


At last, Edie and Paul drove off through the olive grove, leaving Hope feeling isolated and taken for granted. She scrambled herself some eggs and sat on the terrace to eat them, baby monitor at her side. The surrounding olive trees whispered in the gentle breeze that had sprung up. Otherwise, all she could hear was the constant chirrup of crickets, and perhaps a frog. Somewhere in the distance, a donkey brayed. The silence from the next-door villa suggested it was empty. She sighed. This was balm for the soul, not so bad after all.


After checking on the children, she settled down with the thriller she’d begun on the plane. A skinny ginger cat wandered silently out of the trees and straight up to the house. She shooed it away, but it seemed to expect a welcome as it threw itself on the ground, offering its tummy to be tickled. Hope obliged. ‘My new friend. I should put Bloater on your diet.’ Her own rescue cat was probably about twice the size of this one.


As the evening wore on, Hope realized that she was enjoying her enforced solitude. The tension of the day dropped away and she was free to enjoy where she was without having to watch what she was saying or doing. Betty slept contentedly, and although Hazel had woken about an hour after Edie and Paul had left, she had gone straight back to sleep after half a bottle of milk.


They arrived back late, delighted with the charm of the harbour and the freshly grilled fish they’d eaten, bursting with news about the friends they’d made: Jim and Bernie from Cambridgeshire who had a two-year-old daughter and a baby. What a coincidence! How lucky was that? But no grandmother in tow, Hope noted before she announced she was turning in.





The following morning, Hope was first awake. The early sun flared through her curtains inviting her out to explore. The previous day’s exhaustion had left her and she felt refreshed and ready to go. If she was going to be on babysitting duty for the rest of the day, she might as well make the most of her time alone.


Up and dressed, she tiptoed through the villa, but there wasn’t a sound from the other rooms. She slipped through the gate, closing it behind her. Walking through the olive grove, she enjoyed this moment of freedom. The two modern houses she passed were quiet. Metal rods stuck up from the top floor, the buildings unfinished. A couple of dogs were snoozing in a fenced run, raising their heads to watch her passing, while hens scratched about in the dust. A couple of bicycles were propped by the closed front door.


As she reached the end of the grove, the olive trees gave way to pines, and pine needles carpeted the path that led towards the cliff and the crystal-clear aquamarine sea glittering in the sun immediately below. To her left, a road leading towards a small car park. To her right, a path that meandered down to a small cove, with white sand and a single rowing boat. Hope glanced about her. There was no one around. She couldn’t resist the siren call of the water, so set off down the path as a couple of tiny blue butterflies danced past her. On the horizon, a single yacht was heading towards the island, white sail bright against the deep blue. She held her arms out, enjoying the sun’s warmth on her skin. The heat would be ferocious later, but this felt perfect.


The path was getting steeper, stonier and more precarious. Maybe this had been a mistake. Then, as she turned a sharp bend, she felt her left foot slip from beneath her. She reached out, but there was nothing to grab on to. As she fell to one side, her right ankle turned over with a distinctive and agonising ‘pop’. Winded, she lay where she was for a few moments, then carefully sat on the path. At least she hadn’t fallen over the edge. Small mercies. Her right ankle was throbbing. Looking down, she saw that it was already so swollen the bone was starting to disappear.


‘You idiot, Hope,’ she said aloud.


Glancing at her watch, she realized she had been walking longer than she’d meant. The others would be up and wondering where she was. As she gingerly got to her feet, a sharp pain shot up her right leg, making her sit back down again. ‘Shit!’ She reached into the pocket of her shorts then looked about her. Had she dropped her phone when she fell? An image flashed into her mind, showing where she’d left it on the kitchen table. ‘Oh no.’ She felt like crying.


There was no alternative but to crawl on her hands and knees back up the path to the small car park and hope for rescue. If it had taken her ten minutes to get to where she fell, she guessed that it took three or four times as long to get back up. Stones and grit dug into her palms and knees, the pain excruciating. Sweat poured down her face, tears welled in her eyes, but eventually she arrived and collapsed in the shade of a pine tree, wondering what the hell to do next. But there was nothing she could do, except wait until someone came.


After what seemed an eternity, she heard the sound of an engine, and a red car turned the corner to park in the shade near her. The doors opened and out spilled a family armed with towels, beach games and a picnic basket.


‘Excuse me.’ How English she sounded.


The woman turned towards her. ‘Are you okay?’ Pale-complexioned, friendly faced, a wide-brimmed hat held in her hand, shorts, bikini top and trainers. With a rush of relief, Hope realized they were English too.


She explained what had happened. The woman looked at her ankle. ‘That looks nasty. Where are you staying?’


‘Down through those olive groves.’ Hope waved in the general direction of their villa. ‘But I think I should try to get it looked at. I don’t think it’s broken but…’ Without her phone she couldn’t call Paul, but returning to the house as a problem without a solution didn’t seem ideal. Better to sort it out herself first. They’d see her phone and realize she couldn’t contact them. She’d be back as soon as she could, her ankle strapped up and ready to go.


‘Can I take you into Loggos? Maybe we can find your holiday rep if you have one. They’ll know what to do.’


Hope remembered Shirley, the talkative girl in a uniform who’d met them off the ferry and escorted them to the villa. She doubted Shirley would be much help in an emergency, but what choice did she have?


‘I can’t ask you to do that. What about your family?’


‘You didn’t ask; I offered. And Tom’ll take them to the beach. Won’t you, darling?’


‘Sure,’ her husband answered. ‘Come on, kids. We’ll see you later.’ He gave a broad smile and adjusted his reversed baseball cap. ‘Go and be a good Samaritan. I hope you haven’t done anything too serious.’ This last to Hope.


They drove down to the town and found Shirley sitting in one of the cafés nursing a coffee. She immediately let Hope use her phone to call Paul to explain what had happened before supporting Hope to the local surgery.


Thanks to her Samaritan, and then Shirley, Hope was quickly seen by the doctor, who unnervingly doubled as the local butcher.


‘He won’t chop off my leg by mistake, will he?’ Hope made the joke he must have heard a thousand times. Shirley laughed, but the doctor’s face remained impassive.


‘A nasty sprain,’ he said, in halting English. He looked unperturbed, presumably used to careless tourists. ‘It needs rest.’


By eleven o’clock, Shirley had found a local taxi for Hope before heading off to the port to greet new clients. With her ankle strapped up, a rusty Zimmer frame on the roof because the doctor had run out of crutches, Hope rode home, dreading Edie’s reaction. But when they pulled up outside the house and the driver helped her out, Edie’s and Paul’s faces were etched with concern as they rushed to help.


‘I’m so sorry,’ Hope said, hobbling with the help of the Zimmer. She wanted to get in first, before they had a chance to speak. ‘I’ve ruined everything.’


‘Don’t be silly, Mum. We’ll manage. We’re sorry for you, that’s all.’


‘Yes,’ echoed Edie, but Hope sensed her displeasure that the holiday they’d imagined was going to be very different. Far from being the help they’d planned Hope would be, she had suddenly become a burden. And, worse, she felt geriatric.


‘Why ever did you go off on your own?’ asked Edie. ‘If you’d waited, we could all have explored together.’


If only she had, then the holiday wouldn’t have been disrupted. ‘It was such a beautiful morning, I couldn’t resist, and you were all asleep.’


Edie shook her head and tutted.


‘Never mind,’ said Paul. ‘What’s done’s done. We can manage, I’m sure.’ He put his hand on Edie’s shoulder but she shook it off and turned back to the villa, her annoyance more obvious now. Turning to Hope, he raised his eyebrows as if to say, ’You know what she’s like. It’ll blow over.’ But instead of reassurance, all Hope felt was a stab of sadness seeing that things weren’t entirely easy between them.
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A couple of days after the family’s return from Paxos, Edie stretched herself out on Ana’s sofa, glass of wine in hand.


The two women had met years earlier at a party thrown by a mutual friend. They’d hit it off immediately – both of them single, ambitious and serious about their respective careers in fashion and law but both making sure that they fitted in excitement and fun, too. Although life had changed for Edie, their friendship had continued.


Back in London, life was infinitely more relaxing. On holiday, she had been constantly on call, looking after the kids, cooking, driving… no time to sit down. She reached for a peanut. ‘So, she turned up at the house in a taxi, leg strapped up and with an ancient Zimmer frame.’ She took a sip of wine. ‘Honestly, I’m glad to be back.’


‘She must have felt terrible, though.’ For once, out of her high-flying role at one of London’s leading fashion stores, Ana was dressed down in jeans and a pale blue T-shirt. Her face was alert, quick to read a room, keen to pick up any nuance.


‘I know. It was so disappointing for all of us. If only she hadn’t decided to go off and explore on her own.’ Edie threw up her hands. If only Hope had waited for one of them, things might have been different. ‘The island was heaven. Paul and I had thought we might go out one or two evenings, explore the island a bit on our own, but we couldn’t leave the kids with her because the poor woman could barely walk. At least she was a big hit with the local taxi driver. He’d come and drive her down to the harbour for the odd meal with us and the girls. Otherwise she couldn’t really help out until halfway through the second week.’


‘Can’t have been much fun for her.’ Ana was separating the tassels that trimmed one of her maroon velvet cushions.


‘Oh, I don’t know. She just lay by the pool reading, which isn’t such a bad holiday.’ Exactly the holiday Paul had promised her, she remembered with regret. ‘She had us waiting on her hand and foot.’ She laughed to cover the sting of resentment.


‘What’s your problem with her?’ Ana asked. ‘She’s always seemed perfectly nice whenever I’ve met her.’


Edie pondered, reflecting on why she and Hope had never really clicked. ‘For one, she just makes me feel like a totally inadequate mother. She always seems to know what Betty wants. She spends hours playing those games that I find utterly boring after ten minutes. And she has a killer knack for getting Hazel to sleep. And if I hear her comment on Betty being on the iPad again, I’ll scream. She puts on a certain expression when she disapproves of something. When I stopped breastfeeding after only four weeks, you’d have thought I was withdrawing life support. Look at Betty! She hasn’t suffered. But, oh no! She fed Paul for six months. And, worst of all, she tiptoes round me as if she’s frightened I’m going to snap her head off.’


‘You probably are.’ Ana put the cushion back with the others, such an elegant mountain of comfort.


‘I try so hard not to.’ But who was Edie trying to convince? That first time, she had been so anxious about meeting Paul’s mother. She’d immediately sensed how wary Hope was of her, too.


‘But see it from her point of view. She’s divorced, she lives alone now, and Paul, you and the girls are all she’s got.’


‘Hope’s had other men in her life since,’ Edie countered, ‘and she’s got friends.’


‘I don’t get it. Grannies are useful. If you got on better with your own mother, or at least pretended to, she could help you with the kids instead.’


‘You don’t understand. My mother’s just not like that. In fact, she’s the exact opposite of Hope. As far as she’s concerned, the more distance between us the better. Dad was the glue that held us together, and since he died, we’ve only drifted further apart.’ It wasn’t how she had imagined or wanted their relationship to be in adulthood, but she realized now that her mother had always pushed her away. She hesitated before going on, but the wine and a ready listener encouraged her. ‘My biggest mistake’s been having a second baby. I didn’t want one, but Paul was so keen to have another so it seemed a good idea to get the baby thing out of the way and have two close together. I thought my second mat leave would be a breeze after the first. They’d be friends, and I could get back to work. But it’s been much harder than I expected. Two sets of nappies, two non-sleepers.’


‘You poor thing, it sounds hard.’


‘Honestly, it’s non-stop, and the sense of responsibility is overwhelming. Worst of all, it feels so bloody lonely. If I’m desperate, I’ve got Celine, the au pair next door, who’s always up for a bit of spare cash. Otherwise, I can get my neighbour over the road or Hope to step in for an hour or so sometimes, but the rest of the time it’s just me.’


‘Isn’t Paul around? And what about the other women you met on that NCT course?’


Edie pulled a face. ‘Paul’s only about in the evenings and weekends and, as for the other women… well, I don’t think I’m cut out to be an earth mother, and they sense it.’


‘That makes two of us,’ said Ana, raising a toast.


‘Yes, but I’m in the middle of family life now. You’re not.’


‘And never will be. Great for others, but not for me. Anyway, at least your nanny’s coming back soon. I still don’t understand why you gave her so much time off when you needed her.’


‘Because Jen wanted to travel and, anyway, I wanted to do it myself: be a mum to my children. This way we both got our chance; she went to the Far East and I’ve been mothering secure in the knowledge that she was coming back.’


Edie realized that, unless Ana had children herself, she would never understand how Edie had wanted to prove to herself and everyone else that she did have a nurturing side to her, that she wasn’t all about her career. She had wanted to be a ‘proper’ mother in the brief six months of her maternity leave, but the reality had come as an unwelcome and exhausting shock. ‘What was I thinking? Anyway, don’t worry about me. I’m fine.’


But Edie wasn’t fine. The overwhelming guilt she felt was almost intolerable. She was aware that some of the other new mothers she had met thought having a nanny was a mark of privilege, not to mention a sign of her unmaternal feelings.


‘How can you bear to hand them over to someone else? Think of what you’ll miss,’ one of them had said.


When Edie tried to explain her work as a barrister, the demands it made on her time and the impossibility of doing it without reliable help, the woman had looked at her, astonished, and avoided her from then on. She had felt awkward about Jen’s presence in their life ever since, but she couldn’t live her life without her.


She had thought she was one of those women who could have it all. But the reality was so far from the dream. What she felt for her children was different from the all-consuming baby love that those others in her NCT class claimed to experience. Not that she saw much of them anymore. They only made her situation feel worse. She couldn’t give up her career or her family – but juggling them successfully was virtually impossible. She and Paul needed her income but, more than that, she loved what she did and couldn’t imagine her life without being a barrister. Although she had thought she wanted children, now she had them, she found she loved her independence and her career more. She loved the girls in her way, but it wasn’t enough. She recognized the truth but was ashamed to admit it or ask for help. Sometimes, when things got on top of her, she had even wished she had never met Paul, never had children. Then her life would be so much less complicated and she could live it on her own terms.


Especially now Daniel had come back into it.


‘What does Paul say?’ Ana curled her legs beneath her. ‘How’s he coping? Is he okay about you going back to work?’


‘He’s happy.’ In fact, Edie didn’t know what Paul felt about it. Had they even discussed it? Her return was just something they had taken for granted, never questioning it. She drummed her nails against the bowl of her wine glass.


‘That’s love for you, you know,’ said Ana. ‘Allowing the other person to be who they want to be.’


‘He doesn’t exactly “allow” me,’ objected Edie as she took a fat olive, biting the flesh from round the stone.


‘You know what I mean.’


‘I do. If anyone’s allowing anyone anything, it’s me. Let’s face it, without my earnings, we’d go under.’


‘And you resent it?’ Ana was always quick to point at the truth.


‘Sometimes… Yes, sometimes I do.’


‘But he’s so good at what he does. Everyone admires his work.’


‘I know. But you know he trained in Business Management at uni before he took up furniture making? Not that I wish he’d stuck at it exactly, but…’


She had lucked out when she met Paul, a man who turned heads when he came into a room. Tall, broad-shouldered with a shock of uncontrolled dark hair that fell over his forehead, a look of quiet bemusement on his face as if he wasn’t always quite connecting with the world. A man of few words who channelled his creative energies into his wood carving and cabinet making in private homes across the city. As soon as he had walked through the door of her apartment to make her a bespoke wardrobe, she had wanted him much more than the wardrobe. And it didn’t take her long to get him. Was it his smile, his quiet intelligence, or the way he looked at her, shy but appraising? She didn’t remember which attracted her first.


‘And Daniel?’ Ana filled their glasses. ‘That’s going nowhere, I assume.’


Edie tensed. Ana was the only person who knew about Daniel’s reappearance in her life, and she had been sworn to secrecy.


‘I don’t know. I’m going to see him next week.’ Her stomach flipped. This wouldn’t be the first time she and Daniel had met since Hazel’s birth, but the physical side of their affair had been put on hold since the latter stages of her pregnancy. She had heard other women talk about how turned on they felt when pregnant, but not her. She felt like an elephant on heat – big and clumsy, so she pushed both men away. She was well aware that her body hadn’t bounced back as quickly as it had after Betty’s birth; its firm lines had blurred and softened. When she complained, Paul told her that he liked her even better as she was, although since she’d had the girls, he’d started treating her like a piece of porcelain, something too precious to be touched.


Daniel was another matter. He had been in her life for so long now, since long before she even met Paul. She remembered the three intense and heady years of dating before he took an irresistible position at a barrister’s chambers in Newcastle. Going with him was out of the question, unless she gave up the chambers she had worked so hard to belong to in London and the kudos that went with it. They promised each other their relationship would continue despite the distance between them, but in the end it proved too much. Their work was too demanding and unpredictable and they agreed to separate. It took a long, painful time before she thought she might be ready to commit herself to someone else. She was still licking the last of her wounds when she met Paul. They had fun together, they laughed together, they travelled together and eventually they lived together and she thought she was in love. Daniel, her first real love, became someone in her past.


Until he reappeared in London.


She hadn’t meant to fall in love with him again. She hadn’t got married only to get divorced, but when he re-entered her life after Betty was born, she hadn’t been able to turn him away.


Nothing between them had changed. The fact that, after one and then two babies, someone who wasn’t Paul found her attractive astonished and delighted her. Daniel still loved her, and she him. He gave her back the sexual confidence that she’d lost, and the exciting, secretive love that Paul couldn’t.


‘Must you see him? Really?’ Ana asked. Surprisingly, in her eyes, fidelity in marital affairs was paramount. ‘What’s the point of putting everything you have at risk?’


‘Don’t, please. No one knows and no one will get hurt.’ She was absolutely determined that would be the case.


‘You might.’


‘I won’t. Not if I’m careful.’


Ana scoffed. ‘Oh please!’ She was never afraid to express her thoughts.


‘I don’t want to hurt Paul. I love him, too.’


‘You’re lucky to have someone who adores you.’ For a moment Ana sounded envious.


Edie sometimes wondered if her friend longed for a different life despite her protestations to the contrary, but if she did, she would never admit it.


‘It can be stifling, though. Don’t you see that?’


‘Not really, no. What happens when you inevitably get found out?’


‘We won’t. We’re incredibly careful.’


Ana picked up the wine bottle. ‘It always happens somehow – how many times have we seen that? A text message, a hotel receipt, a train ticket.’ She indicated Edie’s glass. ‘One for the road?’


Edie glanced at her watch. ‘Eight o’clock already! I’d better not. Hazel’s waking up at four a.m. these days.’


‘How grim.’ Ana pulled a face. ‘The only thing that wakes me then is a lover. Whoever he might be!’


‘We take it in turns, though.’ Edie drained her glass, enjoying the oaky sharpness of the Chardonnay, preferring not to think too hard about Ana’s string of conquests, her enjoyment of her freedom. ‘One good thing about the non-breastfeeding thing is that Paul can do his bit.’ In her jeans pocket her phone buzzed with a message. She pulled out the mobile and looked at the screen. ‘See.’ She waved the phone in her friend’s direction. ‘He’s wondering when I’ll be back. Supper’s been ready for half an hour.’ She placed her glass down. ‘I have to go.’





The walk home was short. As she crossed the main road into Barnsbury, the air was perfumed with the distinctive scent of charcoal smoke and barbecuing meat with an undertow of exhaust. She loved London in the summer. Her phone buzzed again. She took it out to find a text – not from Paul this time, but from Daniel.




Can we make it half an hour later next week. I’ve a meeting that may run on. D x





She felt that beat of excitement that always came with a communication from him, with the anticipation of their next meeting. She stopped for a second, so she could reply before she got home.




Of course. Can’t wait.’





Not long to go. Whatever Ana thought, she wanted the affair to continue.
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Hope jumped at the sound of an incoming text.


She was finalizing the menu for Mrs Carswell, a particularly fussy client, whose dinner party was designed to impress a contact flying in from America with her husband. She had enjoyed the to-ing and fro-ing between them until they had settled on something they were both happy with and had promised to send the menu over that evening so the final decision could be confirmed. She was relishing the idea of cooking everything. They’d agreed on a starter of grilled lobster tails with lemon and herb butter, beef Wellington or fillet of sea bass with a vegetarian option of caper crusted spiced cauliflower steak, followed by apricot panna cotta or chocolate mousse and raspberry coulis, a selection of cheeses and homemade chocolate truffles. Tempted to ignore the phone but unable to, she flipped it over to see who was calling. Paul.


‘Mum?’


At the sound of his anxiety, she saved the document she was working on. ‘Are you okay?’


‘I’m sorry, but Edie’s held up at work and can’t get to nursery in time to pick up Betty. Please could you do it? I’ll come and get her as soon as I can get away.’


‘Okay. I’ll leave now and see you later.’ What else could she say?


When Betty had been enrolled in a nearby nursery, Hope had been delighted. She had never particularly longed to be a grandmother. Grandchildren meant old age: something she’d been running from as hard as she could. And she certainly didn’t want to be called ‘Granny’. But… As soon as she met Betty in the neonatal ward, there’d been a special place in her heart for the child. When she held her for the first time, and gazed down at Betty’s perfect little face, a burst of love ran through her and she was lost. She was pleased to be near enough to be able to help out.


She checked her smartwatch. If she walked quickly, she could be at the nursery in twenty minutes, on time and ticking off some of those bloody 10,000 steps.





By the time she arrived, there were only a few toddlers in the playground with the nursery workers. She spotted Betty over by the sandpit. After a second, the little girl looked up to see her grandmother waiting by the gate. Her face lit up and she raced over, calling, ‘Gwanny! Gwanny!’ She was such a pretty little thing: button nose, lively blue eyes, dressed in a pink-spotted blue tunic and pink tights.


Hope’s heart soared at the enthusiastic greeting. She squatted as Betty barrelled into her and they hugged. She stood up with Betty still clinging to her. The few mothers still there smiled at the two of them.


‘See you tomorrow, Betty,’ said one of the staff. ‘Have you got your castle?’


‘Me down.’


Hope let her go and Betty dashed back to the sandpit to collect a blue-painted assembly of loo rolls and small cereal boxes that she proudly presented to Hope. ‘Elsa house.’


‘Does Elsa live here?’


Betty nodded furiously. ‘Yes.’


‘Of course she does.’ If Hope had watched Frozen and Frozen 2 once, she had watched them a thousand times.


How could Edie bear to miss this part of the day? Hope didn’t understand her daughter-in-law’s devotion to her career at this point in her children’s lives. She had waited until Paul was in school before she began working towards where she was now. Not quite the same of course, but still… the principle was there. Edie seemed to rely on her and Paul more and more as her maternity leave came to its end. She wouldn’t mind if Edie asked her directly to pick up Betty from nursery or from a friend’s, or to take her a packed lunch that she’d forgotten. But every time the requests came through Paul. Was that because her daughter-in-law felt guilty? Unlikely. Edie seemed to think that being a private chef didn’t count as work. At least, not when compared with being a family law barrister.


‘Come on, Betty,’ she said. ‘Let’s go to the park.’





Paul picked Betty up from hers at six. He dashed in, still in his work overalls, sawdust in his hair. Even though he was long grown up, she still felt that familiar pull of love and pride on seeing him.


‘Sorry, Mum. Can’t stop. Edie will have Betty’s supper ready.’ He took the cardboard castle with a grimace. ‘Another one. Thanks a lot for picking her up. You’re a saviour.’


‘That’s okay. I’ve given her some supper already.’


His face changed.


Hope read what he was thinking. ‘Don’t worry, I was very careful. No additives. Just a quick mac cheese and veg. All organic.’


He rolled his eyes. Hope had done the wrong thing. Again. ‘Oh, Mum! I’ve told you a thousand times. Edie won’t be happy.’


‘The poor child was starving and she loved it.’ It was her best defence. Had she not fed her, Betty would have had to wait ages for a lentil stew or some other offering from the repertoire of the perfect modern mother. She sometimes thought Edie tried too hard, as though doing everything a certain way would transform her into the multi-tasking mother of the year.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. And she was. The last thing she wanted was to upset Edie. But wasn’t it a grandmother’s earned indulgence to spoil her grandchildren? A bit of macaroni wasn’t going to do any lasting harm.


‘You have to respect the way we choose to bring up our kids, Mum. Things are different now.’ He sounded just like Edie.


‘I do. I just didn’t think giving her supper early would be such a major deal.’ Honestly, modern parenting! Everything seemed so much more straightforward when she’d had Paul, and he’d survived.


The two of them had left in a flurry as soon as Betty’s bright pink helmet was on and she was strapped into the seat on the back of Paul’s bike. With a wave and a backwards call, they were off. Hope could barely watch as he cycled towards the traffic on the main road. Only once he texted to let her know they were home safely did she begin to relax again.





That night, Hope sat in her office upstairs refining the menu options and shopping lists for the Carswells, a glass of flinty Sauvignon within easy reach, a fig-scented candle flickering on the mantlepiece. Mrs Carswell had been especially picky over the choice of dishes and accompaniments but, if she liked what she got, she would undoubtedly bring new business by recommending Hope and her business partner Vita to her other well-heeled friends. So it was worth putting in the extra effort. Hope didn’t usually drink on her own but, with the menu agreed, she deserved a treat. What was living alone about if you couldn’t do that from time to time? And anyway, spontaneity was always better than habit.


She emailed the finalized menu including all the accompaniments and estimated costs to Vita for a last once-over. Her friend had said she’d look out for her email, so while she waited for Vita’s go-ahead, Hope printed off a copy for herself and straightened up her office. ‘Tidy office, tidy mind’ was something she lived by and which she regarded as key for their business, Booking the Cooks.


Just as she was finishing off, the doorbell rang. Nine o’clock. She wasn’t expecting anyone. She pocketed her mobile, took the Carswells’ menu and left the office, shutting the door behind her. Vita would phone soon, she was sure.


She could see the indistinct silhouette of a figure through the stained glass in her front door. Keeping it on the latch (having seen one too many TV crime dramas), she opened it and peered round.


‘Serendipity! I’ve just emailed you.’ She took off the latch and pulled the door wide to let Vita in. This took a minute, as her friend had to haul her sit-up-and-beg bicycle into the hallway. Hope was always pleased to see her.


‘You don’t mind, do you?’ Vita took a supermarket receipt from the big wicker basket at the front to stick between the end of the handlebars and the wall. ‘I’ve lost the bloody lock and I couldn’t bear it to be stolen.’


‘Of course not. Am I expecting you?’ It was unlike Hope to forget an arrangement.


‘No.’ Her friend looked windswept, flushed from her ride. ‘I was waiting for the email, but John was driving me mad, so I thought I’d just come round for a bit.’ She adjusted the waistband of her wide grey linen trousers and straightened the loose green top until she was comfortable. Very different from the vintage floral tea dress, picked up for a song from one of the stalls in Camden Passage, that Hope wore.


Hope was used to Vita and John’s relationship. Time and again, she had heard Vita out after a row had blown up over something petty, or when one had rubbed the other up the wrong way. But these were the stresses that could be found in any marriage. Vita and John actually had one of the most stable relationships she knew. They understood each other and never ran out of things to say. Just, every now and then, one of them blew.


She only had to think of her own marriage, long over, to remember what that was like. She thought of Martin now with a frustrated affection that she’d developed once the pain of the split had diminished. His younger second family was a cause for some amusement to her. He was still changing nappies in his fifties. Then all those teen rows. Much rather him than her.


‘Nothing serious?’ she asked all the same.


Vita laughed as she followed Hope downstairs into her kitchen. ‘Nah. He was going on and on about how I always put too much water in the kettle. Then it turned into a gripe about my not putting the plastic into the right recycling bin. Can you imagine? I thought I’d leave him to simmer down.’


‘Drink?’


‘Once we’ve sent off this menu. Let me have a look. Have you thought about who’ll do it?’


‘I will, I think. It’s important to the Carswells so I want to make sure it’s perfect.’


‘Don’t micromanage. That’s your weak spot. Use one of the girls.’ Vita sometimes had to remind Hope to use their small freelance team of cooks more. Hope’s love of cooking meant she would happily cater for every job they were offered had she but the energy and time.


‘I know it is. Even so. Here.’ Hope slid the menu across the kitchen island to her. ‘Have a look. At the bottom there’s the usual estimate of cost to us against the charge for the job.’


Vita pulled out a stool, perched on it and skimmed over the piece of paper. ‘Looks great.’


‘Good. I’ll ask Jean or Marie to help me.’ She named their two best home cooks. ‘Let me just send it. Help yourself to a glass of white. Once I’m done, we can put the world to rights.’


Hope had two kitchens in the basement: the open plan, where they were, at the back of the house that led into the garden for her private use; the other in the street side of the basement, a state-of-the-art professional kitchen insisted on by Health and Safety. Vita knew both as well as, if not better than, her own. They had spent hours together down there, cooking, testing, tasting, preparing to launch their business on a world where getting a private chef was the new going out: all the advantages without the hassles of finding babysitters, arguing over who would drive, cooking or washing up. All with the guarantee of a restaurant-standard meal. Hope, Vita and their team did it all, including the clearing away afterwards. That’s how they sold themselves, with great results. Hope was proud of how the business had expanded.


After her relationship with Liam (the last online date she’d vowed ever to have) had ended by mutual agreement, she couldn’t imagine herself settling down with anyone else again. The thought of getting to know someone new in all those intimate ways was too daunting, so she had thrown herself into the business with even greater gusto than before. The two of them had gone on to add a new service: seven cooked meals delivered to the home, freezer-ready. After that, there’d been a small cookery school which Hope ran two days a week from home. It was full on, but fun, and made possible by the small team of freelance home cooks they employed to help them.


Hope ran up to the office and sent off the email.


By the time she returned, Vita had found the bottle of Sauvignon and had poured herself a glass.


After topping up her own, Hope fetched a storage jar out of her larder. ‘You must try one of these. Cheese and pistachio biscuits. I’ve added chilli for a bit of kick. I’m not sure if it’s too much.’ She put a few of them in a bowl, the delicious nutty cheesy smell making her hungry, and took them with everything else out to the table outside on the terrace. They sat at it, overlooking the garden where purple and white allium heads bobbed between roses as swathes of zinnias, Amaranthus, rudbeckia and anything else Hope could find a space for held their heads up to the dying sun. The crowds of colour lifted her spirit and gave her such pleasure over the summer months. The scent of roses drifted in the air. There was the creak of wicker as they sat down.


‘So.’ Hope started. ‘What’s going on?’


‘More of the same. What about you?’ Vita was always more interested in hearing about other people than talking about herself.


‘I was sailing along until Paul called, and I had to pick up Betty from nursery.’


‘Again? Why this time?’


‘Apparently, Edie had a meeting. She’s getting ready to go back to work. It’s not that I mind doing it. I really don’t,’ she added quickly.


‘Methinks the lady doth protest too much…’ Vita smiled. They had spent hours discussing Hope’s daughter-in-law.


‘No, really. I’d just like Edie to call me herself. I don’t understand why she leaves Paul to deal with me.’


‘Paxos was okay, though, wasn’t it? You haven’t really told me.’ She picked up her glass of wine.


Hope laughed. ‘Er… no. I told you I sprained my ankle?’


Vita nodded.


‘They were sweet, of course. After all, it was hardly my fault. But it meant Edie didn’t have the rest she was hoping for. Looking after those kids is properly exhausting. The trouble with trying to help her is that she makes me so nervous. Then I try too hard and make everything worse. I know I’m getting it wrong but I don’t know how to get it right.’


‘She is their mum,’ pointed out Vita. ‘That’s what mums are meant to do. Why have kids otherwise?’ Spoken by a woman who had brought up four children up without help and happily survived to tell the tale.


‘Not if you’ve brought Granny along to help out. It was meant to be a last hurrah before she goes back to work.’


‘Why you and not her own mother?’


‘She doesn’t seem to have much of a relationship with her. I’ve no idea why they’re not closer and I wouldn’t ask.’


Vita thought for a moment. She popped a cheese biscuit into her mouth and gave a small moan of appreciation as she began to eat. Then her eyes widened and she quickly swallowed. ‘Christ! Those chillies are hot.’


‘Ha!’ Hope quickly poured Vita another glass of wine. ‘Sorry. I wondered if they might be a bit much.’ She took a bite of one herself, relishing the buttery cheesy crumble and then the hit of chilli exploding in her mouth.


‘You must have a mouth like asbestos if you can eat those.’ Vita waved her hand in front of her open mouth.


‘I’ll get you a glass of milk.’ Hope stood up.


‘And spoil the wine? No need. I’ll get over it.’ She waved Hope back down into her seat. ‘So, things aren’t any better between you and Edie?’


‘It’s not that they’re bad exactly. We’re just not on the same wavelength. And things have got worse since the children were born. At first I thought it must be because she was grieving her father. He died just before Betty was born so he never met her. Paul says her relationship with her mother is distant at best. I felt so sorry for her but, even then, she brushed off my condolences and offers of help. What can I do? She obviously doesn’t really like me but she’s Paul’s wife so I have to be discreet and diplomatic.’


Vita laughed. ‘Like that’s going to happen!’


‘Well, I can try, even if it doesn’t come easy. I have to – for Paul’s sake.’


And she had tried. Truth be told, when she’d first met Edie, when Paul had first brought her round, they had got off to a bad start. Within minutes he announced that they were engaged, getting married within the next few months. Despite their evident happiness, she hadn’t been able to disguise her shock. Why the rush? Was Edie pregnant? But she hadn’t dared ask and, as it turned out, that was not the case. Hope had always imagined that she would get to know the girl Paul chose to marry before he took that step. She had imagined a friendship between them, or at least a bond arising from their mutual love of Paul.


In the past, various girlfriends had come and gone, some of whom she’d met, some of whom she’d heard mentioned and no doubt some she’d never heard of at all. But this… this was a whirlwind romance. Having recovered from the announcement, she had produced champagne and tried to talk wedding, but any venue she mentioned was dismissed; any florist, the same. The few friends she mentioned inviting who knew Paul well were rejected – this was to be small and intimate with their friends only. It didn’t take long for Hope to realize her suggestions weren’t welcome. She understood their desire to do things in their own way, of course she did. But it was the brisk, impersonal way that Edie explained it all to her that irked Hope. For the first time in her relationship with her son, she found herself way out of step. Until then, he had always been interested (or polite enough to look interested) in what she had to say, and she felt a sharp nip of resentment that she was losing her son to a woman who didn’t like her.


And that feeling had never changed.
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