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      Jingle bells. Jingle bells. Jingle all the way.

      I turn the volume down on the radio that’s playing festive favourites and grip the steering wheel of my cherry-red Mini Clubman, inwardly willing the temperamental old car not to conk out before I reach the crest of the steep cliff road winding down to the cosy seaside town of Mulberry-On-Sea. Or worse still, for the double doors at the back of the car to burst open and scatter the boot paraphernalia all over the road. It’s happened before. A few years back when I was going up this very same steep road, my unzipped weekender bag fell out and tumbled away, flinging the contents into the hedgerows and front gardens flanking the road. I ended up having to retrieve my best, and most comfortable, bra from a sailboat moored up on a driveway after an extra keen seagull had swooped down in search of food, only to deposit the bra in the hull on realising that it wasn’t actually edible. And now, with my children, fourteen-year-old twins, Oscar and Olly, and Freya who is six, two guinea pigs called Snuggle and Chewy (on account of his gingery Chewbacca style fur) and Henry, the family dog – a retriever with a wild, curly coat the colour of golden syrup – not to mention an enormous pile of luggage and my old bicycle strapped to the roof, the car is crawling under the strain.

      ‘Any minute now,’ I say as brightly as I can muster, in an attempt to keep all our spirits up.

      It’s been a long journey in the chilly winter weather, and it’s starting to get dark now too. We are all tired and hungry and in desperate need of a hot drink, or a large mug of mulled wine in my case. There’s a bottle of my homemade cranberry and orange spice-infused Christmas concoction in the back and I can’t wait to arrive, get unpacked, and put my feet up in a bubble bath to unwind with a mug of warm wine and one of my baking books. I love looking at the tantalising images of festive orange and cinnamon swirls, or a batch of floury, soft baps enveloped in a comforting mist of steam straight from a hot oven, wondering if I can create the same look as they do in the pictures. Not that I’m a master baker, definitely not – very much an amateur baker – but I like to have a go. I even did a bread-making course many moons ago, and have the proper food hygiene and safety certificates too, to go with my dream of one day opening up my own little bakery business. I’ve always wanted to take my bread-making skills further, but never had the opportunity to pursue this in the past. Baking soothes my soul, which might sound a bit woo-woo but I absolutely do feel all Zen and serene inside after a good baking session. Plus, forty minutes or so of peace and tranquillity with a baking recipe book behind a locked bathroom door is often just the thing to perk me right up. Don’t get me wrong, I love my children with every fibre of my being but it is fair to say that they can be very full-on and trying at times. I’m often exhausted and spend much of the rest of the time wondering if I’m even equipped to be a proper grown-up parent. Like lots of us, I mostly feel as though I’m making it all up as I go along. Either the twins are bickering or Freya is complaining about it not being fair when she has to go to bed earlier than her much older brothers, or some such other ‘end of the world’ problem is the order of the day. Yes, a lovely hot bath is often a welcome relief to recharge my batteries and get me ready to start all over again the following day. And being a single parent now means it’s all down to me to keep the four of us, plus three pets, alive and thriving.

      Tucking a chunk of curly chestnut hair back inside my knitted bobble hat, I glance in the rear-view mirror, my freckle-speckled rosy cheeks lifting into a big grin as I hope at least one of my three children will meet my eye and give me a reassuring thumbs up. But poor Freya is leaning forward with an earnest look on her face as she holds on with dear life to a length of bungee cord hoisted over her tiny shoulder, the other end attached to the inside of the car’s back doors as a ‘just-in-case’ insurance measure to stop them bursting open again. And the twins, well… they are oblivious as usual, with the screens of their mobiles glowing mere millimetres from their fixated faces as their thumbs feverishly tap away. Only Henry seems excited, sitting up in the front passenger seat on account of his windy bottom banishing him from sharing the back seat. The twins refused to even get in the car unless Henry sat in the front, and so his tail is now sweeping the blanket-covered seat in feverish anticipation of all the cavorting in the sea and sand dunes he has to look forward to. It’s extraordinary how, every time we reach this point in the journey, he always seems to know where we are heading and does his exuberantly panty dog-breath thing with his mouth wide open and his tongue lolling out to make the windscreen steam up. ‘OK, handsome boy, nearly there,’ I soothe, giving Henry’s unruly mane a quick, affectionate ruffle before swiping at the glass with the back of my coat sleeve, keen to actually see the road ahead. Safety first and all that. Plus, I don’t want to miss the moment I’ve been looking forward to ever since I came to the conclusion that moving back to Mulberry-On-Sea is the best possible option under the circumstances.

      Any minute now and the powder-blue art deco building with arched windows and the golden, glittery Christmas window display that is Carrington’s department store, is going to come into view. A landmark synonymous with arriving in the lovely little traditional seaside village with the peppermint-green railings leading down to the harbour and a glimpse of the sea beyond, it’s the place where tourists take their pictures and the locals let out a sigh of contentment, happy to be home. And I can’t wait, even though returning to Mulberry feels bittersweet. You see, I grew up here and first moved away in my early twenties, and it has been far too long since we have been back to visit as a family. We used to come here in the summer holidays and spend six long glorious weeks sunbathing and swimming in the surprisingly warm sparkling sea. But things are different now. Losing your home this close to Christmas time would do that, and so I packed up our whole world inside the car.

      Apart from Ted, of course.

      I think of the framed photos and his cartoon caricature sketches carefully stowed in the footwell of the passenger seat beside me, remembering lifting one of the lovely pictures from the mantelpiece to wrap in tissue paper for packing, running the tip of my index finger over the perfect beach scene it portrays: seagulls caw-cawing as they swoop and soar up high in a cloudless turquoise sky; the sun shimmering on the crystal-capped waves as they lull back and forth on the sandy shore; the grassy dunes rising in the background, nestling amidst the row of ramshackle old fishermen’s huts; my late husband, Ted, as a child, making sandcastles and laughing into the camera as Jan and Ken, his proud mum and dad, captured the happy scene that now lives inside the silver photo frame. The other picture is a festive one taken of Ted as a young teenager with a red Santa hat on his head, grinning as he sits on a sledge in the snow-covered grassy slopes that lead down to the other end of the beach where a row of pastel-coloured beach huts hug the coastline. If it snows at Christmas time, it’s a tradition for everyone in the little seaside town of Mulberry to go sledging on the slopes and I’m really hoping we might get to give it a go this year to help create some new happy memories.

      It was just over a year ago that Ted died in the prime of his life at the age of thirty-seven, doing what he loved best: second only to drawing cartoon caricatures, he was playing football with his mates, when an unknown heart condition took him in an instant. ‘Just like that,’ as the late, great comedian Tommy Cooper used to say, according to my granddad who was a big Tommy Cooper fan. But on that fateful Sunday morning we had all thought Ted was messing around when it happened, staggering back and forth, with what looked like his daddy-dinosaur face on. The same goofy face he used to pull for the twins when they were little, and then for Freya, our ‘surprise’ baby girl – gasping and roaring, before clawing at his chest, making the children squeal and shriek in pleasure and faux fear at being caught and eaten up by the daddy dinosaur. And we had all been there that day, cheering Ted on as we did every Sunday morning before piling into the pub garden for a roast dinner and a good old family bicker about what film we would watch when they got back home. Whose turn was it to choose? And whose turn was it to hold the TV remote control and the enormous bowl of popcorn with mini marshmallows and Maltesers mixed in. None of the Carrington clan, as Dave, the pub landlord, called us, could ever remember any of these vitally important details for our afternoon of fun. I used to love those days all snuggled up on the sofa together, laughing and teasing one another. Only, there wasn’t a film that day. Or a roast dinner, come to think of it. I’ve blanked out much of what went on. The section from when the referee realised what was really happening with Ted and blew the whistle, followed by an ambulance hurtling across the muddy field, has all turned into a hazy, muddled memory that hovers on the periphery of my consciousness, never quite coming back into sharp focus. But maybe it’s better this way. Who wants to relive the moment their husband died over and over on a loop, like some kind of sadistic ritual? Not me, that’s for sure. Instead, I try to remember the good times. The life I had with Ted before he died. And focus on trying to build a happy future for me and children.

      Ted and I were young when we first met, still teenagers, in the sixth form at the local school, with part-time jobs in Carrington’s department store in the centre of Mulberry, the place where we both grew up. Ted had arrived to work in the Christmas grotto, dressed as an elf, complete with tight green trousers that accentuated his solid-looking football-player thighs. I was working in Handbags and Accessories, having a laugh with my friends – the wickedly acerbic and completely camp Eddie, the funny and friendly Georgie, and her best friend, Sam, plus all the others that I knew from school. I lost touch with them all years ago after I moved away. I think Georgie spends some of the year in Italy these days and Sam runs the coffee and cake shop inside Carrington’s. The last I heard of Eddie, he was having the time of his life as a TV celebrity living in LA, but I can still remember us all nudging each other and finding excuses to go and ‘help out’ in the grotto so we could get a look at the hot new boy, Ted Carrington, his dad a distant relative of one of the original Carrington family founders of the department store.

      I did try to play it cool but I’ve never been very good at doing that and literally ended up on top of Ted soon after we first spoke. Not on purpose. No, definitely not. He asked me where the stockroom was so he could get more of the wrapped presents to top up the wooden toy box beside Santa’s sleigh, and I had been so flustered that I tripped on the fairy-lights cable, bumped into Ted who put his arms out to break my fall, but skidded backwards on the fake snow strewn across the polished shop floor, and we both landed together in a clumsy heap. From then on, we were pretty much inseparable, laughing and flirting until the end of our shifts and I would have to go home and get back to my A levels revision. Not that I could fully focus on studying with thoughts of gorgeous Ted swirling around inside my head, and then inside my heart, with his cheeky, lopsided grin and twinkling blue eyes, and his wavy blonde hair that would flop into his eyes all the time and have to be pushed aside with his tanned forearm when he was busy turning the lever on the artificial snow machine.

      I catch my breath, wondering for the umpteenth time if I’m doing the right thing in bringing us all here to Mulberry-On-Sea. It feels like the best thing for me, to be close to where I was happiest with Ted back in those early, carefree days of our relationship and then again on our family holidays there. It’s always felt like a happy place and one that I’m hoping will make my family feel happy again. But the children’s whole lives, friends and school, is all so far away now. Oscar didn’t want to come and told me so, his teenage hormones fuelling his anger as he informed me how selfish I am to completely ruin his life. But after ignoring me for nearly a whole week, he realised too that there really isn’t an alternative. Yes, our old home held all the precious, wonderful memories of Ted, but I struggled to manage financially after Ted died, eking out his modest life-insurance payment and then when the little local café I worked in closed down and I lost my job making afternoon cream teas, I fell behind with the rent. The landlord was very kind and understanding at first, but when his own circumstances changed and he had to sell the house, it meant that we had to move out as the new people were keen to ‘be in before Christmas’. So rather than us all be homeless, I went for the only other option, after the council said they might be able to house us in a hostel (without Henry, Snuggle and Chewy though, who would all have to be rehomed somewhere else or given to an animal rescue shelter) but couldn’t guarantee where the hostel would be, or for how long. The children had suffered enough after losing their dad, so there was no way I could even consider us being without our beloved family pets. Henry especially has been such a comfort; it’s true what they say about pets just knowing how you feel, as Henry always rests his chin on my lap when I’m having a particularity tricky day and need a little bit of cheering up and tender loving care. No, we couldn’t part with our gorgeous Henry, or Snuggle and Chewy, even if I do end up having to clean out their cage when Olly and Oscar promised me faithfully in the pet shop when they were pleading the case for me to buy two guinea pigs, that they would take care of all their needs. Of course, it never happened. But seeing the boys watching TV with a guinea pig each on their laps or nestled on a shoulder and the softening of their tense jawlines as they manage to unwind and release the daily stress of losing their dad… well, it’s the very least they deserve to not be taken away from them too.

      So I took up Ted’s parents’ very generous and kind offer of moving into their old holiday home. Jan and Ken have lived in Australia for over ten years now and have no intention of using the tiny two-bedroomed weather-boarded fisherman’s beach house on the edge of the dunes and were very happy to be able to help us out. Although Ken made it very clear that the house needs some work and if I don’t mind cleaning it up and giving it a lick of paint then I’ll be doing them a favour too. And now that Ted’s pension payments have started coming through and there isn’t rent to pay each month, I should be able, with some careful budgeting, to keep the wolf from the door over the Christmas holidays and until I can find a new job. Even if the beach house is small and shabby and needs a bit of work, we’ll make the best of it and, besides, it has to be better than being homeless or being parted from our beloved pets.

      ‘Are we nearly there yet?’ Oscar mumbles, managing momentarily to lift up his own eyelids and halt the perpetual motion of his thumbs, bringing me back to the moment.

      ‘Almost,’ I smile brightly at him in the rear-view mirror as the Mini splutters, makes a metal-on-metal grinding noise before eventually reaching the top of the cliff road. At last! I let out a small sigh of grateful relief. ‘Why don’t you give Freya a hand? She looks as if she could do with a break and you’ve been on that phone for the entire journey now,’ I say, over my shoulder. Oscar reluctantly takes the length of bungee cord from Freya after muttering something about having to ‘save the progress in my game’ first. After giving her shoulders and hands a quick wriggle to release the tension of having held the blooming bungee cord for the lion’s share of the journey, Freya presses her eager little face up to the window in anticipation of our arrival. Ever since her first trip to Mulberry as a toddler, she’s always been keen to be the first one to spot all the lovely seaside sights.

      I keep my foot over the brake, just in case, as the road is icy and the last thing I want now is to lose control and end up skidding all the way into Mulberry. That has happened too. I was seventeen at the time and had just passed my driving test. I misjudged the descent, only to end up with the car swerving off the road and into Mrs Grace’s front garden, with the tyres trampling all over her prized gladiolas. It was mortifying as, back then, Mrs Grace was the supervisor of the handbags and accessories department in Carrington’s, and so after coming out of her house and checking that I was OK, she had been completely unimpressed on seeing the havoc I had caused. Mrs Grace went on and on about it every Saturday for months from then on, telling everyone, ‘You should see the shocking state of my front garden after Bridget drove her car right through it.’ Like I did it on purpose! Mrs Grace only let it go when I had saved up enough money to take a trip to the garden centre to buy the replacement gladiola plants. And then dug all the holes to put them in!

      ‘Mummy, Mummy, look over there,’ Freya squeals. ‘I can see the lights! The shop ones and all the twinkly rainbow ones shimmering in the sea. They look pretty.’

      And sure enough they do. Carrington’s department store is coming into view on our left. The boats moored in the harbour with their swaying lantern lights on the horizon to the right. I inhale and swallow down the wave of sadness that comes over me on realising Ted is missing out on this moment, for he really loved coming back to Mulberry for the holidays. Any minute now and we would have both glanced at each other, Ted would have given my thigh a quick squeeze before returning his hand back to the steering wheel, and I would have leant over sideways and rested my head on his shoulder and whispered, ‘We’re home,’ followed by a kiss on his stubbly chin and a burst of his warm, comforting scent of vanilla and spice. ‘They sure do, darling,’ I say to Freya, winking at her in the rear-view mirror. ‘And we’ll soon be in Granny and Granddad’s holiday home, all tucked up warm. I’ll make your favourite Lotus Biscoff hot chocolate when we get there. Would you like that?’ I add, a smile in place to cover the mixture of emotions whizzing around inside me right now.

      ‘No. Absolutely most definitely one hundred percent not.’ Freya nods firmly, trying to keep a straight face.

      ‘Oh, why is that then?’ I ask, a little surprised that she is seemingly happy once again to participate in this old family game that Ted used to play with her. Freya used to love it, but that all changed when he died and no amount of coaxing since then has made any difference. Until now, it seems. I hold my breath as I wait and will Freya to deliver the punch line.

      ‘Because I would LOVE it a trillion times over.’ And Freya can’t contain the giggles any longer as she bounces up and down in her seat, her fluffy blonde hair all static around her little red-cheeked face as she rubs her woolly mitten-clad hands over her head and up under her chin in glee. I feel as though my heart might burst with joy as I let out a massive big breath of sheer relief.

      ‘Then it’s a good job I put a giant bag of mini marshmallows and a jar of Biscoff spread inside my handbag then, isn’t it!’ I laugh. ‘Now, sit back in your seat, sweetheart, and keep yourself safe.’

      I reach the bottom of the winding cliff road and slow as the tarmac turns into cobbles with the white colonnaded walkway elevated at one side. Past the bandstand and the traffic lights which turn red just at the right time to give us a full view of the Carrington’s Christmas window display.

      ‘Mummy, Mummy! Look at all the elves. And the presents. They’re almost up to the top of the window,’ Freya says, unable to contain her excitement on seeing the magical scene set out in front of us in the enormous arched windows that are all frosted around the frames with sparkly fake snow. I smile to myself on remembering that first meeting with Ted, the pair of us rolling around in the fake snow. And to my surprise and dismay, for I haven’t cried in such a long time on remembering the good times, my eyes pool with tears. Maybe it’s the enormity of it all, losing our home that held so many memories, that’s making the arrival here this time feel so different. Or maybe it’s seeing Freya starting to bounce back after being subdued for such a long time. Or maybe it’s the sense of relief, that just perhaps it is going to be OK after all. But whatever it is, I quickly brush at my eyes to restore my vision as I don’t want the children to see my mixture of emotions and end up getting distressed. This is a special moment, marking a turning point for us, a fresh start, and I don’t want anything to spoil it as I’m a great believer in starting as you mean to go on. ‘And look at the merry-go-round,’ Freya continues marvelling. ‘And there’s Santa on his sleigh. And—’

      ‘Santa isn’t rea—’ Olly starts and so I jump in with, ‘OK, Olly,’ as I’m keen to preserve the magic of Christmas for my daughter for at least a few more years.

      We carry on through the old cobbled square, where years ago there was an open-air market selling fresh fish and fruit and flowers, and on past the harbour. It’s shaped like a horseshoe as if embracing the seawater that laps back and forth over the sand at low tide then turns into giant, frothy white-crested waves at high tide in a storm that thrashes back and forth against the harbour brick wall. The white lighthouse is majestic on the end of the stone pier, its golden light glowing in welcome. The harbour Christmas tree is constructed from wire mesh lobster pots and decorated with bright-orange buoys and flashing festive lights in crimson-red, holly-green and shimmery silver. I slow the car and we all sit in silence, just drinking in the view. Mulberry-On-Sea really is the most magical place to be. And what is that? I’m sure I can hear something drifting in the night air so I switch off the engine and wind down the window.

      ‘Is that someone singing?’ Olly whispers.

      ‘I think it is.’ I pop my head out of the window and can hear a deep male voice singing a rousing, emotive sea shanty, evocative with the clanging of the boats’ halyards against their masts. I glance across the cobbles towards Our Lady Star of the Sea, the tiny old sailors’ church built into the bottom of a cliff, with its whitewashed brick and arched porch and an anchor insignia carved into the stone above the open wooden door that reveals a light glowing from within. I wonder if it’s possible the singing is coming from in there? It sounds so beautiful, melodic, melancholic and rich… and extremely emotional. It takes my breath away.

      As the singing comes to an end, I wind the window back up and I drive on, past The Hook, Line & Sinker pub with its blue-and-white striped awning rolled back for the night, and then on to the promenade swathed in a myriad of twinkling gold lights looped like bunting between the old black-painted Victorian streetlights, each with three ornate globe-shaped bulbs; the lifeguard’s cottage with the rescue boat on the jetty all ready to launch into the sea at a moment’s notice; the little row of shops with a bookshop that doubles as a post office, a hairdresser’s, an art gallery, a knick-knack store full of flip-flops, inflatables, snorkelling gear, sledges, floppy sunhats, and sun cream, a fish and chip shop and an ice cream kiosk; and eventually on to the winding unmade coastal road that runs the length of the beach, with marshy fields on one side and marram grass-topped dunes on the other, until it peters out all together and the tarmac turns into sand. That’s where we will find our new home. The wave of relief that washes over me is palpable, even if it is pitch black by now and it has suddenly dawned on me that I haven’t brought a proper torch. But the moon is full and ripe, the colour of butterscotch in the inky night sky, the sound of the waves welcoming as they sway back and forth, rhythmic and reassuring. The stars are twinkling and the boat lanterns winking in the distance of the harbour as if signalling our arrival and telling us it is all going to be all right. We will make the best of it. As we always have.

      And so, bathed in a butterscotch glow, my three sleepy children, one dog, two guinea pigs, and I make our way across the sand to the little sunshine-yellow painted wooden beach house in the distance, enjoying the adventure of snuggling into our duvets as we wrap the padding around our shoulders, each of us clasping a collection of bags and boxes of belongings too. Henry is bounding around, biting the frost-topped sand in excitement, the wind from the sea muffling his barking. Not that it matters if he is a bit noisy as we are the only ones here; the other little weatherboard holiday homes on this section of the beach are all empty and closed up for the winter.

      I reach the rickety wooden steps leading up to the front door and after offloading my luggage I take a deep breath and turn towards the waves, the salty sea air making me feel vibrant and alive. Optimistic. For the first time in a very long time I can actually feel my heart lifting. It’s a quiet fizz of excitement, but full of promise at the prospect of stepping into this new chapter in our lives. Wrapping my arms around myself, I tilt my head towards the sky and briefly nod at the stars as if to tell Ted we are here. The perfect place to spend Christmas as I try to put our family back together again. A new beginning. And Ted will always be with us – his ashes sprinkled around the old shipwreck that is only visible when the tide is far out – a fitting place for him to be, Ken, Jan, and I had felt. Somewhere he had been happiest – as a child making sandcastles in the summer, then later when we had run across the sand and sat in the shipwreck together as teenagers on balmy summer days. Or when we’d huddled together on crisp winter evenings with a beach barbecue to toast our marshmallows on. The place where we shared our first kiss. The place where Ted first said he loved me and I told him the same right back. The place where I told Ted I was pregnant and then held my breath as I waited for his reaction in case it was too soon, as we were both still very young. But Ted had been over the moon, scooping me up into one of his trademark big bear hugs and twirling me around and around and around while we both laughed and cried happy tears until I had begged him to stop because I was feeling a bit queasy and didn’t want to throw up all over the shoulder of his new denim jacket.

      I smile to myself, certain I can see one of the stars twinkling extra brightly in this moment, as if to acknowledge my wish and convince me that, yes, Mulberry-On-Sea is the place we all need to be, surrounded by those happy memories of holidays and special times where nothing bad ever happens… or so it seems.
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      ‘Mummy, don’t forget Louis?’ Freya exclaims, lifting the glass Kilner jar containing the sourdough starter that I’ve been cultivating for the last few months from the top of the wooden steps that lead up to the front door. My best friend, Lorna, gave me a small cup full of the fermenting yeast mixture and so far I’ve managed to grow the starter – aka Louis, as Freya has fondly named him – to a pretty impressive size. I’ve also managed to use a little bit of Louis to bake a few decent-looking sourdough loaves that have actually tasted pretty good too, when toasted and slathered in salted butter and my homemade strawberry jam or Cointreau chutney, with a chunk of tangy cheddar on the side. Absolutely delicious!

      ‘Oh no, we definitely mustn’t forget Louis. Thank you, darling,’ I beam, taking Louis from Freya and tucking the jar into the crook of my elbow as I fish around inside the pocket of my jeans with my spare hand to retrieve the door key. But it isn’t there!

      The four of us are grouped around the front door of the beach house. Henry is bouncing about on the sand nearby, happy to be free from the car at last, and Snuggle and Chewy are in a pet carrier with a blanket wrapped around it to keep them warm. Oscar is shining the torch on his phone towards the porch so I can see where the lock is on the front door. After handing Louis back to Freya, I try my other pocket, but no luck.

      ‘Oscar can you shine the light over this way please?’

      He does, and I have a good rummage through the contents of my handbag – two dog biscuits, a tangled hairbrush, the bag of marshmallows, a purse, book, lipstick, Lego figure, a multitude of sweet wrappers and all sorts of no-idea-why-I-have-it-in-my-bag type clutter, but still no key! My heart sinks. It is perishingly cold now and my fingertips are going numb. Freya is shivering and the boys are getting restless, elbowing each other in the side to see if they can make the other one fall over and faceplant the frosty sand. Even Henry has given up cavorting and is now sitting at my feet with his head cocked to one side as if wondering what on earth is going on? Fun time is over and he wants his dinner – 7pm on the dot. He always knows! And, sure enough, I push my sleeve back and glance at the digital watch screen where 19:00 is glowing in the dark.

      ‘OK, kids, let’s see if the key is in the car. Maybe it fell out of my pocket when I sat down,’ I say, far more optimistically than I feel as I try to quash the swirly feeling of failure that is building inside me. So much for a fresh start and good new beginning. I can’t even get us all inside our new home!

      ‘Does this mean we all have to trudge all the way back to the car?’ Oscar sighs, kicking the toe of his left trainer against the side of the wooden boards that once upon a time had formed a small jetty for the fisherman’s boat to launch from, but which now serve as a pathway over the sand leading from the beach house all the way down to the sea.

      ‘Yes it does,’ I say, giving him an apologetic look. ‘But it’s hardly a long way, and besides, you’ve been sitting down for most of the day during the car journey so a bit of walking around will do you good.’ I nod, as if to underline the sensible, no-nonsense mum vibe I’m desperately trying to channel.

      ‘But it’s bloody freezing,’ Oscar continues, pulling the sides of his beanie hat further down over his ears in an attempt to keep warm.

      ‘Well, I can’t do anything about it,’ I say, and then add, ‘and please don’t swear in front of Freya. She’s only six. Come on, a brisk walk will warm us all up.’ But it’s no use. My cheerful chivvying and no-nonsense mum act aren’t having the desired effect and they all stand and stare at me despondently. Henry too has his chocolate-drop puppy-dog eyes fixed firmly on me as if seemingly waiting for me to wave a magic wand. If only it were that simple. But then, as if by actual magic, Olly comes up with a suggestion.

      ‘No need for us all to trudge back across the dunes. Why don’t I go to the car and look for the key while you all wait here?’ he offers.

      ‘Oh, um,’ I start, taken aback, but liking this rare and impromptu flash of maturity as I hand the car key to Olly. ‘Well, that really would be a massive help – save us all having to trudge back to the car,’ I say, giving my other son, Oscar, my special ‘mum look’. The one that I caught myself doing in the mirror that time and was startled at how similar I looked to my own mum, Patty, short for Patricia.

      A flamboyant woman who has never forgiven me for marrying Ted, ‘that boy next door’ as she called him, and not the prestigious pilot, shipping magnate, or property tycoon that prolific social-climber Patty always envisaged for her only daughter. We even fell out over it and didn’t talk for a while as she was pretty mean to Ted, only reconciling after he died. Patty lives in Spain now, Marbella, on the Costa del Sol, where she reins over her chain of beauty bars bought for her by her third husband, Derek, a property tycoon from Dublin! The irony isn’t lost on me either, as Patty was very evasive when I reluctantly asked her if she might be kind enough to consider helping me out with a loan, just enough for a deposit on a new rental house, when it had first become apparent a few months back that we were going to lose our home. I hated asking for a handout, but in that moment I really hadn’t seen any other option. Ted and I had never been much good at saving – not that we ever had any money left over at the end of each month in any case. So in the depths of despair and bracing myself for another ‘Let’s get you on the Sugar Daddies R Us dating website’ chat, I had reluctantly turned to Patty after talking it through with Lorna, who would have loved to help me out if she could but had just spent the last of her savings on a new washing machine because her old one had conked out and couldn’t be repaired. True to form, Patty had done her promo piece about the merits of Sugar Daddies R Us – it was where she’d met mega-minted Derek after all – before promising to ‘give Derek a tap’. But a few days later had sent me a ‘Sorry hun, no spare cash at the mo’ text message with a sad face emoji and three kisses followed by another message offering me and the children free use of the apartment above Patty’s 24hr Nail, Tanning & Karaoke salon on the main party strip in Benalmadena.

      ‘Cool.’ Olly shoves his hands into the pockets of his padded jacket and goes to walk off across the sand back to where the car is parked on the other side of the dunes.

      ‘Please put your torch on too, love.’ I call after Olly, not wanting him disappearing into the dark. There are no street lights along this part of the beach and with the buffeting of the wind that has picked up now and the sound of the swirling waves, we’d never hear him if he got into trouble and called out for help or something. And then I suddenly wonder if it is actually safe for my fourteen-year-old son to head off into the night by himself? But before I can overthink and then doubt whatever decision I make, it’s made for me, and Olly is sprinting off across the sand, the light from his phone torch bobbing about in the darkness.

      After taking Louis from Freya and placing the jar back by the front door, I sit on the top step to wait for Olly, pulling Freya onto my lap for a cuddle to warm her up. Henry, instantly jealous as always and keen to get a look in, shoves his nose under my arm and makes Freya giggle by burrowing his head inside her duvet. Even Oscar knows a good thing when he sees it and slouches over to join us on the step, leaning into me until I am literally swathed in bodies huddling together to keep warm, all the while keeping a look out for the light that’s reassuringly still bobbing around over by the sand dunes I can just about see in my periphery to the left.

      Moments later, and Olly is coming back across the beach, the narrow shaft of light from his phone shining brighter and brighter the closer he gets and I see that he has my cumbersome old bicycle beside him.

      ‘Ooh, here he is! Come on, let’s get inside,’ I say, chivvying the three of them off me and standing up, desperate now to use the loo and get everyone inside in the warm and shelter from the wind. Henry bounces over towards Olly, greeting him as always with a big, waggy tail and a few quick circle spins as if Olly has been gone for an eternity and not mere minutes.

      ‘Sorry, Mum. I couldn’t find the key!’ Olly gasps, dropping the bike sideways onto the sand and bending over with his hands on his knees to catch his breath from having trekked across the dunes in the biting wind.

      ‘Oh, no!’ I put my hand on Olly’s back. ‘But thanks for bringing the bike though. I completely forgot about it strapped up there on the roof of the car,’ I say, wondering what to do now.

      ‘No problem,’ Olly grins, clearly pleased to have at least sorted out the bike, but is disheartened not to have found the door key as his grin fades. ‘Yeah, I looked everywhere for it. Even under the floor mats in the car and in the boot in case the key fell out of your pocket when you were loading the car up this morning. I checked in the sand all around the car too.’

      ‘Ah, well thanks, love, at least you tried,’ I say brightly, pinning a smile on my face as my heart sinks and a tingle of unease joins the feeling of failure that has returned. What now? There isn’t enough petrol in the car to get us all the way to Stoneley, the nearest big town where there’s a garage open at this time of night – the local petrol station in Mulberry that doubles as a car repair garage was closed when we drove past, which is why I couldn’t fill up. I’d figured there was enough petrol to get us to the beach house and then I’d sort it out in the morning when it was daylight.

      ‘So what are we going to do now, then?’ Oscar says, shoving his hands deeper into his jeans pockets as he kicks at a small pile of pebbles by the edge of the wooden boards.

      ‘I could see if there’s a window we might be able to lift open?’ Olly offers, directing his phone torch towards the biggest window to the left of the door and then to a smaller one on the right. ‘They’re only wooden framed and remember when Dad managed to get one open years ago when Freya was a toddler and the door slammed shut in the wind and she got stuck inside the beach house all by herself.’

      ‘Oh yes—’ I start, but am interrupted by Oscar.

      ‘Yeah, well you’re not Dad.’ Oscar scowls at Olly with a look of pure disdain in his eyes.

      ‘And you’re a total melt!’ Olly retorts, flashing a look back at his twin brother.

      ‘OK, boys, that’s enough,’ I say, cutting it off before it escalates. ‘Nobody is a melt, and I wish you wouldn’t say that.’ I look at Olly. ‘We need to sort this out together.’

      The last thing I want right now is for the pair of them to get into a verbal fight. Freya will get upset and then the whole ‘happy to be here’ vibe will definitely be spoilt. And I really want this move to work out for us all. A fresh start. That’s what I’m hoping for. I look at the wooden-framed windows to see if it’s feasible to try to prise one open, remembering when Ted had used a bank card to slide under the catch, and we joked about the ease with which he had ‘broken in’ almost like an experienced burglar. That’s when Ted had confessed to ‘having form’. As a schoolboy he had once broken into his dad’s summer house using a similar trick with the card to help himself to three cans of lager for
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