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Chapter One
 Two Wedding and a Year after the Funeral




February

It’s half past seven on Sunday morning and I’m sitting in the kitchen knitting a pale pink rabbit and trying to workout what to wear today. All those programs where women with tired hair and baggy trousers emerge a small fortune later with a new bob and a fully coordinated wardrobe never seem to give you tips about what you’re meant to wear when you visit your husband’s grave on the first anniversary of the funeral. Especially when you’ve got to combine it with lunch with Elizabeth, the artist formerly known as your mother-in-law, who’ll definitely be expecting something smart, possibly in the little-black-suit department, or maybe navy, at a pinch. And since I haven’t got a black suit, or a navy one, come to that, I think I might be in trouble.

Perhaps if I’d actually got some sleep last night things wouldn’t feel quite so overwhelming, but the sound of the wind and the waves kept me awake, which is one of the disadvantages of living by the seaside; it’s lovely in summer, all beach huts and day-trippers coming into the shop when it starts to drizzle, but I’m starting to realize that winter can be rather hard going. It’s all freezing mists and gales, and when there’s a storm down here, you really know about it. Maybe if the house wasn’t ten minutes from the beach I might not have quite so many dreams where I’m shipwrecked and trying to keep two small boys afloat.

I finally managed to drop off around two, and was promptly woken by Archie shuffling in to let me know he’d had his space-monster dream again. Which is something else that’s not quite as good as it sounds on the packet: how five-year-olds manage to combine being far too grown-up to wear vests now they’re at Big School with still needing night-lights and special blankets as soon as you’ve got the little buggers into their pajamas. Not that Archie really goes in for special blankets—unlike Jack, who’s seven but is still firmly attached to the fish blanket I knitted him in honor of his new seaside bedroom—but he’s still perfectly happy to wake his mother up in the middle of the bloody night to talk about monsters and the possibility of a light snack.

I’m writing another version of my never-ending Things I Must Do Today list, while the rain pours down the kitchen window in solid sheets. We might not be able to match Whitstable for stripy sweaters and artistically arranged fishing nets, but we can certainly match them for pouring rain. We do have an art gallery in the High Street now that goes in for smart window displays involving a large wooden bowl and a spotlight, so we’re starting to get there; and what’s more, we’ve got houses that normal people can afford, and a rickety pier and newly painted beach huts that don’t get sold in auctions for more money than most people paid for their first house. Gran’s been renting hers for years, which reminds me, that’s something else to add to my list: I need to take another towel down next time we go to the beach; we took Trevor the annoying Wonder Dog for a walk yesterday, and Archie ended up in the sea again.

I’m making a pot of tea when Archie comes downstairs, with his hair sticking up in little tufts, wearing his pajamas, and the belt from his dressing gown, but no actual dressing gown.

“It’s no good just wearing the belt, you know, love. You’ll get cold.”

“No I won’t. I like it like this, it’s my rope, for if I need to climb things. And I’m not having Shreddies for my breakfast. I want a sausage, just sausage. I don’t have to have Shreddies because it’s the weekend. At the weekend you can say what you want and you just have it.”

How lovely; I think I’ll order eggs Benedict and a glass of champagne. Or maybe a nice bit of smoked haddock.

I’m rather enjoying my Fantasy Breakfast moment while Archie looks in the fridge and starts tutting. “We haven’t got no sausage.”

“I know.”

“Why not?”

“Because you said you hated sausages when we had them for supper last week.”

He tuts again. “I was only joking.”

Jack wanders in, looking grumpy. “I don’t want sausages. I want jumbled-up eggs.”

Apparently I am now running some kind of junior bed-and-breakfast operation. Perhaps I should buy a small pad and a pencil.

“Well, since we haven’t got any sausages, what about lovely scrambled eggs, Archie, before we get ready to drive to Granny’s?”

“Yuck. And anyway last time you made them you put stupid cheese in and they tasted absolutely horrible.”

“Well, it’s Shreddies or scrambled eggs. That’s it. So make your mind up.”

He sighs, while Jack stands in the doorway looking like he’s still half asleep.

“Did Daddy like cheese in his scrambled eggs?”

Bugger. There’s been a lot less of the Did My Lovely Daddy Like This? lately, but I suppose it was bound to resurface today.

“Yes, love, he did.”

“Well, I want mine with cheese then.”

Archie hesitates. “Well, I don’t. He liked them without cheese in too, didn’t he, Mum?”

“Yes, love.”

“And there’s no sausages?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

Does he think I’m hiding a packet inside my dressing gown or something?

“Absolutely sure, Archie.”

“Well, I’ll have jumbled eggs, with toast. But not the eggs on the toast—toast on another plate.”

Christ.

Ellen calls while I’m washing up the breakfast things.

“You’ll never guess what. Ask me who’s calling.”

“I know who’s calling, Ellen. It’s you, Britain’s Favorite Broadcaster.”

“Yes, but ask me anyway. Just say, ‘Who is this?’ ”

“Who is this?”

“The future Mrs. Harry Williams. He asked me last night, when we were having dinner. On bended knee and everything—he’d even got the ring. Tiffany. Serious diamonds. The works. It was absolutely perfect.”

“Oh, Ellen, that’s brilliant.”

“I know, although why he couldn’t have done it on Valentine’s Day is beyond me. He said he wanted to wait until his leg was out of plaster, in case he got stuck kneeling down, but I think he just couldn’t cope with the hearts and flowers thing.”

“That sounds fair enough.”

“I’ve always had a crap time on Valentine’s Day, so it would have made up for all those years when I didn’t even get a card.”

“You always get cards, Ellen. For as long as I’ve known you you’ve always got loads.”

“Only from nutters who watch me on the news, not proper boys.”

“Well, now you’ve got a proper boy, and the ring to prove it.”

“I know. Christ. I still can’t really believe it.”

“Tell me everything. What did he say? What did you say? Everything.”

“I tried to play it cool, so I said I’d get back to him once I’d reviewed my options, but then the waiter brought the champagne over and I just caved. Who knew he’d turn out to be the future Mr. Malone? Isn’t life grand?”

“I suppose we’d better stop calling him Dirty Harry now. It’s not very bridal.”

“Oh, I don’t know: Ellen Malone, do you take Dirty Harry as your lawful . . . I quite like it.”

“What’s the ring like?”

“Fucking huge.”

“Clever boy.”

“So will you be my bridesmaid then?”

“Don’t thirty-eight-year-olds with two kids have to be matrons?”

“Bollocks to that—it’s too Carry On Night Nurse. I want you to be my bridesmaid; I’m thinking pink lace crinolines. With matching gloves.”

“Oh, God.”

“Or possibly Vera Wang.”

“That sounds more like it.”

“And the boys in kilts.”

“Harry, in a kilt?”

“No, you idiot, my godsons.”

“My Jack and Archie, in kilts?”

“Yes. What do you think?”

“I think it depends on how big the bribe’s going to be.”

“Huge.”

“No problem then, although we’d better not let them have daggers in their socks or it could get tricky. Have you told your mum and dad yet?”

“I’m building up to it. Actually, it’s going to be one of your main bridesmaid duties, stopping Mum trying to turn this into a family wedding. I hate most of them anyway, and they hate me. I just want people I really, truly like.”

“So no need for a big church then, since there’ll only be about six of us.”

“Exactly. Here, talk to Harry.”

“Morning, Jo.”

“Congratulations, Harry.”

“Thanks, darling, and you’ll do the bridesmaid thing, because I’m counting on you to calm her down.”

“How exactly do you think I’m going to pull that one off ?”

“Drugs? One of my uncles knows a bloke who can probably slip us some horse tranquilizers; that should slow her down a bit. You’ll have to do something or I’ll be forced to make a run for it.”

“Don’t you dare. Anyway, she’d find you.”

There’s a scuffling noise, and Ellen comes back on the line.

“Harry’s just fallen over.”

“Has he? How mysterious.”

“I don’t think his leg’s completely up to speed yet.”

“No, and it won’t be if you keep pushing the poor man over. He’s only just had the plaster off.”

“He tripped. Look, I’d better go, darling, he’s making toast and he always burns it.”

“Put a new toaster down on your wedding list then. A Harry-proof one.”

“Christ, I’d forgotten about the wedding list. God, the amount of money I’ve spent over the years on bloody lists. Brilliant: it’s finally payback time.”

“John Lewis do a good one, I think.”

“Please. I’m thinking Cath Kidston, the White Company. Actually, I wonder if Prada do a list—I bet they do—and I’m thinking registry office, like you did with Nick, so my mum doesn’t get the chance to cover the local church in horrible satin ribbon.”

“That might work, you know, like that man who wraps up whole mountains.”

“Yes, but Christo doesn’t dot mini-baskets of freesias everywhere, or make everyone wear carnation buttonholes. God, I wish I could see you. Why don’t you come up here for the day and Harry can limp round a museum with the boys while we start planning?”

“I’d love to, but I’ve got lunch with Elizabeth and Gerald.”

“Oh, Christ, I’d forgotten. Sorry, darling.”

“Do I have to wear black, do you think?”

“Of course not, sweetheart. Wear what you like.”

“She wanted us to go to the morning service at the church, but I said we couldn’t get there in time, so they’ll all be in their best Sunday outfits. James and Fiona and the girls will be there too. God, I bet they all have hats.”

“You could always wear your bobble hat.”

“So they look like they’re off to Ascot and I look like a tramp?”

“Just wear what you feel comfortable in.”

“You don’t think turning up in my pajamas will look a bit odd?”

“Not if you top it off with a woolly hat; very bohemian and deconstructed: Björk, with a hint of grieving widow. What about your black trousers, the ones you wear with your boots?”

“I’ve already tried them, but I can only get the zip done up if I lie on the floor. I think they must have shrunk.”

“Shrunk?”

“I think I may have been overdoing it slightly on the biscuits when I’m in the shop. And it’s bound to rain. Do you remember how much it rained at the funeral? I thought the vicar was going to fall in at one point, or Archie, and Christ knows how much therapy you’d need after falling headfirst into your dad’s grave. Quite a lot, is my guess.”

“The bastards would probably make you sign a direct-debit form before they let you in the door.”

“Do you think I should take flowers? The boys have written letters and drawn some pictures.”

“Sweet.”

“They spent hours on them. Jack’s done one of the new house, to show him where we’re living now, and Archie’s done one of Trevor, and a boat. But I haven’t got anything to take.”

“Darling, you should have reminded me. Look, I can drive down. What time are you leaving?”

“No, it’s fine, I’m just fussing. Flowers will be fine. I’ll get some at Sainsbury’s on the way, and you have a lovely day celebrating with Harry. I’ll call you when I’m back.”

“Sure?”

“Definitely.”

“But?”

“Nothing. It’s just I feel such a fraud. I should be the grieving widow, but I’m still so furious with him. I thought I’d be into the acceptance thing by now, or maybe even forgiveness, but I’m not. I mean I forgive him about the affair. It’s weird, but I’m really past that. Maybe my mini-moment in Venice with Daniel helped me with that one, sort of put everything into perspective, and stopped me feeling like a total reject.”

“I’m sure it did, darling.”

“But I still can’t forgive him for planning to leave the boys. I’m nowhere near closure on that one. Nowhere near.”

“Of course you’re not. Why would you be? Christ, he finally gets promoted and you think you’re off to a new life as the Wife of the Foreign Correspondent, but it turns out he’s having an affair and wants a divorce, and the night he tells you he manages to kill himself in a car crash. Why would you have closure on something like that? It’ll take years.”

“Thanks, that’s very encouraging.”

“Darling, you’re doing great, fantastic, actually. Instead of going under you’ve got on with it, with all the debts and the second bloody mortgage he didn’t even bother to tell you about. You’ve sold up and moved to the back of bloody beyond so you can work in your gran’s wool shop, and before you say it, yes, I know it’s your shop now, and you’ve made a brilliant job of it and you’re new best friends with the Diva and everything. Official knitting coach to Amazing Grace, but still. I’d be fucking furious with him. In fact it’s a good job he crashed that car because I’d have killed him myself if I’d got my hands on him. Bastard.”

That’s one of the best things about Ellen: she’s so brilliantly partisan. She never sees both sides of the argument, or tells you to calm down and think about it from someone else’s point of view. And she was so great last year, with the funeral and everything. Christ knows how I’d have got through it without her.

“I know, Ellen, but it was partly my fault, you know.”

“Oh, please, not the guilt-trip thing again. How could it possibly have been your fault?”

“I should have known, about the money. I should have worked it out. And if I’d been less wrapped up in the boys, maybe I would have noticed how bored he was getting. When I think about it, I could see he was unraveling, but I tried to ignore it. He got so furious when I tried to talk to him about it, so I left it.”

“And I suppose it was your fault he was shagging the teenage UN worker, was it?”

“She was twenty-six, Ellen.”

“Twenty-six, sixteen, makes no difference, just better clothes. Now pull yourself together, darling. He fucked up, big time. And it wasn’t your fault, but you’re left picking up the pieces. It’s bollocks whichever way you look at it.”

“I suppose so. Although I love living here now.”

“I know you do, Pollyanna. You’ve always been good at seeing the bright side . . . what’s that lemon thing again?”

“If life deals you lemons, you just make lemonade.”

“Christ.”

We both start to giggle.

“What a load of rubbish—it sounds just like something your Diva would say, like her line about how people can only turn you over if you let them; it’s all in your karma.”

“Yes, but I think there’s some truth in that, you know.”

“Oh, definitely. It’s very good karma if you’re incredibly rich and freakishly thin and your last three movies were hits. Not quite so easy if you’re working in Burger King and the onion rings have just got flame-grilled into oblivion.”

“True.”

“How is our Amazing Grace, by the way? Is motherhood suiting her?”

“Very much, last time I saw her. And she’s looking even more fabulous than before she had the baby, sort of glowing. I know it sounds like rubbish, but she really is. And the baby’s gorgeous. I’m doing a new-baby window display for the shop; I’ve been knitting baby things for days now. It’s been a bit weird—it reminds me of knitting when I was pregnant with Archie, which hasn’t exactly helped.”

“You’ll be fine today, you’ll see. Now are you sure you don’t want me to come down?”

“Sure. You’re right. It’ll be fine, and at least there’s been some good news today.”

“What?”

“My best friend’s getting married, and I’ll be in peach Vera Wang with gloves and a bobble hat.”

“Call me when you get home, promise?”

“Yes.”

“And if Elizabeth gets too annoying, just hit her. Pretend you’ve gone into widow hysterics and deck the old bag. You’ll feel so much better, trust me.”

“I must just try that.”

“Hurrah. God, I really wish I was coming down now.”

They’re just getting back from church when we arrive, and Elizabeth is having a light bicker in the kitchen with Fiona about how long the joint needs to rest before Gerald can start carving. It’s still pouring with rain, which doesn’t bode well for our graveside moment after lunch, and Gerald hands me a rather epic sherry; for some reason best known to himself he seems to think I’m likely to start kicking up if I don’t have a full glass in my hand at all times, possibly because Nick’s usual tactic for getting through a Sunday lunch with his parents was to get completely plastered. Which is a perfectly sensible plan if you’re not the person who has to drive home, and keep two small boys amused in a house full of china figurines and very pale carpet. Christ, this is going to be a long afternoon.

Fiona, wearing her floral pinny, has found a documentary about chimpanzees for the children to watch, and she settles them on the sofa for a quiet ten minutes before lunch.

“Now not too loud, girls, because Daddy’s reading his paper.”

I feel like I’ve been catapulted back in time into the middle of a 1950s Bisto commercial.

Lottie and Beth look rather anxiously toward James, who’s knocking back the whiskey while he reads the papers and makes Disgusted of Tunbridge Wells noises whenever he comes across anything he doesn’t approve of.

“Are there any cartoons?” Archie’s doing his Best Smile.

“No, Archie, but I’m sure you’ll find it interesting. We love wildlife programs, don’t we, girls?”

Lottie and Beth nod, although Lottie doesn’t look particularly enthusiastic.

“I do try to ration cartoons, don’t you, Jo? Some of them are so violent, aren’t they? Awful. Now I must pop into the kitchen and see if Elizabeth needs a hand.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

She gives me the kind of look you’d give a teenager who’s just offered to rewire your house. My domestic skills have always been awarded nil points by Fiona and Elizabeth; I just don’t think I pipe enough rosettes on things to meet their exacting standards.

“It’s all under control. You just sit and have a rest after your drive.”

James makes a choking noise and reads us a few lines from his paper about a woman who’s suing her bosses for millions for harassment. “Just because they took a client to a club where she didn’t feel comfortable. Dear God, what is this country coming to?”

James is in middle management in financial services, and slightly to the right of Attila the Hun.

Fiona tries a little laugh, which sounds rather nervous and high-pitched. “Now, darling, don’t let’s get started on politics.”

Oh, dear. I just can’t resist.

“What sort of club was it, James?”

He looks at the paper and reddens slightly. “Some sort of dancing one.”

“Lap dancing, by any chance?”

“Possibly, but for heaven’s sake, horses for courses and all that. Nothing to go to the lawyer’s about—it’s only a bit of fun.”

“So if all your bosses were women, and they took you to a club where the boys were dancing about in leather trousers, with a finale that involved lots of baby oil, you wouldn’t mind?”

Fiona’s gone rather pale and tries another little laugh.

James gives her an irritable look.

“I think women should realize that it’s a big, tough world out there, and we all have to do things we don’t particularly enjoy. I had to take a load of Japanese clients to dinner a few weeks ago, sitting cross-legged on the floor for hours, but you don’t see me suing anybody.”

“And he had terrible trouble with his knees the next day, didn’t you, darling?”

He turns to glare at her, as Archie wanders over for a cuddle.

“What’s lap dancing, Mum?”

“A rather sad sort of dancing, love.”

“Do they do it at discos?”

“Not really.”

“We have discos at our school.”

“I know, love.”

Please don’t let him ask me for lap-dancing tips. I’m not really sure it’s what the PTA had in mind.

“I can do all sorts of dancing. Sometimes I go round and round until I get dizzy.”

“I know. But don’t show us now, all right? You might break something.”

He giggles, and Fiona looks relieved to be back on safe territory. “I meant to tell you, Jo. The girls are doing so well at their ballet classes, Beth was chosen to do one of the solos in the last concert, actually, weren’t you, darling?”

Beth simpers and nods.

Lottie rolls her eyes. “And I was a toadstool.”

“Were you? That sounds like fun.”

She grins. “I’ll show you, if you like, Aunty Jo, but you’ll have to take your boots off.”

Fiona doesn’t seem keen.

“Not now, darling. Lunch is nearly ready.”

Archie sighs. “I’d like to be a toadstool. Can you show me too?”

Beth makes a sniggering noise. “Toadstools are only for people who aren’t very good at ballet. I was a deer. I can show you, if you like, Jack.”

Jack looks rather panicked. “A what?”

“A deer. Like in Bambi.”

Archie’s delighted. “Yes. And then we can shoot him.”

After a last-minute crisis with the Yorkshires, which seem perfectly fine to me but apparently haven’t risen properly, Elizabeth calls us in to lunch, looking rather tense. Gerald’s swaying slightly as he carves the joint: perhaps that second sherry wasn’t such a good idea after all.

“Would you like horseradish, Jo?”

“Thank you.”

Elizabeth passes me a small china jug. “I do think proper horseradish is so much nicer than those terrible jars, don’t you? Fiona made this. It’s one of our Women’s Institute recipes.”

“Lovely.”

Fiona smiles. “It’s ever so easy really.”

“I don’t like horseradished.” Jack’s looking rather anxious; he’s already had two Brussels sprouts launched onto his plate against his will.

“You don’t have to have any if you don’t want it. Just eat up your lovely carrots. And try a sprout, love; you might like them now. But if not, just leave them, okay? Nobody will mind as long as you try a mouthful.”

Actually, Elizabeth will mind, since she’s definitely from the You Have to Eat Whatever Is Put on Your Plate school of thought, but I don’t really go in for force-feeding children, not least because it’s totally counterproductive.

“Christ almighty.”

We all turn to look at James, who’s started coughing.

“Horseradish. Bit strong.” His eyes are watering.

We all taste our horseradish, and then wish we hadn’t. Bloody hell, the tip of my tongue’s gone completely numb.

Fiona’s looking totally stricken. “I’m sure I followed the recipe.”

Gerald coughs and pours himself some more wine.

Time to change the subject, I think.

“The beef is delicious, Elizabeth. Archie, don’t lean back on your chair like that, or you’ll tip over.”

“No, I won’t.”

“Archie.”

“I never tip over. Jake Palmer fell right off his chair at school when we were having our lunch, and he spilled his water. But I never do.”

“Archie, just sit properly, please. Do you want your meat cut up?”

He gives me an outraged look. “No, I do not. I’m not a baby.”

“Well, eat properly then, please.”

Elizabeth smiles at him encouragingly. “There’s jelly and ice cream for boys who eat up all their lunch. Nice clean plates, that’s what Granny likes to see.”

I think she’s trying to be helpful.

Archie looks at her. “And girls too?”

“Sorry, dear?”

“And Beth and Lottie can have ice cream, if they eat up?”

“Yes, dear.”

He looks at his plate. “And can you just have ice cream, if you don’t eat all of it?”

Gerald laughs. “Good point, my boy, excellent. Negotiate, that’s the thing. Now then, who’s for more wine?”

“Nicholas loved jelly and ice cream when he was little. It was his favorite pudding.” Elizabeth is looking tearful now, and I don’t think it’s just the horseradish.

Oh, God, here we go.

“Granny, did you know when monkeys want to do sex they wee on all the trees? It was on our program.”

Elizabeth chokes slightly, and Lottie starts to giggle.

“Archie, I don’t think that’s a very nice thing to talk about at lunch.”

“Monkeys don’t know it’s not nice.”

“Archie.”

He sighs. “I don’t even like jelly.”

By the time we’re trudging through the field toward the church, I’m feeling very close to slapping someone, most probably myself for landing us with a family escort for what should be a quiet moment for the boys. Bloody hell. Elizabeth is seriously sulking now because Gerald said “bugger” after his fourth glass of wine, and she’s been trying to get me to deliver Grace Harrison as her VIP guest at the next Golf Club dinner, and I’ve had to tell her that I think it’s a bit of a long shot. Fiona’s still trying to recover from the horseradish debacle, and James is having a long conversation about golf, mainly with himself. Everywhere is still soaking, and my boots keep sinking into the grass, but at least it’s finally stopped raining as we climb over the stile and walk into the churchyard.

Jack’s holding the letters and pictures in a plastic bag, and he starts to go rather pale as we get a few yards away from Nick’s grave. There are yellow tulips in the black marble vase at the bottom of the headstone, and a small bunch of roses.

Fiona coughs, very quietly. “The roses are from the girls. We put them there earlier.”

I nod. I’m not sure I can actually speak just yet; it’s such a shock, seeing the grave again. Jack puts his hand in mine and we move forward and I bend slightly to put my flowers down, but they don’t look right in their cellophane wrapping—it’s like Interflora have just made a special delivery or something—so I kneel to take them out of the wrapper, getting wet knees in the process. Jack and Archie are now standing on either side of me. They seem much smaller and quieter than usual.

“There, that’s better. You can put your letters on top of the flowers now if you’d like to, and your lovely pictures.”

They put their folded-up letters and pictures down very carefully as Elizabeth walks toward us and starts rearranging the tulips. “Shall we pop into church now and say a little prayer?”

“I think we’d like to just stand here quietly for a minute, if that’s okay. You go ahead, though.”

Fiona and James head off toward the church with the girls and Gerald, while Elizabeth hesitates. “I thought a prayer might be nice. Wouldn’t you like to say a prayer for Daddy, Jack?”

Jack’s starting to look tearful now. Bloody woman.

“Elizabeth, I think we’d like a moment on our own, if that’s all right with you.”

In other words, bugger off, you old bag.

I put my arm around Jack, and we walk toward the wooden seat under the tree in the corner of the churchyard.

“It’s wet, Mum.”

“I know, love, but it doesn’t matter, we’ve got our coats on. Let’s sit down and have a cuddle.”

He smiles.

“How will Daddy see our pictures?” Archie’s sounding rather shaky too.

Actually, I’m not sure I can do this. I don’t know the right things to say, the magic words that will make it all right for them. Christ, this is so unfair. Why should they have to worry about how their dad will get to see the pictures they’ve just put on his grave? I hate this. I really hate it.

I put my arms around them. “I think the important thing is that Daddy knows how much we love him.”

Jack nods.

“Let’s keep cuddling for ages, shall we? I think we need a special big one, because my cuddle bank’s nearly empty.”

They both snuggle in and I kiss them and they pretend to mind.

“Would you like to go into the church and say a prayer? We can, if you like.”

Jack seems to be considering this for a minute. “No thanks, Mum. I think this is better, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do, love.”

Archie snuggles in. “We’re cuddling for Daddy, aren’t we?”

“Yes, love.”

“And then we can go home?”

“Yes.”

“But only after Lottie has shown us her toadstools.”

“Yes.”

“And we’ve got cake for tea?”

“I think so. Granny said she’d made a special one.”

Jack nods. “She said she made the one Daddy used to like best when he was little.”

They both snuggle in tighter.

I’ll never forgive him. I know it’s not his fault, and it was just bad luck, and it’s a terrible waste and everything. But I’ll never bloody forgive him.

Archie falls asleep on the drive home and is extra grumpy when I wake him up, but there’s no way I can carry him into the house like I used to when he was little, so we do the guided-shuffle-with-whining routine instead, as I steer him toward the stairs.

“It’s not fair. I haven’t even had my supper yet and I was looking forward to it.”

“You can’t be hungry, Archie. You had crumpets and two slices of cake at Granny’s.”

“Yes, but that was ages ago. I need some supper, I really do, Mum.”

“Well, let’s get you in your jimmies and then we’ll see.”

He tuts.

There’s a megabicker in the bath about who kicked his brother’s leg on purpose and who did it by accident, and a fair amount of water gets sloshed on the floor until I promise that toasted cheese might be available for anyone who isn’t screaming. Peace is restored, and at least I’ve got the mud off Archie’s face, which he collected during overenthusiastic toadstool maneuvers.

They’re both sitting at the kitchen table with damp hair when Gran arrives. She’s got a packet of chocolate buttons for each of them. They’d usually reject buttons as far too babyish, but tonight they seem willing to make an exception.

“Eat them all, Jack; no saving any for later. We’ve got to do your teeth after supper, don’t forget.”

Jack likes to make his sweets last as long as possible, not least because it torments Archie. He’s busy arranging his buttons on his plate while Gran puts the kettle on and I slice cheese.

“So how was Her Majesty then, pet?”

Gran’s never been that keen on Elizabeth.

“She was fine, a bit of moaning about not seeing enough of us, but when I said she was welcome here any time, she backed right off. I think she wants us to trek over there every weekend, but I’ve told her that what with the shop and everything I just can’t do it. We had a few more tearful My Perfect Son moments, though.”

Gran glances at the boys, who are engrossed with their buttons, and starts to whisper. “I could soon put her right on that one.”

“I know, Gran, but what’s the point?”

“She ought to know what you’ve had to put up with, and then maybe she wouldn’t be so high and mighty, but least said, soonest mended, I suppose.” She turns back to the boys. “Did you have a lovely day at your granny Mackenzie’s then, Jack?”

“It was all right. I had to eat my sprouts, or you couldn’t have ice cream, but Mum ate one of them when she wasn’t looking. And we took our pictures to Daddy, only the ground was all wet. But it doesn’t matter, does it, Gran?”

“No, pet, it doesn’t matter at all.”

Jack nods.

“Granny made a cake for our tea, but Jack didn’t like it, because he’s a silly baby.”

Jack glares at Archie.

“I just don’t like cake with bits in, that’s all.”

“They were nuts, not bits. Stupid.”

“The toasted cheese is nearly done. Who needs more juice?”

They both put their hands up, which makes Gran smile, and we’re just settling down for a fairly peaceful supper when there’s the unmistakable sound of scrabbling and barking by the back door. Sod it. Bloody Trevor has come round to play.

“Please, Mum. Please.” They both turn toward me looking desperate.

Bugger.

“No way. You’re not going out now—it’s too cold.”

Trevor starts leaping up at the kitchen window, barking enthusiastically.

Double bugger.

I close the door to the passage while Gran opens the back door, and Trevor launches himself into the kitchen like a hairy Exocet missile, helping himself to a slice of toasted cheese and knocking Archie over.

Bloody hell.

“I’ll put the kettle on for Mr. Pallfrey, shall I, love?”

“Thanks, Gran. Archie, don’t let him lick your face, I’ve told you before.”

“I can wash it.”

“I know, but— Oh, never mind.”

Gran opens the back door to Mr. Pallfrey, who’s out of breath, as usual. “I’m sorry about this. We were just out for our walk and I think he spotted your car was back. He missed you earlier. He kept whining and standing by your gate.”

“Cup of tea?”

“Well, if you’re sure, dear, that would be lovely.”

After what seems like an eternity of stroking and patting, Gran takes the boys up to bed with the promise of an extra story. Mr. Pallfrey’s trying to get Trevor back out of the kitchen door, but he’s lying on the floor pretending to be asleep; only he keeps wagging his tail, which is a bit of a giveaway.

“He does love your lads.” Mr. Pallfrey tugs on the lead again, and Trevor slides about half an inch across the kitchen tiles. “I’m ever so sorry about this—he’s never done it before.”

“What about if we turn the lights off and go and sit in the other room?”

“He might panic and break a few things. I tried it at home once, when he’d eaten one of my slippers. Thought I’d give him a spot of cooling-off time.”

“And what happened?”

“He broke two chairs in my kitchenette. He just doesn’t know his own strength, that’s the trouble.”

I can’t help wishing Mr. Pallfrey’s daughter, Christine, had gone for something less donkey-size when she decided she wanted a dog; maybe a nice little spaniel, something you could pick up when it was being annoying. But the boys adore Trevor the Loony Lurcher, and there’s no going back now. He pops in most days for a game of football in the back garden, and they’re forever on about taking him for walks. So it’s completely bloody hopeless.

Mr. Pallfrey’s now pulling a completely prone Trevor toward the door. “He weighs a ton when he’s asleep.”

“I bet he does, but he’s not really asleep, is he?”

Christ, we’ll be here all night.

“No, but he’s made himself go all floppy.”

“What about if I tip a cup of water on him?”

Mr. Pallfrey looks at me with a glimmer of admiration in his eyes. “That might work.”

Sadly, Trevor’s not quite as stupid as he looks, and when I’m standing over him with a cupful of water, he sits up and licks my arm, which is a bit of a shame really because I was quite looking forward to pouring water on him.

“It’s home time, Trevor.”

He lies back down again.

“Do you want a drink, Trevor?”

I trickle a few drops of water onto his back, and he turns to look at me. I think we understand each other. He moves toward the door, still half lying down and looking like he’s sulking, or he’s lost the use of his back legs.

“Thanks for the tea.”

“You’re welcome. We’ll probably see you tomorrow?”

“Yes, and I was meaning to say, I’m on the committee for the Seaside in Bloom, and they’ve put me down for front gardens and tubs for our street, so I was hoping I could count on you?”

Christ.

“Count on me for what?”

“Just a few flowers. You did say you wanted to make a start on your garden this year, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but I just meant getting rid of the nettles, that kind of thing.”

“You leave that to me; I’ll sort you out a few plants. I’ve got some lovely geraniums wintering in my greenhouse—they’ll look a treat—and I’ll do you a couple of trays of bedding. I always do a few.”

“Well, if you’re sure. Only—”

“It won’t be anything fancy, I’ll—”

Trevor’s obviously had enough chitchat and suddenly leaps toward the door, pulling Mr. Pallfrey down the path at quite a pace.

Damn. I think I’ve just agreed to take part in some sort of gardening competition, and I’m already down for a special window display in the shop for the Best Seaside Town (Small) competition. We won the silver medal last year and everyone’s desperate for gold this year, so I’ve already had half the Parish Council in the shop giving mehandy hints. It never rains but it pours, as Gran would say.

She comes back downstairs giggling. “He’s such a card, our Archie. The things he comes out with. He was telling me he might need a drink of water, but he’s not made his mind up yet, so he’ll let us know, but if he could have a bell it would save him getting up. I don’t know where he gets his ideas from, I really don’t.”

“He means the little brass one Betty gave us for Christmas. He saw it in a film, I think, someone lying in bed ringing a bell so the servants could pop up with a nice little snack. He’s been after one ever since.”

“You’d be up and down all night.”

“I know, which is why I’ve hidden it.”

“Good idea, pet. Let’s have another cup of tea, shall we? Reg should be here to pick me up soon. Unless you want to go on up to bed?”

“At ten past nine?”

“You look tired.”

“I am, but I’m not going up to bed this early—it’s not that bad.”

“Good, because I want to ask you something.”

“What?”

“Sit down first.”

“It’s not the Lifeboats again, is it, Gran? Only I really haven’t got the time.”

“No, I’ve sorted that out with Betty.” She sits down, looking rather nervous.

“There’s nothing wrong, is there, Gran?”

“No, not at all. It’s just . . . well . . . the thing is, it’s Reg. He’s asked me to marry him. And I’ve said yes. And I hope you don’t think it’s silly at our age, only he’s such a lovely man, and it’ll be nice to have a bit of company in the evenings. And, well. There it is. What do you think?”

Bloody hell.

“Oh, Gran, I think it’s lovely.”

“Do you? Really? Oh, I’m so glad. Only you don’t think your grandad would mind, do you? I’ve been fretting about it, and he was such a lovely man, you know. A real gentleman.”

“Gran, it’s been over fifty years.”

“I know, pet, but it doesn’t feel like that long.” She looks down at her wedding ring. “I’ll not stop wearing my ring, you know. I’ve told Reg, I’ll have it altered so it fits my other finger.”

“That’s a lovely idea.”

She smiles.

“So you’re pleased then?”

“Yes. Cross my heart. When did he ask you?”

“This morning. When he brought the paper round he said he wanted to wait until we were out for a meal, and do it properly, but he couldn’t help himself. He was so nervous, bless him.”

I get up to give her a kiss, and she holds on to my hands.

“We’ve decided to have a proper wedding, in the church. I know it’s daft at my age, but I never had one with your grandad—we didn’t have the money, and what with the war—and Reg was the same; they were saving up for a house, so it was just a tea at her mother’s. So this time we want the full works, except I’ll not have a dress, I’ll have a suit, and I thought I’d ask Betty to be my matron of honor, and you can be my bridesmaid. What do you think, pet? I thought the boys could be page boys—I’ve seen some lovely little velvet suits in one of my catalogs. Although heaven knows what your mother’s going to say.”

“Something unfortunate, probably.”

“Yes, well, she doesn’t have to come if it doesn’t suit. I’m going to tell her. If she can’t be nice, she can stop in Venice. I’m not having her upsetting everyone like she usually does.”

“She doesn’t mean it, Gran.”

“Oh yes, she does. I don’t like to say it about my own flesh and blood, but she’s a right little madam, she always has been. And it’s not from my side, I can tell you. Your grandma Butterworth was the same, always wanting to be the center of attention. When she died, I felt like putting the flags out, I really did. I know it’s a terrible thing to say, but when I think of the years I spent stuck in that shop with her moaning on at me, well, I’m surprised I managed to stick it. Mind you, I had nowhere else to go.”

“I know, Gran.”

“Still, that’s all over now, and you’re here, and the boys, so I’m glad I stuck at it now, I really am. We thought we’d sell Reg’s house and live in mine, and that way we’ll have a bit of money to treat everybody.”

“Or you could treat yourselves. You could go on another cruise, a honeymoon one.”

She blushes.

“Reg has already been on at me about that. He’s getting all the brochures, and they do some lovely ones, with suites and balconies, although I’d be worried if there was a storm. You could get drenched if you left your door open. And they cost a fair bit, and I’m not sure we’d get the benefit, what with my head for heights. But we’ll see. Now I want to tell your brother, but could you dial the number for me, only it always goes wrong when I try to call him. I thought I’d ask him if he’ll give me away. Do you think he’d like that?”

Vin’s a marine biologist, and usually on a boat somewhere, so he can be pretty hard to track down.

“Of course he will. He’ll be thrilled.”

I’m sitting by the fire with my To Do list, and trying to visualize where Jack’s PE kit might be, when Ellen calls.

“So how did it go?”

“Less traumatic than I thought really. Fiona made some nuclear horseradish, so there was slightly less of the I’m a Perfect Housewife and You’re Not routine than usual, and Elizabeth got pretty tearful, but apart from that it was fine. Weird, but fine.”

“Weird?”

“There’s something weird about visiting graves, trying to work out what to say to a marble headstone and some wet turf. They should have phone booths or something, like in prisons, so you could put your hand on the glass and talk into the phone. Except there’d be nobody on the other end.”

“Isn’t that what therapists are for?”

“I used to call his work mobile, in the first few weeks, just to hear his voice. It made it all more real somehow, but then one day there was a this-number-is-unavailable message. Personnel must have canceled the contract.”

“Mean bastards.”

“Well, he was hardly going to use it, was he? I suppose it didn’t occur to them I was ringing it occasionally. Anyway, never mind about that, I’ve got some really good news, for a change. Gran’s marrying Reg. Isn’t that sweet?”

“Bless.”

“I know. She’s so excited, and Vin’s going to give her away, and I’m meant to be the bridesmaid. The whole town will probably be there, which is the only tricky bit really, because you know what you were saying about pink crinolines, well, that’s exactly the kind of thing she’s going to want.”

“I’ve been looking at websites this afternoon, and you wouldn’t believe some of the wedding kit out there. It’s like there’s some terrible conspiracy going on: perfectly nice sheath dress, let’s add some net and a sprig of embroidery and totally fuck it up. And the veil thing is so weird. I might have a tiara, though. And maybe floral would work for your gran—there are some half-decent floral bridesmaids’ outfits out there.”

“I can see you with a tiara. And floral sounds lovely.”

“Yes, but not in mimsy colors—acid greens, purples, that kind of thing. No Laura Ashley.”

“Perish the thought.”

“God, there’s so much to do.”

“It’ll be lovely, Ellen, and we’ve got ages, you’ll see. We’ll do a plan this weekend. It’s all going to be perfect.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

“Good. So what have you got on this week apart from paying homage to the Diva?”

“I’ve got to go into school tomorrow for another session with the staff on the knitting thing. Lesson plans or something. And Annabel Morgan’s still giving me the evil eye.”

“What have you done to her now?”

“Nothing, but she thinks being president of the PTA means she should get to choose which parents get hijacked into doing school projects, and I’m definitely not on her list.”

“Just ignore her.”

“Yes, well, that’s easier said than done when she keeps barreling across the playground with a mad grin on her face and asking me about my plans. She wants a written outline, for her files.”

“That’s easy, darling. Just do it in management speak.”

“On knitting?”

“Yes. Overarching skill development, creative empowerment, that kind of stuff.”

“Cross-curricular multidisciplinary learning goals?”

“Perfect.”

“Great, well, that’s Monday sorted. And I’ve got dinner with Martin on Friday.”

“Good old Dovetail.”

“Yes, and stop calling him that—those shelves are really useful. I’m thinking of asking him to do me some more for downstairs so I can have more stock out.”

“So you’re taking him out to dinner to talk about wood again?”

“Yes, I promised him dinner, when Archie went missing that day and he found him, remember?”

“Yes. And you kissed him.”

“By mistake. And I’m still really embarrassed about that, actually, so thanks for reminding me.”

“Darling, I’ve told you, he could be gorgeous if he got rid of that tragic haircut.”

“It’s grown a bit since you last saw him.”

“Good.”

“And he’s talking about buying a flat.”

“Excellent. The sooner he gets out of Elsie’s clutches the better: he’s far too old to be living at home with his mother.”

“It was only temporary, while the divorce was going through.”

“What are you wearing?”

“It’s not that kind of dinner. It’s just friends.”

“You don’t need any more friends—you’ve got me.”

“Yes, but you’re not quite so handy at putting up shelves. Anyway, I’ve told you, I practically grew up with him; we were here every summer for our holidays, don’t forget. He’s like a cousin or something.”

“A kissing cousin, obviously.”

“Stop it. Anyway, look what happened the last time I tried a bit of romance.”

“I assume we’re talking Daniel Fitzgerald now?”

“Yes.”

“That was just bad luck. And you had a nice wanton moment in Venice. What more do you want?”

“Maybe for him not to get back together with his ex-girlfriend?”

“You can’t let one little setback put you off, darling. Take Martin out of his box and give him a twirl. You never know, he might surprise you.”

“Yes, and it’ll be a nice surprise for Elsie too. She’ll go into a massive sulk with me in the shop, which is all I need.”

“She’s sulking for most of the time anyway, so how will you know?”

“Trust me, if I’m giving her Martin anything remotely resembling a twirl, I’ll know.”

“Go for it, darling. You deserve a bit of fun.”

“I don’t think Martin would be just a bit of fun—he’s too nice. And he’s still getting over his wife.”

“Trust me, wear something tight, and he’ll get over it.”

“Everything’s tight at the moment, so that won’t be hard. I’ve told you, Elsie keeps feeding me custard creams in the shop.”

“It’s probably a plot to turn you into a porker so her Martin won’t fancy you.”

“Well, it’s working.”

“Just promise me you won’t wear a baggy sweater.”

“Well, it’s either that or my nightie.”

“Not very subtle, darling, but I like your thinking.”

“Night, Ellen.”

“Night, darling.”

Damn; I wasn’t feeling that nervous about Friday, but Iam now. Ellen’s always trying to turn things into something they’re not, although she was right about Daniel, briefly. But Martin’s totally different: he’s not at all cosmopolitan like Daniel; famous photographers can cope with low-level affairs with no harm done, it’s almost part of the job, but Martin’s just not the type. And anyway, Ellen’s only imagining things, as usual; it’ll be a nice friendly supper, and it won’t matter at all what I’m wearing. But still. Damn.

I’m sitting in the kitchen having a cup of tea after making the packed lunches ready for school in the morning, feeling very pleased with myself for being a proper organized mother for once, even if I still don’t know where Jack’s PE kit is. I’m finishing knitting the pink rabbit while I try to work out how I’m going to hide the horrible peach matinee jacket Elsie’s made for the shop window that will ruin my color scheme; I’ve gone for nutmeg and caramel and buttermilk cotton, little cardigans and a striped blanket, and some tiny socks, which I’ll hang on a washing line strung across the window with some little wooden pegs. Gran’s knitted some baby ducks in pale primrose too, so if I can finish off the pink rabbit I’ll have a few toys to put in; I’ve already knitted a penguin and a pale blue elephant, and a doll with clothes you can take off, which will hopefully attract a few mother-and-small-daughter combos into the shop. Things have been fairly quiet since Christmas, so I’d like to boost sales before the new summer stock starts to arrive.

I’m about to go up to bed when Mum calls.

Damn.

“I’ve just been talking to your grandmother about the wedding.”

“Isn’t it lovely?”

“Lovely? It’s ridiculous, and I might have known you’d take her side. Who is this Reg, anyway?”

“He’s very nice. He used to be captain of the bowls team. She’s known him for ages.”

“Getting married at her age is ridiculous.”

“She’s very happy, Mum. Isn’t that all that matters?”

“It’s so suburban. Nobody gets married anymore.”

“You’re married to Dad.”

“Don’t be deliberately stupid, Josephine—it’s so unattractive. Is he after her money, do you think?”

“What money?”

“That ghastly bungalow’s got to be worth a small fortune by now.”

“He’s got his own house, Mum.”

“Well, I think it’s very suspect, and I’m not sure your father and I can get away. We’re so busy here, and just think of the expense. I’ve got a new commission; there are some beautiful panels in a local church, the one I showed you with the marvelous altar, and they’ve said I’m the only person they trust them with. They practically begged me. It was very touching.”

“It would only be for a few days, Mum.”

“I suppose we could stay with you, but as for Vincent agreeing to give her away, I’ve never heard of anything so silly in all my life. If anyone is going to give her away, it should be me. Or your father, although he’s bound to make a hash of it. No, I suppose it will have to be me. Tell her, would you?”

“Tell her what?”

“That I’ll give her away.”

“I think that’s up to her, Mum, don’t you?”

“I might have known I could count on you to be completely hopeless, as usual.”

I’m counting to ten now.

“Are you still there, Josephine?”

I’m tempted to say no, I’m in the bath, please leave a message.

“Yes, Mum.”

“I’ll get your father to talk to her.”

“Is his knee better?”

“He’s absolutely fine—he was just being dramatic. You know what he’s like. The doctors have given him some tablets, and the stitches come out soon. I really don’t know what all the fuss was about.”

Actually, Dad never makes a fuss about anything, not even falling off a ladder and gashing his knee, but never mind.

“My wrist is still total agony. In case you were wondering.”

Mum always invents a mystery ailment if anyone in the family has anything medical going on: when I was having Jack she had an appendix drama, and with Archie it was an invisible neck injury that required one of those plastic braces. Which she kept taking off when she thought nobody was looking.

“Oh, dear.”

“I’m sure I’ve fractured it. I don’t trust the doctors here, but I’m going to a nice man now who does herbal healing, and he says he can’t believe how I’ve managed to cope with such pain. He’s very expensive, of course, but worth it. I’ll call you later in the week then, so you have time to talk some sense into her. Night, darling.”

Bloody hell.

I’ll call Vin tomorrow, and we can try to work out how to handle this; he’s usually much better at dealing with Mum than I am, mainly because he tends to completely ignore her. But I’m determined she won’t end up spoiling things for Gran. Perhaps her new herbalist could make up a special Don’t Ruin Your Mother’s Wedding potion: a bit of chamomile, maybe, with a spot of arsenic. Or perhaps she might not make it over in time; I wonder how much you’d have to pay easyJet to divert to somewhere unusual: Reykjavík maybe, or a disused airbase somewhere, with no telephones.

I’m locking the back door and having a last round of Hunt the PE Kit when Jack appears at the bottom of the stairs.

“I can’t get back to sleep. I was asleep but then I woke up, and now I’m stuck.”

I walk him back upstairs, whispering so we don’t wake Archie.

“Come on, let’s snuggle you in. You’ll be back to sleep in no time.”

“Is Dad in heaven, Mum?”

Oh, God. I’m too tired for this now.

“Well, if there is a heaven, then I’m sure he’s there, sweetheart. And he knows how much you love him, and that’s the important thing.”

“Absolutely definite?”

“Absolutely.”

“And he can always be in my heart, can’t he, Mum?”

“Yes, love.”

“People you love are always in your heart, aren’t they?”

“Yes, love, forever and ever.”

“Yes. And I’ve got lots of love in my heart, haven’t I? And my best things are Trevor, and you and Gran and Archie.”

Excellent: beaten to top place by a sodding dog.

“Into bed now.”

“And if we got our own dog, he could be in my heart too, couldn’t he, Mum?”

“Nice try, love.”

He smiles. “It would be so nice to have my very own dog. It would be my best thing ever.”

“And my worst.”

He giggles. “I’m going to wish for it with all my heart, and then it’ll come true.”

“Night, love.”

“I’m scared I’ll have my bad dream. If I still can’t get to sleep in ten minutes, can I come in your bed?”

“Twenty?”

“Fifteen?”

“Okay.”

He grins.

Damn.








Chapter Two
 The Thin Blue Line




February

Monday morning isn’t going very well so far, and it’s only half past eight.

“You’re a big fat grumpypotamus.”

“Archie, get your socks on and stop being rude.”

“Well, he is. And so are you. And I don’t want cheese for my packed lunch. I hate cheese. I really do.”

“Shoes and socks, Archie, and come on, Jack, or we’ll be late for school.”

Jack sighs.

“Alicia has prawns in her sandwich sometimes. And she has pasta salad.”

Archie nods.

“And Tyrone has cheese dippers. Which is much better.”

“I thought you hated cheese.”

“Yes, but not dippers.”

“I’ll be counting to ten soon, and the last person in the car is a squashed tomato.”

They both pretend to ignore this, but I know they’ll do anything to avoid being the tomato, squashed or otherwise. Not that it involves anything special, although stickers might be good. I could do a whole set of them: I Eat Very Slowly, I’m Very Annoying in the Mornings—they’d be a great alternative to the I’m a Good Helper stickers they get at school. I’d probably make a fortune.

“Shoes, Archie, come on. Four. Four and a half.”

Jack’s racing for the front door now, closely followed by Archie, holding a shoe and hopping. Excellent.

I’m halfway to school when I realize I’ve forgotten to do the Project Knitting notes for Annabel Morgan. Bugger.

Archie’s humming tunelessly, still clearly enjoying the fact that since I was the last person to reach the car I am now officially the squashed tomato.

“What are we having for tea, Mum? We could have tomato pasta.”

They both giggle.

“Very funny, Archie.”

“Or we could have sausages?”

“Maybe, if I get time to go to the butcher’s.”

“Then we could have toad-in-the-holes.”

“Maybe.”

“Promise.”

“Archie, I said maybe. Let’s just see, shall we?”

“No, let’s just promise.”

Damn: if I try to back out of a solemn promise now he’ll get agitated, and I’m not really up for another tearful march across the playground, especially given last week’s Oscar-winning performance when I told him I was making chicken casserole for tea.

“All right, I promise.”

There’s a round of applause from the backseat.

Connie’s already waiting for us in the playground with Marco and Nelly, and Annabel Morgan, who’s clutching her PTA clipboard. Oh, dear.

“Good morning, Jack and Archie. Are we all ready for a lovely day at school?”

Archie nods, while Jack just looks nervous. Annabel’s in Talking to Small Children mode, which involves a cheery smile and a very loud voice.

Archie rallies. “I got a gold sticker for my painting from yesterday. It was leaves, and a tiger. But not a very big one because Jason Lenning wouldn’t let me have the orange enough. But Mrs. Berry said it was a very good tiger. It was like the tiger who came to tea, but with no tea. We’re having toad-in-the-holes for our tea.”

Annabel’s not looking quite so happy now. Her son, Horrible Harry, who goes in for a fair bit of sly nipping and name-calling, is in Archie’s class, and any mention of gold stickers is bound to prompt a competitive parenting moment.

“Gold stickers are so nice, aren’t they? Harry’s always so pleased when he gets them. We stick them up on our notice board at home. We’ve got such a lot of them, we’ll need a new notice board soon.”

She trills out a little laugh and turns to make sure we’ve all heard that she has a record-breaking collection of gold stickers.

“Oh, here’s Mrs. Berry. Time to line up now, dear.”

She taps her clipboard with her pen as we watch them walk toward their lines: Jack and Marco are running while Archie and Nelly saunter. Horrible Harry’s already toward the front of the line and appears to be pushing a smaller boy out of the way so he can be first, but Annabel doesn’t seem to notice.

“Now then, let me see . . . there are so many things to organize. Still, there’s no point in being president if you’re not willing to work, is there? Now, let me just check my list. Oh yes, the Summer Fayre. Have you had any thoughts about your stall?”

“Our what?”

She smiles at me as if I’m mentally defective.

“Your stall, for the fayre. I did assume you’d want to do something together, so if you could just let me know what you’re planning, that would be super. Since both of you are in trade locally, I’m sure you’re full of marvelous ideas.”

The way she says “trade” makes it sound like we spend a fair bit of time standing on street corners after dark. And she’s still tapping her bloody clipboard.

“I haven’t really thought about it, Annabel, but—”

“I’ve assigned the majority of the stalls, of course, but you could do face painting, or the tombola. Or funny fish—that’s always popular.”

Connie looks confused. “Why are the fish funny?”

“Oh, it’s all rather super. You just need to fill the paddling pool, and Mrs. Palmer has done a marvelous job painting all the little fish, although the fishing rods are in a bit of a tangle, but I’m sure you’ll manage. Orange fish for prizes, and if you catch any other color you just get a little sweet. She’ll also go to the cash-and-carry with you. She has our card, and it saves us so much money. And there’s a hose pipe in the schoolkeeper’s shed. Shall I put you down for that?”

Bloody hell, we’ll get completely soaked.

“I’m sorry, Annabel; I’m not sure. Summer is so busy in the shop. Isn’t there something a bit simpler we could do?”

Actually, last summer was pretty quiet, but I’m hoping to do better this year with summer knitting kits, if I ever get time to make them up; I’m thinking cotton beach bags and lightweight wraps. And Connie will be frantic in the pub—they were booked solid at the weekends last year.

Annabel’s smiling. I think I may have just fallen into a cleverly laid trap.

“Well, there’s always the white elephant, I suppose. We always get lots of bags of jumble. Yes, let me put you down for that. You can sort through things on the day, and I’ll give you your notes and your target sheet in the next few weeks, and there’ll be a preliminary planning meeting soon. It’s so important that everyone knows what’s expected of them or it’s total chaos. Good. Now, have you done the notes on your little knitting project? I do like to keep my files up to date.”

Bloody hell: a white-elephant stall with a target, and now she’s hassling me about the bloody notes. Actually, sod this.

“No, I haven’t had time, Annabel. Maybe you should ask Mrs. Chambers if you want more details for the files; she did give me the impression that she’s got it all under control, and since it’s really her project, I think it comes under the school curriculum rather than the PTA. But I’m sure she’ll be happy to talk you through it. And on the white elephant, I’m sure Connie and I can manage on the day, but neither of us can do planning meetings, I’m afraid. We simply don’t have the time. What with being in local trade. I’m sure you understand.”

She’s gone rather pale. Fury, I expect.

Connie’s looking like she’s trying not to laugh.

“Maybe we can make some changes. Connie might be able to persuade Mark to make us some of his amazing cakes; people can have a free slice if they buy a bag of jumble. That way we should sell out in ten minutes flat.”

“Oh, I’m not sure the ladies on our cake stall will like that. It could get rather confusing.”

“Well, let’s not tell them then. I’m sure people will be able to spot the difference between a cake stall and a load of jumble. Anyway, thanks, Annabel, but we must get on.”

We walk back across the playground toward the gates, leaving Annabel standing slack-jawed with her clipboard clutched tightly to her chest.

“I really shouldn’t have done that.”

Connie giggles. “I think it will be fun, I like elephants.”

“There’s no elephant, Con, just a load of tatty old jumble.”

“And cake?”

“Not usually, no.”

“Well, it can be an Italian elephant then. Little glasses of Prosecco, and some cake, maybe apricot tarts, and Tom will be your uncle.”

“Bob.”

“Bob is your uncle?”

“Yes, sort of, but are you sure Mark won’t mind making cakes? I shouldn’t have volunteered him like that. Sorry.”

She raises her eyebrows. “If we ask him the right way he’ll be happy, and you can knit some little white elephants and it will be perfect. Annabel will be surprised, I think?”

“Yes. And bloody livid. She’ll be on our case big time now.”

“Porca Madonna.”

“Oh yes. Double porca, I’d say, and very little Madonna.”

Gran’s already arrived when I get to the shop; I think she’s rather enjoyed being free of it since I took over, but today is clearly an exception with news of the wedding breaking on the High Street. She’s holding court with her friend Betty, and Elsie’s in attendance, and she’s already been to see the vicar about the church, and now they’re talking about flowers while I’m wedged in the window trying to get a small knitted penguin to stop falling over. A fairly steady stream of old ladies wheel their trolleys in during the morning, desperate for snippets, and there’s a great deal of lobbying for carnations and freesias before they all go next door to see Mrs. Davis, who’s run the florist’s shop for years and does all the local weddings.

I’m rearranging the Scottish tweeds, which Elsie has put into unfortunate color combinations, so I’m separating the sage greens from the heather purples with a buffer zone of slate gray and oatmeal, while Elsie watches. She’s not that keen on me Moving Stock; but we’ve negotiated an uneasy truce over the past few months, which involves me trying to stop the shop looking like a color-blind nutter has thrown balls of wool into random heaps, while she stands with her arms folded and watches me, in between putting the kettle on and making cups of tea and eating custard creams. I’m trying to make sure we’ve always got biscuits in the tin, and it’s costing me a fortune, but they’re a key part of my staff-training plan.

Elsie can be incredibly domineering when she wants to be, but she’s very kind underneath it all, and completely reliable, so I can’t afford to lose her. She knows everybody, and since she only lives two streets away, she’s always around to nip in if I can’t open up or I need her to do an extra shift. But I know all her bossing and sulking really got to Gran over the years, so I’m trying not to let her do the same to me, and the biscuits are definitely helping.

Gran comes back from the florist’s humming. “You wouldn’t believe the price of some of those bouquets.”

Betty nods. “It’s terrible, you’d never think a few roses and a few ferns would add up to nearly fifty pounds, would you? They should be ashamed of themselves.”

“Yes, but she says she’ll do me something special. Isn’t that kind of her? I’ve got the brochure in my bag. Shall I show you?”

“Lovely, Gran. Just let me finish this.”

Elsie leans forward slightly, desperate to be involved.

“Shall I put the kettle on, Mary? There’s such a lot to organize, isn’t there? I know what it was like with my Martin, not that she would let me do it properly, insisted on the church near her parents, which wasn’t a patch on ours. Horrible concrete thing. And the flowers were terrible. I tried to tell him, you know. I could see what she was like right from the start—only out for what she could get. Still, he’s learned his lesson the hard way, and he can’t say I didn’t try to warn him.”

Gran and Betty nod sympathetically. Although why it still matters what Martin’s wife, Patricia, chose for their wedding is beyond me, particularly since they’re divorced and she’s moved in with the area sales manager at the company where Martin used to work. Apparently she’s insisting on being called Patsy now, and wearing a gold ankle chain.

“Will you be doing lunch or tea for the reception, Mary? I always think a tea’s nice, and that way you don’t have to provide a big meal. Some people will eat you out of house and home if you let them.”

If there’s anyone in Broadgate who knows how to snork their way through a wedding buffet better than Elsie, I’d like to meet them.

“I thought we’d have a tea, and then maybe a quiet dinner for the family.”

“Lovely.” Elsie’s smiling, but there’s a steely glint in her eye, and I think we’re all fairly clear that there’ll be hell to pay if she’s not invited to the dinner.

The bell above the door jingles, and we turn to see Mrs. Marwell getting her trolley stuck on the mat, with Mrs. Davis bringing up the rear. Excellent. More bouquet snippets.

“I just thought, Mary, what about some lily of the valley? I know how much you like it.”

Elsie moves behind the counter, frowning; she’s caught between maintaining her long-running feud with Mrs. Davis over change for ten-pound notes and making sure she doesn’t miss out on lily-of-the-valley details.

Mrs. Marwell has finally wrestled her trolley over the doormat.

“I always think freesias are nice at a wedding.”

Everyone agrees that freesias are nice at weddings, and Elsie goes into Superior Shop Assistant mode, bustling about behind the counter being Busy.

“Did that pink wool knit up all right, Mrs. Marwell?”

“Oh yes, lovely, thanks, Elsie, but I need some navy now, for my Stewart’s boy. I’m doing him a sweater, with a train on the front, like the one I made for him when he was little. They all love trains at that age, don’t they?”

Elsie nods.

“He must be getting quite big. How old is he now?”

“Eleven, nearly twelve. Now where did I put that pattern? It’s here somewhere.”

I’m not sure about knitting a sweater with a train on the front for someone who’s nearly twelve; Jack would throw a fit if I tried to get him to wear anything so babyish, and he’s only seven. I think I’d better suggest something else before she finds her pattern and spends ages knitting something her grandson is pretty much guaranteed to hate on sight.

She’s rootling through her basket, putting things on the counter while she searches: a thermos, some string, an assortment of shopping bags, and for some reason best known to herself a very rusty old tin opener. It’s like a Twilight Zone version of The Generation Game.

“Maybe something a bit more grown-up might be better, Mrs. Marwell. They get so picky at that age, don’t they? I’ve got a lovely cable pattern, and I know how good you are at cable. Why don’t you go upstairs with Gran and I’ll sort you out something nice?”

Gran nods. “We were just going up for a cup of tea, if you fancy one.”

“Oh, well, if you think so . . . that would be lovely.”

Gran winks at me as they walk through into the back of the shop toward the door to the stairs. I lit the fire in the workroom when I got in, so it’ll be nice and warm up there, and more important, it’ll get them out of my way, because Idon’t think I can cope with much more of the freesias-versus-carnations debate.

I sort out some dark gray flecked double knitting for Mrs. Marwell and put in a few stock orders with a steady hum of chatter and clinking teacups from upstairs, and I’m just about to go up and retrieve Elsie so I can go to the butcher’s when Lady Denby sweeps in, with Algie and Clarkson, her Labradors. Brilliant: perfect timing, as usual.

Elsie, who’s got hearing like a bat’s, belts down the stairs as soon as she hears Lady Denby telling Algie to sit. This is shaping up to be a top day for her: first Gran’s wedding and now our local mad aristocrat.

“Just come from the committee, and I thought you’d like to know we’ve decided to splash out on new bunting for the High Street this summer. We need to pull out all the stops if we’re going for gold this year. Counting on you for one of your special window displays, my dear. Some places have won more than once, you know—faint whiff of money changing hands, if you ask me—so let’s pull out all the stops, shall we? Jolly good. Gather congratulations are in order, your grandmother. I must say I do approve of getting hitched. Never too late. . . . Do pass on my best wishes.”

“She’s upstairs, Lady Denby, if you’d like to pop up and say hello.” Elsie’s practically curtsying.

“Is she? Right, well, I might just do that.”

She hands Elsie two ancient-looking dog leads, and Algie and Clarkson stand up. They’re both quite keen on licking people’s feet, particularly Clarkson, and I’m fairly sure Algie has just farted.

Elsie’s looking very nervous, and I don’t blame her, so I take the dog leads from her and head toward the shop door.

“I’ll just take them outside, Lady Denby, if you don’t mind. A few of our customers aren’t that keen on dogs, and I’m sure they’ll be happier in the fresh air. I’ll tie them to the railings, shall I? You go on up; Elsie will show you the way.”

Elsie gives me a look of undying devotion, which is rather similar to the one Clarkson is currently giving to my new boots as I tug on the lead and try to keep out of licking distance.

“I’m off in a minute, Elsie. If Mr. Prewitt rings, tell him I’ll bring the cashbooks round later on, would you?”

“Right you are, dear. This way, Lady Denby. Have you heard we’re doing special knitting classes at the infants’ school? I’ll be helping out too—I’m really looking forward to it.”

Lady Denby looks impressed. “Marvelous, used to teach all the girls to knit in my day.”

“The boys will be learning too, Lady Denby.”

“Oh yes, quite right. Got to be multisexual nowadays, haven’t we?”

Elsie hesitates at the mention of the S-word but manages to rally as they head toward the stairs. “Might I offer you a cup of tea, Lady Denby?”

Bloody hell; sometimes I think I should just open a tea shop.

It’s starting to rain as I drive toward Graceland, but at least I’m away from the wedding fest. I’ve got some balls of cashmere and silk mix in raspberry, with a few balls of dark chocolate too. Maxine, Grace’s PA, rang yesterday to tell me Grace wants to make another blanket for Lily, although how she gets the time or the energy to knit with athree-week-old baby is anybody’s guess. But having a nanny, a cook, and a driver as well as a full-time PA and security in the shape of Bruno probably helps, and I suppose I count as staff too, since I’m officially on the payroll as knitting coach to Ms. Harrison. Which is a good thing too really, because the 400 pounds a month they pay me has been a lifesaver. Sometimes it’s more than I make in a whole week in the shop if it’s quiet. Although the new stock is starting to pay off, and we do have days like we did at the weekend, when we got a couple of people in who bought bags full of the more expensive yarns and bamboo needles.

The house looks damp and chilly in the drizzle, and much less like a gorgeous stately home than usual. God knows how they managed in muslin frocks and silk slippers when they built the place—they must have been half frozen most of the time. No wonder they kept fainting: it was probably hypothermia.

I’m waiting by the gates for Bruno to recognize me on the security monitors and buzz me in when PC Mike comes over for a chat; he’s our neighborhood policeman, wearing his fluorescent jacket today and looking very pleased with himself. “Pretty quiet this morning. It was bedlam here yesterday. I had to call for backup.”

Grace hasn’t released any photographs of Baby Lily yet, so the press have been down here in force, climbing up ladders, trying to get over the walls, and generally annoying everyone within a five-mile radius.

“Oh, dear, what happened?”

“There were stacks of them, obstructing the public highway, but I soon put paid to that. They might get away with it in London, but not down here they won’t. Not while I’m on duty.”

The gates are starting to open, very slowly.

“I’ll see you in, shall I? Make sure none of them follow you?”

“Thanks.”

He’s having a lovely time being on patrol at the gates. There are two Jeeps and a green VW Golf parked farther up the lane, with various men inside with cameras slung round their necks, talking on mobiles and looking very bored, who’ve shown a brief flicker of interest in my arrival, but since my name doesn’t appear on any kind of A list, except for Annabel Morgan’s A for Annoying one, they just take a few halfhearted snaps and then go back to talking on their phones.

PC Mike stands slightly to one side, with his arms outstretched to hold back the invisible hordes, as I drive forward.

“Thanks, Mike.”

He salutes.

Bless.

I park at the side of the house, as far away as possible from the enormous new silver Jeep that makes my car look even more sordid than the gleaming black one does, and I’m just about to get out when two huge dogs come racing over. Jesus, they must be Great Danes or something. I close my door and lock it: they probably can’t open car doors, but I’m not taking any chances. It’s like I’m suddenly appearing in The Hound of the Baskervilles, only there’s two of the sods. One of them leaps up on the bonnet and starts slavering all over my windscreen. Bloody hell.

Bruno comes jogging round the corner blowing a whistle, but it doesn’t seem to be having much of an effect on the Baskerville boys.

He grabs collars and starts pulling, laughing, as I open my window.

“Sorry about that, Jo. They’re only playing.”

“You could have fooled me.”

“I’m training them, but they haven’t really got the hang of it yet.”

“Right.”

We both look at my windscreen, which is now opaque.

“I’ll sort that out for you, love. I don’t think he’s scratched the paintwork, but we’ll pay for any damage, of course. Do you want to have a look?”

“Bruno, it’s covered in dents and scratches—don’t worry about it. It was just a bit of a shock.”

I get out of the car and have my hands licked while Bruno tries to get them both to sit.

“They’re only babies.”

“Jesus.”

“That’s the whole idea, put those bastards off coming through the woods.”

“What are they called?”

I’m expecting Titan and Trojan.

“Tom and Jerry.”

“Good names.”

“Grace wanted names she could remember. Look, I’ll sort your car out for you, give it a wash, don’t you worry. And if you wouldn’t mention it to Her Highness I’d be grateful, only it took me ages to persuade her we needed them.”

“Okay.”

“They’re as soft as butter, when you get to know them.”

“Like I can’t believe it’s not butter, only with dogs?”

He’s chuckling and yanking on collars when Maxine comes out of a side door and walks toward us across the gravel.

“Hi, Jo. I see you’ve met Bruno’s babies then?”

“Yes.”

“I meant to warn you—sorry.”

Bruno stiffens. “They’re an important part of our security.”

“And what about last night then? What were they barking at? An intruder?”

Bruno looks at his feet.

“A member of the press hoping for an unscheduled interview?”

Bruno mumbles something, and Maxine winks at me.

“Sorry, Bruno, I didn’t quite catch that.”

“They’re still learning.”

“It was a squirrel. Right?”

“Yes. But it shows they’re alert.”

“We were all pretty alert, Bruno. It was just a shame it was half past two in the bloody morning.”

“Has she said anything?”

“Grace? Oh yes. She said quite a lot, but I don’t want to repeat it in front of Jo.”

Bruno’s looking a bit worried now.

“You’re all right, you can keep them for now, but you’d better fit them with silencers if they’re going to be chasing squirrels again. The floodlights came on and everything.”

He nods. “I’m going to give Jo’s car a quick clean for her. Do you want yours done too?”

She softens slightly. “Yes, please, and Ed’s due soon, so chain Tom and Jerry to something solid, will you, because he’ll have a fit if they jump on his precious Porsche. You know what he’s like.”

Bruno grins. “They could say hello, though, couldn’t they, if I had them on their leads?”

Maxine laughs. “Yes, they could, but make sure I get to watch. Grace is upstairs, in the gray room, Jo, if you want to go on up. Tea?”

“Lovely.”

Grace is lying on a gray velvet chaise longue, in skinny jeans and a pale blue T-shirt, with Lily asleep in a basket at her feet.

“Sorry I look such a state—I’ve just got her off.”

She looks amazing, and even though she’s a mega film star, it still surprises me how stunning she is, whatever she’s wearing. It’s like she’s made out of something different from the rest of us: something more ethereal and photogenic. She’s got her hair pulled back, and she’s wearing huge drop earrings, which clink slightly as she reaches for the phone.

Seconds later the nanny appears, in a smart striped uniform, and picks up the Moses basket.

“I’ll just pop her into her room, shall I, Miss Harrison?”

“Thanks, Meg, but call me if she wakes up. Okay?”

“Of course.”

Meg closes the door behind her, and Grace sits up.

“I can’t get her to call me Grace, and it’s driving me crazy. She keeps forgetting. It’s like I’m suddenly in Upstairs bloody Downstairs, and I’m so not into all of that. Is Max bringing tea up?”

“Yes.”

“Great. I’m getting so dehydrated with all this breast feeding, but I think I’ve finally got Meg to get with the program.”

“She seems very efficient.”

“Oh yes, apart from calling me Miss Harrison all the bloody time, but they’re all obsessed with this four-hourly thing. Put Baby down to sleep, all that rubbish.”

“What happens if the baby wakes up?”

“You leave it to sob, I think. Christ. As if. Not with my gorgeous girl they bloody don’t. What did you do with your boys?”

“Fed them all the time. I tried to get a schedule going, but neither of them was very keen. I think it depends on the baby. Some of them are just hungrier than others.”

She smiles. “Lily’s like me, always starving. Although I’ve had years of practice, so I’m used to it.”

“Really?”

She gives me a look, like I might be about to cross into the danger zone of personal questions—there’s a sort of unspoken rule to all our conversations, where she can tell you things, but you never ask. But given how many people sell the tiniest scraps of information, or misinformation, about her, I don’t really blame her.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“I’ve been dieting for years—it’s part of the job. Did you think this was all just luck? It takes hours of fucking work to look like this.”

“No, sorry, of course. . . . It’s just you look so healthy and everything.”

“That’s because I’m not obsessive about it. Well, I am, but in a healthy way. I don’t do pills. Or surgery. Yet. But I can still tell you the fat content of every substance on earth. I’ve done GI, combining, and colors. You name it, I’ve done it.”

“Colors?”

“Only eat green. A bit of purple, very little white. None, actually.”

“That sounds good. So would damson crumble count as purple?”

She smiles. “Sadly, no.”

Maxine comes in with tea.

“Thanks, Max. Is Bruno still playing with those fucking dogs?”

“Yes, and washing Jo’s car. They got a bit carried away saying hello to Jo.”

Grace grins. “I’m hoping they’ll slow Jimmy down if he decides to put in an appearance.”

Jimmy Madden is Grace’s rock star ex-boyfriend, and father of Lily, and he’s definitely persona non gratis round here, as Gran would say. He was in the papers when Lily was born, whining about how he wants to see his baby, but so far I don’t think he’s actually tried.

“Is he likely to turn up then?”

“You never know with Jimmy.”

“But he hasn’t been in touch?”

She hesitates. Damn, I’ve done it again, strayed into tabloid territory.

“Not directly, but give him time. He’ll get round to it, once he’s got his exclusive lined up. Has Ed arrived yet, Max?”

“He’s due any minute.”

“Well, bring him straight up, would you. Now then, wool. Show me, Jo, and I hope the pink isn’t Pepto-Bismol puke pink.”

“Raspberry and dark chocolate?”

“Perfect.”

I’m casting on two hundred stitches for her when Ed arrives, with paw prints all over the front of his trousers. “Fucking dogs, whose bright idea was that? And where have all the police pissed off to? There’s only one of them out there now. Christ, talk about a thin blue line.”

“Morning, Ed. Lovely to see you too. What’s the latest on the photos?”

“Vanity Fair suit you, madam?”

“Sure. Who with?”

“They’re sorting that out now. Daniel Fitzgerald, possibly, if they can get him.”

I try to seem nonchalant at the mention of Daniel’s name, but I think Grace has noticed. She’s giving me a rather careful look as Ed sits down on one of the gray sofas.

“Do you remember Daniel, Jo? He was the one who did that shoot in the summer. With the rowing boat.”

“Oh yes, vaguely.”

I’m still trying for nonchalant, but I’m not sure it’s working.

Bugger.

“The only thing is, they want an interview.”

“Tell them to fuck off.”

“I’d never have thought of that.”

“They can have what we give them and work with that. Or we’ll go with someone else.”

“No we bloody won’t. Leave it with me, babe, and I’ll get back to you. Yes?”

“Babe?”

“Fuck. Sorry.”

“Off you go.”

“Jesus. Not again.”

“Ed.”

“All right, I’m going.”

Ed stands, looking rather fed up.

“If he calls me babe he has to do three circuits of the house. Is Bruno still out there?”

“I think so, why?”

“Then you’ll have Tom and Jerry for company, won’t you?”

“Fucking hell.”

There’s a sound of barking and shouting, and then we stand at the window and watch Ed racing past the cars at full pelt with Tom and Jerry chasing him.

Grace turns to me and gives me a very searching look. “So. Daniel Fitzgerald? Tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“There’s no point trying to kid me—I know every trick in the book. Come on, tell me.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Grace. There isn’t anything to tell.”

“Either you’ve had a fling or you came close. I need details. How was he, out of ten? I’ve always wondered. Tell me, or you’re fired.” She’s smiling, but I’m not entirely sure she’s joking.

Oh, God.

“There really isn’t anything to tell.”

“I mean it.”

Christ.

“Ten.”

She laughs and claps her hands.

“I knew it, although nobody’s a ten, except me, of course. When?”

“Grace, it was just a one-off.”

“Of course. When?”

“In Venice.”

“Good for you. Found a way to make Christmas with your mother that little bit more bearable, did you? Clever.”

“Yes, but it really wasn’t serious or anything, and he’s back with his girlfriend now.”

“Liv, yes, I heard. Who’s a total bitch, by the way, kept trying to steal shots off me when we did the girls in space film.”

“Oh, right.”

“I won all the awards, though. Still, she’s a piece of work. He’ll have a job keeping up with her, and serve him right. So you’re over it then?”

“Oh yes. It was nice, lovely actually, but it wasn’t real.”

She looks at me and gives me one of her Megastar Smiles, and I feel like I’ve just won some sort of prize.

“Good for you, darling, and you’re spot-on: it’s never real with men like him. They want to be swept off their feet, overcome by beauty; creative types like him always do. She’s perfect for him, she’s always posing. But she’ll totally fuck him over in the end.”

“Why?”

“She’ll get bored. Trust me. Been there, done that, got the diamonds. And pearls.”

She moves her head slightly, and her earrings jingle.

“Oh.”

“They arrived this morning. I think he was just checking I’m not about to hit him with the daddy of all paternity suits. And before you ask, no, I’m not talking about Jimmy. And that’s all I’m going to say on the subject.”

“Right.”

“Nice, though, aren’t they?”

“Beautiful.”

“You’ve got to keep them guessing. And know when to move on. Timing is everything, right?”

“Yes.”

“So if he’s here doing snaps, you’ll be okay with that?”

“Of course.”

“Good. Now then, what do you think of moss stitch for my blanket? I’m getting bored with just plain stockinette stitch.”

“Lovely. Or maybe a moss-stitch border and then squares? You could do plain ones, and some with bobbles. You said you wanted to do bobbles, didn’t you?”

“Yes, and that other one. What was it called? The one you showed me on that little hat.”

“Seed stitch. You can try out some of the other ones we were looking at too if you like, do little squares in different stitches.”

“Sounds perfect.”

It’s pouring with rain on Friday morning, and I feel like I’m wearing a very tight invisible hat, which is particularly unfair since I didn’t drink anything last night at the Stitch and Bitch group because I was too busy. Everyone was agog about Gran’s wedding, and how Grace is doing and how beautiful the baby is. Apparently one of the photographers tried to push past PC Mike yesterday afternoon, so he arrested him, and now the thin blue line has some extra reinforcement and PC Mike is in bliss. They’re doing a piece on it for the local paper, according to Tina, and they took his photograph, only he’s a bit worried about what his sergeant will say, because he likes to be center front in any photographs.

We spent most of the evening talking about our top wedding moments, and Tina Davis told us all about her honeymoon with Fireman Graham—his watch from the fire station filled their honeymoon caravan with foam, which must have been nice. Linda told us about her hen night too, which culminated in her being handcuffed to a lamppost in a basque and suspenders, although I can’t see Gran going in for that kind of thing, so all in all it was a really good evening.

The group feels relaxed now, which is just what I wanted; like friends meeting, catching up on the latest news, with no need to make direct eye contact if you’re sharing anything a bit embarrassing or the conversation moves on to freesias versus bloody carnations again. That’s the great thing about knitting: you can look at your stitches if you’re bored, or someone needs a bit of space, like last week when Maggie started talking about her mother, who sounds like a total cow, and we just let her talk until she’d finished, and then Linda got her a tissue while Connie cut her another slice of cake.

Last night it was fabulous almond tarts, which Connie says Mark is experimenting with for the restaurant, where they’ll be served with homemade apricot sorbet; it’s no wonder they’re getting booked up at weekends really. The pudding menu alone should have people queuing down the street.

I sorted out Tina’s poncho for her, which was going a bit rectangular, and we chose the wool for Linda’s new cardigan, and Tina had us all in fits about her recent run-ins with Annabel Morgan, who keeps sending her increasingly rude notes about getting Graham to bring his fire engine into school. He’s not that keen on assorted mixed infants swarming all over it pressing buttons and trying to climb up the ladder, and I don’t really blame him.

Maggie’s started on a complicated cable pattern on a sweater, but she’d gone wrong on the first repeat, which had put the second one out of kilter, so I showed her how to fix it while Connie made a start on the cardigan she’s knitting for Mark’s birthday. She’s chosen a lovely flecked felted tweed, with dark green for the neckband and cuffs, and I’ve promised to do the sleeves for her since they’re so busy in the pub. Mark’s celebration-cakes sideline is really taking off, and he’s cooking seven days a week now, so Connie’s trying to get some more help in; she found him fast asleep by the big mixer last week, with marzipan stuck to his forehead.

Archie’s relaunching his campaign for the kind of breakfast cereal that makes the milk go an unusual color, although why he thinks I need a five-year-old with a massive sugar high on the school run is anybody’s guess.

“It’s not fair. We never have proper cereal. We always have rubbish ones.”

“Shreddies are proper, Archie, and please stop shouting, I’ve got a headache.”

“Yes, stop screeching like a baby. It’s just ridiculous.”

Archie glares at Jack; they’ll be nudging and shoving each other any minute. Sometimes I think I should just buy a whistle and a set of red cards.

“Jack, go up and do your teeth, and Archie, stop fussing and finish your Shreddies.”

He tuts but starts eating, albeit in slow motion.

“Hurry up, love, I think you’ve got music this morning.”

“Damn.”

“Archie.”

“I hate music. And I hate Mrs. Nelson, she’s so stupid. She makes you sit with your arms crossed all the blimming time, and I can’t sing in my proper voice with my arms crossed.”

“I bet you can. You’ve got a lovely voice.”

He starts belting out “If You’re Happy and You Know It, Clap Your Hands.” Lovely.

Apparently we’re still Happy and We Know It while we’re in the car on the way to school, but we’ve substituted clapping for stamping our feet and jabbing our brother, so I have to reluctantly launch a “Ten Green Bottles” countermaneuver. We’re down to two green bottles by the time we reach the safety of the playground, and my invisible hat feels significantly tighter than it did half an hour ago.

Connie’s standing by the fence, with a selection of bags slung round her neck, while the kids run round for a final five minutes of yelling before the bell goes. There’s some sort of tag game going on, and Nelly appears to be It. She’s racing round looking frantic, trying to catch Marco and his friends, who are much faster than she is.

“He knows she can’t run so fast. She’ll be crying soon. Marco, vieni qui.”

He ignores her, and just as Connie predicted, Nelly starts to cry. Archie trots over to her and whispers something, and they both grin.

“Oh, dear, this isn’t going to be good.”

Connie laughs. “She’ll be fine now with Archie on her team.”

“Yes, but will Marco?”

Sure enough, Archie appears to have come up with some cunning pincer-movement plan where they both circle Marco and Jack and there’s a flurry of darting and shoving until Marco and Jack are It and Nelly belts straight back to her mother for a quick cuddle, with Archie puffing along behind her looking triumphant.

“We got him, we got him.”

“Yes, you did. Well done, love, but that’s enough now. Time to calm down. The bell will be going in a minute.”

“But, Mum . . .”

He looks past me toward Jack and Marco, who are now standing a few feet away from the safety of the mummy zone, looking menacing while they wait to tag Nelly and Archie back.

“Jack, come here a minute, love.”

He saunters over but can’t resist giving Archie a filthy look as he passes him.

“What?”

“I just need a hug before school, that’s all.”

“Right now?”

“Yes.”

He sighs.

Connie smiles and beckons Marco over.

“We can do a group hugging.”

The kids look horrified.

“Or you can play, but no more games with the big ones chasing the little ones, yes?”

They nod, clearly relieved to be escaping a group hug.

“Brava.”

They race off to the other side of the playground, no doubt to commiserate with each other about the horrors of having mothers who go in for public hugging, as Mrs. Chambers comes out with the bell and everyone starts to line up. Excellent: nobody going into school in tears or vowing revenge at morning break.

We’ve just reached the gates when Horrible Harry arrives with Annabel, looking flustered. She’s usually been here bustling about with her clipboard for ages before us, so she must have had a Domestic Moment. I’m hoping for a dodgy washing machine, because there’s nothing like gallons of water sloshing all over your terra-cotta tiling to start you off with a bang on a Friday morning. But whatever it was, Harry’s definitely sulking as he walks to the front of the line and tries to push in. The kids all close ranks, and as he reaches Archie and Nelly he takes a sudden and dramatic dive and hurls himself to the ground, just like an Italian footballer only with less convincing hand gestures.

Mrs. Berry comes out of the classroom as he starts rolling around yelling, but she’s obviously been watching because she doesn’t fall for any of it. He’s standing at the back of the line in no time and seems fine. Unlike Annabel, who marches straight over to Mrs. Berry, who Stands Firm, which is rather brave of her, and before we know it Annabel’s barreling across the playground toward us, looking very thin-lipped. Christ. Quite a few parents are lingering now, and she’s in full presidential mode.

“I hope you saw that, Mrs. Mackenzie. Your son just pushed poor Harry to the ground. I really do think you need to speak to him. It’s not the sort of behavior we want to encourage in school. I’m sure you agree.”

Bloody hell. I’m trying to work out what to say that doesn’t involve the words off and fuck when Connie steps forward, looking pretty thin-lipped herself. “Archie did not push, he wasn’t even near him. So how can he be apologized for something he didn’t do?”

Annabel gives her a particularly condescending look. “Perhaps you didn’t see the incident quite as clearly as I did, Mrs. Maxwell.”

Connie mutters something in Italian, and there’s an intake of breath from some of the other parents. They’ll be chanting “Fight Fight Fight” in a minute if we’re not careful.

I try to smile, to calm things down, but I’m not sure it’s working. “I was watching them too, Annabel, and I don’t think Archie did push Harry. I know they’ve had their differences in the past, but I think they’re over that now. So perhaps you need to have a word with Harry. I think he tripped when he tried to get to the front of the line.”

Tina Davis is now standing next to us, nodding. “He’s always pushing in. Actually.”

Annabel glares at her.

“My Travis was just the same, but you’ve got to tell them, haven’t you? They can’t always be first, can they?”

Annabel is looking Tense now; a playground mutiny was probably the last thing she expected, and quite a few of the parents are smiling. I think it’s starting to dawn on her that she may have misjudged things a tiny bit.

She seems to falter for a moment and then rallies. “Well, I’m so glad we had this little chat. So important to nip things in the bud, and we all need to do our best to keep our school a happy place, I’m sure you agree. Now I really must get on, so much to do, as usual, but thank you for raising it with me; that’s what I’m here for, to keep things running smoothly. Always happy to help. Good morning.”

She nods at the other parents and turns sharply on her medium-heeled court shoes and marches toward the main doors.

Connie mutters something under her breath, and Tina laughs.

“What was that, Connie?”

“I can’t translate, it’s too rude.”

“Oh, go on, whisper, I used to collect rude words when I was little. Drove my mum mad.”

I do like Tina, she’s a real trooper, and her Travis is a sweetheart too, only he’s the kind of sweetheart you’re very glad isn’t one of yours. Last time he was in the shop he was telling me all about electricity and circuits, and even though he’s only seven and three-quarters he’s going to make a motor in the garden shed that will power a light so bright it can burn paper. So having a fireman dad will probably be coming in very handy any day now.

“Do you want a lift, Tina? I’m dropping Connie off, and then I’m due in the shop.”

“Yes, please, love. It looks like it’ll be chucking it down again any minute. I think I might nip in the baker’s and get myself a bun to celebrate. I’ve been wanting to tell that Annabel where to get off for ages.”

We cross the road and walk toward the car.

“Well, we’d better keep an eye on those PTA letters, or we’ll be down for holding the sick bucket on every coach trip from now until the end of time.”

“Don’t you worry, I’ve got her number. We do her hair in the salon, so if she pushes it I can always do her a poodle perm, and she won’t need her velvet hair band for quite a while after that. Stuck-up cow. Anyway, that’s enough about her. What are you wearing tonight?”

“Sorry?”

“For your dinner with Martin. A little bird told me.”

I look at Connie, who shakes her head.

“Which little bird was that then, Tina?”

“Quite a big one actually, Betty. She was in the salon yesterday, and between you and me, I don’t think Elsie’s that keen.”

“Oh, right.”

I did notice Elsie seemed extra stroppy yesterday: it’s quite hard to bang balls of wool down onto shelves, but she was definitely giving it her best shot.

“It’s not really a dinner dinner. It’s just to say thank you for making the shelves in the shop.”

Tina raises her eyebrows. “Right.”

“I’ve known him for years, Tina, ever since we were kids. It’s just a friendly supper.”

“Shame. He could put my shelves up any day.”

Connie laughs. “And me. Mark is hopeless.”

“So’s my Graham. He’s put up two rolls of wallpaper upside down in our lounge, honestly he has. All the birds look like they’re diving toward the floor. Every time I look at them it upsets me. Silly sod.”

Connie’s planning to paper her spare bedroom in honor of her mum and dad coming over at Easter from Italy, so she’s keen on getting wallpaper tips from Tina, and the subject of my supper with Martin is fortunately dropped.

When I get to the shop, Elsie is even more narky than yesterday. She’s dusting, and she only ever dusts when she wants to make a point.

“Morning, Elsie, I’m just putting the kettle on. Do you want a cup of tea?”

“No thanks, I want to get this done, and then there’s more stock to get out.”

“Oh, good, it’s arrived. We were running low on the tweed and the chunky mix at the weekend.”

“Yes, well, I wish you’d tell me when you put new orders in.”

“It was in the book, Elsie.”

“Well, that’s as may be, but I used to do all the ordering for your gran, you know.”

Yes, and that’s why the shop was stuffed full of horrible pastel four-ply.

“I know how busy you are, Elsie, and anyway I like doing it—it helps me keep track of things. I’ll give you a hand in a minute. Are you sure you don’t want anything? I got some more biscuits yesterday, Hobnobs and digestives.”

She hesitates. “Oh, go on then. I need something to give me a bit of a boost, I’ve been at it since six. I did all my nets before I came out. It feels like I’ve done a full day already.”

I know just how she feels.

After a busy day in the shop, with Elsie niggling away and a dribble of customers including Mrs. Dent, who brings in her tangled knitting for us to sort out, again, anda group of women from Tonbridge who look at a huge range of colors before they all buy mohair for shawls and chunky tweeds for sweaters, I’m back at home, standing in front of my wardrobe and hoping for inspiration when Ellen rings.

“How are you doing, darling? Found your killer outfit yet?”

“Not really. My black jeans are pretty lethal, though: if I do the zip up I can’t breathe.”

“Totally not breathe, or just have to sit up very straight to breathe?”

“Passing out, face-down-in-your-soup not breathe.”

“Go for the velvet skirt then, but wear a tight top.”

“That won’t be a problem, trust me.”

“You’re meeting him at the pub, and Connie’s fully briefed, right?”

“She knows we’re having supper, if that’s what you mean. I haven’t booked under a false name or anything. It’s no big deal, Ellen.”

“Unless you kiss him again.”

“Look, I’ve told you, it wasn’t a kiss kiss. He’d just found Archie—that was different. It was a Thank God kiss.”

“Whatever. Just ring me later with a full debrief.”

“Okay.”

“And darling—”

“Yes?”

“If you feel like not kissing him again, just go for it.”

Great. That’s made me feel so much calmer.

Gran’s reading stories when I leave and promises not to get conned into reading past eight-thirty, although we both know she’ll cave. It’s a ten-minute walk to the pub, and I’m feeling rather grown-up being out in the evening without the boys. I can’t remember the last time I had supper without a small person in tow, keeping an eye on my chips for any extra-crispy ones.

Martin’s wearing a dark gray suit when I arrive, looking unusually smart. Bugger. Now I feel underdressed in just my skirt and sweater; and I should at least have gone for high heels instead of my boots. He’s sitting at the table with a bottle of wine, and Connie winks at me as she takes my coat.

He stands up as I walk across the restaurant. “You look lovely. I’m sorry I’m dressed like this, but it was either this or jeans, and most of them are covered in paint at the moment.”

“You look great, Martin.”

He blushes. “No, I look like I’m off to a sales conference, but Mum had ironed a shirt, not that I ask her to do my ironing or anything, far from it, but she won’t have it.”

“She’s the same in the shop. Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“No, it’s fine. I know what she’s like.”

There’s an awkward silence. Bloody hell: I’ve managed to make him feel uncomfortable in his suit and made fun of his mother, and I’ve only just sat down. I wonder what I’ll come up with for an encore.

“Would you like a glass of wine? Connie brought this over; she said it was one of your favorites.”

“Lovely.”

“Do you know a lot about wine?”

“Not really, but Connie usually brings a bottle when we have our Stitch and Bitch group.”

“That’s your knitting group, isn’t it?”

“Yes, knitting and cake. Mark makes them. I think they’re the real attraction.”

He smiles. “And how’s it going, with the shop, I mean?”

“Pretty well. I’m never going to make my fortune, but as long as it pays the bills I’m happy, and now the upstairs is opened up with your new shelves and everything, there’s so much more room for stock, which has really made a difference. I’ve been thinking about starting another group on Saturdays, for beginners. Unless you already knit, buying wool isn’t really something you do on impulse, but once you get going it’s really addictive.”

“Have you thought about a website?”

“Sort of. It’s on my list, but I’m not that good with computers. I’m fine with the orders and e-mails, but that’s about it.”

“I could help, if you like. It wouldn’t need to be anything complicated, but you really should have one. Everyone’s got them now.”

“Not in Broadgate they haven’t.”

“Well, you can be the first then.”

By the time our food arrives, he’s drawn all over three paper napkins, and I seem to have agreed that I need a website, with online shopping capabilities and a customer database.

“Have you got a digital camera?”

“I did have, until Archie dropped it in the sea taking pictures of a crab.”

“You’ll need one so you can put things up on your site.”

“Okay. . . . This fish is delicious. Is yours good?”

“Lovely. What laptop have you got?”

“A blue one.”

He smiles and shakes his head.

“What’s your budget?”

“About twenty quid.”

“Am I sensing a bit of resistance here?”

“Sorry, no. It would be great, I’m sure it would. It’s just, well, imagine how you’d feel if I handed you a ball of wool and some needles and asked you to knit a sweater.”

He puts his fork down. “Wouldn’t it be quite a small sweater, with only one ball of wool?”

“Very clever. A glove then. Wouldn’t you be a tiny bit daunted?”

“I’d be more than daunted, particularly if it was an emergency.”

“An emergency glove?”

“If we were in the Arctic.” He’s smiling. “Look, I know what you’re saying, but honestly, once I’ve set it up a monkey could do it. And it could double your business in no time, maybe even triple, with no real effort. You should think about it, you know.”

“I will, I promise.”

“Do you think Grace Harrison would let you put her picture up? That would be great—you could do a VIP customers page.”

“She might, as long as they got to approve the picture. I could ask her, I suppose. But honestly, Martin, I’m having enough trouble just keeping up with the shop and the kids without going interactive. I’d want to start really slowly, nothing too complicated, and anyway, I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”

“I’ve got an ulterior motive, actually.”

“Oh?”

“I need your help with Mum.”

“Help with what?”

“You know I told you my divorce was through and I wanted to start looking for somewhere to live round here?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I’ve found something. Only it’s not really a house, it’s more of a barn.”

“Barn conversions can be lovely.”

“Yes, but this is definitely more like a preconversion barn.”

“Has it got a roof ?”

“In places.”

“Oh.”

“It’s got so much potential, and I can live there while I do it up, and it’ll be great for all my wood and everything, and that’s what I really want to do. I don’t mind computers, particularly now I’m freelance, as long as I’m not stuck in an office all day, but it’s not what I really care about. And it’s important, isn’t it, to care about what you do all day?”

“Definitely.”

“I want to go into cabinetmaking, general carpentry. I’ll probably have to do all sorts until I get established, but that’s the plan. So will you help me explain it to her? Dad’s all behind it, but you know what she’s like. I don’t want her to worry.”

“Or be popping round every five minutes with a hot pot.”

He laughs. “There is that too. I know she’ll fuss, and I hate it when she fusses. She comes over so bossy, but she’s as soft as anything underneath, you know, she really is. But she worries. And then she gets bossy, and I want to kill her. Which isn’t good.”

“Of course I’ll help, if I can. How bad is this barn? Has it got electricity?”

“Oh yes, all mod cons. Well, not gas, but there’s water. Quite a lot of water, actually. Mostly in puddles all over the floor.”

Elsie’s going to throw a fit.

“But there’s a tap, and a loo?”

“Not exactly.”

She’s going to freak out. Big time.

“So it’ll be more like camping then, for a while?”

“Yup. I knew being marched along to Scouts every week would come in handy one day. I can toast marshmallows round the fire while I try to work out how to stop the whole place falling down.”

Four napkins later I know exactly where he’s going to put the new biodegradable cesspit, because the barn’s not on mains drainage, and where the solar panels will go, and the woodburner, and how beautiful the old beams will be once he’s cleaned them, apart from the rotten ones, which he’ll replace with some green oak he’s been saving. And why ash is such a great wood, and what design he’s going to use on his chair legs.

Connie brings the coffee over, and he shows her his drawings too, and then he starts telling me about yew, and how pliable it is, which is why they used to make longbows from it, which requires another napkin for illustrations.

He’s telling me about the two-hundred-year-old yew tree in the churchyard, which apparently is practically a teenager in yew terms, as we walk back to the house.

“There’s one in Ireland that’s over a thousand years old. I’ve only seen pictures, but I’d like to get over there to see it. Not that I’m obsessed or anything. I wouldn’t want you to think I was like a train spotter. I haven’t been boring you, have I?”

“Not at all.”

Actually, this is strangely true; not that I knew I wanted to know quite so much about Wood, but he’s so passionate about it I’ve really enjoyed listening to him.

“Thanks again for the meal, although I still think we should have gone halves with the bill.”

“It was my treat, Martin, to say thank you.”

“Well, let me know if you need any more shelves. I’d be more than happy. I like having a project on the go.”

“It sounds like the barn might be keeping you busy.”

“If I get it, yes. But that’s a big if.”

“I’ve been thinking about some more shelves downstairs by the shop door, if you’re sure, but only if you’ll let me pay you this time, especially if you’re going into business. You can give me a proper quote. Would that work?”

“That would be great. You can be my first official customer. But I enjoyed doing the last lot, I really did. It took my mind off things. Divorce can be a tricky old business.”

“I was so sorry when I heard, Martin. It must have been very difficult for you.”

“Me too . . . I mean about your husband. Not that it’s the same.”

There’s a silence.

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine, Martin. In some ways I think it was probably easier: when something like that happens you get lots of sympathy, but with a divorce everyone takes sides. And it’s not always that simple, is it?”

“No. It was a bit humiliating at first, what with him being my boss and everything. But now, to be honest, it’s all a huge relief. We should never have got married; I was never the right sort of husband for her. I’m too fond of wandering off to my workshop, and she really hated all that—she wanted everything chrome and glass. We had to have a glass dining room table, you know. God, I hated it. It was mainly my fault. She was so keen to get married, and I wanted to leave home and get away from Mum, have my own place, so I let myself get rushed into it. Anyway, I’m sure she’s much happier now.”

“And what about you?”

“Me? Oh, a hundred times. A thousand, if I can get my offer in on the barn before anyone else spots it. I’ve already talked to the agent, and I’m trying to sort out a mortgage. I just hope nobody beats me to it.”

“Well, I’ll cross my fingers for you.”

He seems very pleased with this and starts whistling, just as we turn in to our road, which unfortunately attracts the attention of Trevor, who’s bringing Mr. Pallfrey home after their evening promenade. There’s a brief tangle of dog leads and legs, and lots of hand licking, and Mr. Pallfrey tells us about his latest plans for the Seaside in Bloom competition as we reach my gate, and there’s an awkward pause while Mr. Pallfrey wrestles with Trevor, who seems intent on nipping into my garden to see if he can wake the boys up.

“Good night then, dear. Come on, Trevor, my lad, let’s get you indoors—it’s getting a bit parky.”

“Night, Mr. Pallfrey.”

Martin is hesitating by the gate. “Thanks again for supper, Jo. I’ll try to get into the shop tomorrow to measure up, shall I?”

“That would be great.”

“Night then.”

“Night.”

He leans forward to kiss me good night. I think he’s going for a peck on the cheek, but he ends up kissing my ear. It’s quite nice, actually, but he’s mortified.

“Oh, God, sorry. I’m a bit out of practice. Sorry.”

“It’s fine, Martin. It was quite nice.”

Even though it’s dark, I can see he’s blushing.

“So I’ll see you tomorrow then, at the shop?”

“Great. And I’ll keep my fingers crossed for the barn.”

I turn to kiss him good night, but while I’m aiming for something light and friendly, it all goes a bit mouth-to-mouth. Christ, I’ve done it again.

“Crikey.”

His voice has gone all gruff.

“Sorry, Martin. Maybe we should practice on mirrors.”

“Sorry?”

“Didn’t you do that, practice kissing on the bathroom mirror?”

“No.”

“Oh.”

“Sounds like fun, though.”

“You feel like a bit of a twit, actually.”

He laughs. “We must do this again sometime, supper, I mean. We must have supper, or lunch. Or tea. No, not tea. Sorry. Supper. We must have supper.”

“I’d like that.”

“Would you? Really?”

“Yes.”

“Crikey.”

“I’ll look forward to it. Only, there is one thing.”

“Yes. I know. I’ll give the mirror thing a go if you think it will help.”

“Actually, I meant your mother.”

“Oh, right. Well, just ignore that. I really don’t care.”

“That might be because you don’t have to work in a shop with her all day.”

“Point taken. Righty-ho, let’s keep this secret squirrel, shall we?”

“Secret squirrel?”

“Yes. Low-profile, for now, don’t you think? No need for her to be going into one.”

“Absolutely.”

Secret-squirrel suppers, with potential kissing practice. Who’d have guessed? I’m so pleased I could skip.

“Night, Jo.”

“Night, Martin.”

He hesitates, and then very slowly and deliberately kisses me on the cheek before he walks back up the road, whistling.

Crikey.

Gran’s got the front door open before I’m halfway up the path.

“I thought you might ask him in. I’ve had a little tidy-up in the living room, just in case. Not that I meant any funny business, only I thought you might want a coffee or something.”

“Funny business?”

She goes pink. “You know what I mean, nice-looking man like him. Nobody would blame you if you wanted a little fling, you know, pet. Only natural, after all.”

Dear God. Now my gran’s telling me to go for it.

“Gran, it’s very early days, and it was only supper. I’ve got quite enough on my plate without starting on flings.”

She smiles. “You’re a good girl, but there’s no harm in having a bit of fun, you know.”

“I’m having lots of fun, Gran.”

“Are you, dear? Well, that’s all right then. Life’s too short, that’s what I say. Now then, I’ll just ring Reg and he’ll be here in five minutes. He’s watching snooker tonight. Boring game if you ask me, but he seems to like it. Now where did I put my glasses?”

I ring Ellen for a debrief as soon as Reg has collected Gran.

“God, what will his mother say?”

“I’d rather not think about it. I didn’t do it on purpose, Ellen. Still, it’s rather nice.”

“Rather nice? For Christ’s sake, darling, it’s fucking brilliant. Exactly what you need, a man who’s good with his hands.”

“Well, let’s see how it goes. I’m not going to rush into anything. And neither is he. Which is perfect.”

“I love a man who knows how to take his time.”

“Stop it.”

“When are you seeing him again?”

“Tomorrow at some point, in the shop. He’s coming to measure up.”

She makes a rude noise. “Try not to snog him in front of his mother, darling, or she’ll probably stab you with a knitting needle.”

“I know. Actually, we’ve already agreed to keep a low profile on that front.”

“Sounds like a plan. So you’re still on for tomorrow night then?”

“Of course.”

“Sure? No Saturday-night plans with Dovetail?”

“No. And stop calling him that.”

“Well, if you change your mind, ask him round and we can all play strip poker. That always sorts the men from the boys. And Harry’s great at male bonding. He’ll home in on any secrets.”

“I don’t think Martin has secrets, Ellen.”

“Well, he has now.”

I’m driving to Sainsbury’s on Saturday morning to stock up on food for the weekend while Gran keeps an eye on the boys at home. I’m trying to decide on roast chicken or lamb for tonight’s supper with Ellen and Harry, scribbling on my list every time I get to a traffic light, and a woman comes on the radio and starts talking about her husband, who died last year, in a car crash that sounds weirdly similar to Nick’s. There’s something about the way she’s talking, very quietly, and with fairly long pauses, like she’s completely exhausted, that really gets to me, and suddenly I’m crying. And I can’t seem to stop. I’m in the car park at Sainsbury’s, sobbing, and I can’t stop. Bloody hell, this is getting ridiculous. And it doesn’t feel like this is really about Nick at all; it’s more like something else, like when I was pregnant with Archie and I kept bursting into tears all the time for no reason. And there’s no way I can be pregnant, so it can’t be that. Unless. Oh. My. God.

Oh. My. God.

My hands are shaking now. Bloody hell. I can’t be. I’m just panicking. It must be some kind of hormonal echo because I’ve been seeing Lily over the past few weeks. It must be some sort of newborn bounce back. I can’t be pregnant—it’s too ridiculous. I’ll go in and get a test, and it’ll be fine. I’ll get a trolleyful of shopping and do the test and it’ll be negative. And everything will be fine. No surprises from a Christmas moment in Venice, definitely. Christ.

I’m sitting in a Formica cubicle in the loo in Sainsbury’s, looking at a plastic stick, and even though I know it’s going to be negative, I’m still feeling like I’m dangling off a bit of rope from a very tall building, and I daren’t look down. Or up. It’s exactly the same make of test that I bought when I was pregnant with Archie. Only last time it was positive, and this time it’s going to be negative and I’ll feel like a total fool. Actually, I’m going to feel like a total fool whatever the result. Jesus. I’m holding my breath, which probably isn’t a very good idea since I really don’t want to be discovered by the customer services team passed out on the floor still clutching my plastic wand. Maybe I should try breathing into a paper bag or something. But I’ve only got a shopping bag, and I’m not sure that would have quite the same effect.

There’s a blue cross in the window.

Fuck. It’s positive. I read the leaflet again.

Fuck.

I call Ellen.

“What’s the matter? You sound really weird. Where are you?”

“In the loo in Sainsbury’s. And I need to see you.”

“Sorry, what did you say? I can’t hear you properly.”

“Ellen.”

“Yes?”

“I need to see you.”

“I’ll be there by five, darling. What’s the matter?”

“I think I might be pregnant.”

“What?”

“Venice.”

“Fucking hell.”

“I know.”

There’s a silence.

“Have you done a test?”

“Yes.”

There’s another silence.

“So it wasn’t the custard creams then.”

“Sorry?”

“Why you can’t fit into your jeans.”

“Apparently not.”

“Fucking hell.”

Oh, God, I’m crying again.

“Sweetheart, please don’t cry. Look, I’ll come down early; we’ll be there as soon as possible, yes?”

“Yes.”

“God, darling, just when you thought it was safe to go back in the water. I can’t believe it.”

“I know.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

By the time I’ve got back home and unpacked the shopping, I’m due at the shop. Gran’s taken the boys for a walk on the beach with Reg, and Trevor, and I’ve almost managed to calm down, mainly by trying not to think about it.

I’m sorting through the mohair and silks, and trying to pretend everything’s normal, when Martin arrives and starts trailing a tape measure about, whistling.

“Two sets, or one?”

“Sorry?”

“By the door. Do you want a set either side, or just the one?”

“I’m not sure. Both sides, I think.”

“Okay. That shouldn’t be too tricky. Great meal last night. But it’s my treat, next time.”

“Sure.”

“So, whenever you’re free?”

“Sorry?”

“If you’d like to . . . Look, are you all right? You seem a bit strange. If you’ve changed your mind or anything, I completely understand.” He’s looking worried now.

“No, it’s not that. It’s just, well . . .”

“What?”

“I think I might be pregnant.”

Christ, why on earth did I say that?

He takes a step backward.

“But you can’t be. It was only a kiss.” He sounds panicky now.

The poor man must think I’ve gone into some kind of nutter meltdown; one kiss and now I’m announcing I’m pregnant.

“I know, Martin. Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything—this is none of your business. I’ve only just found out, that’s all.”

“Oh, right, for a minute there . . . Sorry. So who— I mean, God, sorry, just ignore me. It’s none of my business.”

“Do you remember that photographer who came into the shop, when Ellen was down a few months ago? The one who was doing the pictures of Grace for the magazine? Well, we met up, in Venice. Anyway, I’ve only just found out, I haven’t really had time to . . . Well, anyway, sorry. I shouldn’t be telling you all this. Please don’t say anything.”

There’s a silence.

“Of course. Right. Sorry.”

“Please stop saying sorry, Martin.”

He moves forward, and then he hesitates. “I should probably go.”

“Okay.”

“We can sort the shelves out any time—just let me know. I’ve got all the measurements I need.”

“Great.”

“But call me, if you need anything. Not that I’ll be much use, but still, sorry . . . Look, I’d better be off.”

“Thanks, Martin.”

Damn. It looks like that’s all over, before it even began, whatever it was.

By the time Ellen and Harry arrive, I’m exhausted. I’ve rearranged most of the stock in the shop in between serving customers and helping Tina pick up the stitches for the front border of her cardigan—all excellent diversionary tactics, but pretty knackering. The boys are building train track all over the living room floor. Harry’s helping them, while Ellen and I sit in the kitchen.

“So how are you feeling, darling? A bit less freaked out now you’ve had time to think?”

I nod, and then burst into tears, as quietly as I can, so there’s a fair bit of shoulder heaving and smothered gulping.

“It might not be definite, you know. How many tests have you done?”

“Three.”

“Oh.”

“Yes. And anyway, I know it is. I can’t believe I’ve been so stupid—it’s just like I was with the boys. Christ, you’d think I’d have realized sooner. And what if something goes wrong? What if I die? What’ll happen to the boys then?”

“Nothing’s going to happen.”

“But what if it did?”

“Then me and your gran would take care of them, and Vin and Lulu, but nothing’s going to happen, please. Christ, you’ll have me in tears in a minute.”

“I don’t know what’s the matter with me.”

“Yes, you do. Don’t you remember how obsessed you got when you were pregnant with Archie? You made us all show you our life-insurance policies, and you made Nick go on that first aid course.”

“Yes, and I bloody wish I’d gone on it myself now. I can’t do artificial respiration or anything.”

“Neither could Nick. He just did splints and bandages, remember? He put that bandage on my arm so tight I couldn’t hold my glass.”

“Yes, but I don’t even know how to do splints. Christ, I really don’t think I can do this, Ellen.”

“You mean not go ahead with it? That would be all right, you know, darling. It’s a lot to take on.”

“No, I couldn’t, not after having the boys. It would feel like tempting fate.”

“Sorry?”

“Turning down the chance of another baby, it would feel selfish when I’ve been so lucky with the boys. The gods would punish me or something. I’ve looked at too many scan pictures for too long. Christ, what if it’s a girl? I can’t do girls. I can barely do boys.”

She smiles. “Of course you can.”

“I’m nearly forty, for Christ’s sake. I thought I’d be moving toward hot flushing, not having another baby.”

“Forty’s not old, darling.”

“I know it’s not, but I’ve had my babies, and anyway we were sensible, we used condoms, we really did. It’s so embarrassing, I feel like a complete idiot.”

“Is it a mistake then?”

“Well, I didn’t bloody plan it, that’s for sure.”

“I know, but I was thinking about it on the drive down, and maybe it’s a kind of payback for all the crap you had last year. It’s something positive and new, like fate has stepped in. Maybe it’s all just part of life’s wonderful journey.”

She tries to keep a straight face but then snorts with laughter, which makes me laugh too.

“Christ. It’s just one thing after another with you, isn’t it?”

“Thanks.”

“I used to be so jealous of you.”

“But not anymore though, right?”

She smiles. “No. I still am, actually.”

“Then you must be mad.”

“Darling, think about it: you meet Nick and get married and have two lovely boys, and it was all so perfect, I could hardly bear it sometimes. Not that I was in love with Nick or anything like that.”

We both smile.

“But still, it was all so grown-up and real, I used to feel like your silly teenage sister sometimes, never really getting to do any of the proper stuff.”

“And that’s another thing I can’t get my head round, the idea that it’s not Nick’s baby, you know. I want to ring him up in Jerusalem and say number three is on the way, and hear him say, ‘Oh, Christ, we just got rid of the cot,’ like he did with Archie. And then he’d get tearful when we went for the scan, and pretend he wasn’t, and flirt with the midwife.”

She puts her hand on my arm.

“Stop it.”

“Okay.”

“This is your baby. And Daniel’s. At least I assume it’s Daniel’s, unless you’ve got any more surprises up your sleeve. God, I need a drink.”

“So do I, but I think I’d better stick to tea. There’s still some of that vodka you brought down last time in the pantry, if you fancy that?”

“Hallelujah.”

She fills a tumbler with ice, pours herself what must be a quadruple vodka, and takes a more modest one in for Harry.

“They’re having a fabulous time in there—they’ve got trains everywhere. So, have you thought about what you’re going to do, about Daniel?”

“I think I’ll wait, until I’m sure everything’s all right.”

“Good plan.”

“And then, I don’t know. I’ll have to tell him, but I don’t think he’ll want to be part of it, not now he’s back with Liv. And that’s fine.”

“Is it?”

“Yes. Absolutely. He didn’t sign up for this.”

“Neither did you.”

“No, but I’ve got a choice. So if I go for it, and I will, then I don’t want him guilt-tripped into anything, mucking us all about. I really don’t want that. It’d be crap for everyone, but most important of all it’d be crap for the boys.”

“Or boys and girl.”

“Please.”

“Well, good for you. I’d leave it until you’ve had the baby, if I was you. That way, if he wants a DNA test it’ll be simple.”

“I don’t think it’ll come to that, Ellen.”

“He’s loaded, darling—he’ll think you’re after his money. Which you bloody should be. Why should this be down to you?”

“Because it’s me that’s having it. I haven’t asked him to decide, and I’m not going to. This is my choice, and there’s no point pretending there’s anything else going on. I’ll tell him, of course I will, and then it’ll be down to what he wants to do about visits or whatever, but it’ll be nothing more than that. We’re not a couple, Ellen, we never were. Christ, if you’d told me this time last year that all this would be happening, I’d never have believed you.”

“No, but at least you’re making hay while the sun shines.”

“I don’t like hay—it brings me out in a rash.”

“I’m trying to be helpful here. Work with me, would you? When you think about it, all the really big stuff just happens, you know, the really major stuff, like having babies. And dying. Not that the two are connected. But we think we’re in control, although all we can really do is faff about around the edges.”

“Have you been reading one of your Who Moved My Chicken Soup from Venus books again?”

“No. But it’s true, you can only play the cards you’re dealt, right?”

“Well, I think I’ll fold on this hand, if nobody minds. I’ll just sit this one out and eat crisps.”

She smiles.

“But you’re definitely having it, right? For better or worse?”

“Yes. And definitely bloody poorer.”

“Well then, so am I. I’m going to go for it.”

“Go for what?”

“A baby. There, I’ve said it. I really want one. And if I may just say, I think it’s absolutely typical of you to get pregnant at the exact moment I realize it’s what I really want. I’m going to be so jealous, all over again.”

“Oh, sweetheart, I thought you’d already decided.”

“Can’t a girl change her mind?”

“Have you talked to Harry?”

“He’s up for it, if I am. But he’s not desperate. So it’s fine either way. Just think, if I get a move on, we could be pregnant together. Wouldn’t that be fabulous? I can be a bigger bride than I was planning on, and we can sit knitting and looking at our big fat stomachs.”

“I can already do that, thank you very much.”

“Yes, but at least you’ve got a good excuse now.”

“It’s very early days, you know, Ellen. Anything might happen. Things go wrong all the time.”

“I know. But I can see you with another baby.”

“Can you?”

“Yes.”

“How am I doing?”

“Great. And the boys are too.”

“Thank God for that. If I survived last year, I can survive this one, right?”

“Exactly. And if you have a girl and I have a boy, we can always do a swap, can’t we? Boys aren’t really into shopping, are they?”

“Not so you’d notice; not unless it involves buying plastic swords.”

She laughs. “I’m starving. What have you got in the fridge?”

“God knows. What do you fancy?”

“Lamb chops with celeriac mash, and a passion-fruit pavlova.”

“Spaghetti carbonara? I meant to buy a chicken, but I forgot. But I’ve got two packs of Kit Kats, and a jumbo assortment of chocolate mini-rolls.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Go and sell it to the boys, would you?”

“Sorry?”

“Sign them up for carbonara, and don’t mention the Kit Kats, or they’ll want them now. And don’t let Jack start obsessing about the bacon. He thinks he doesn’t like it, but he does. And Archie’s not keen on Parmesan—he’ll ask you if there’s cheese. Just say no. He likes it when it’s melted, so I don’t tell him.”

“So no bacon, invisible cheese, and no mention of Kit Kats to soften the blow. And if I fail?”

“They’ll both whine and refuse to eat anything, and Archie will get very stroppy—he always does when he’s hungry—and throw a fit.”

“Bloody hell. So no pressure at all then?”

“Welcome to my world.”
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