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For my very own wonderful, beloved family




Out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing was ever made.

Immanuel Kant
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CANDLEWOOD FARM

Luxury rural retreat

Ideal for families or groups (no hens or stags)

A charming Cotswold manor house, plus a group of sympathetically restored outbuildings to provide characterful additional accommodation: sleeps 16 in 8 bedrooms (cots available)

Outdoor swimming pool, tennis court, croquet lawn

Outside catering optional

Pets welcome



The photographs in Charlie’s smart, glossy brochure seemed to have been taken in high summer. The kind of high summer England collectively dreamt of but hardly ever seemed to experience, of the vivid pinks, lilacs and oranges of a flowerbed, the cobalt of a cloudless sky, and shimmering heat. Charlie wondered how long they’d had to wait to shoot the pictures. Years, maybe. Or perhaps the photos hadn’t really looked like that at all, and they’d laid fancy filters and special effects over the top, like the kids did with the endless pictures of themselves they seemed to take, these days. It looked completely idyllic. Which was, incidentally, the word used most often in the brochure.

The house was pleasingly symmetrical, built of warm Cotswold stone, clad in a flowering wisteria (first trick: wisteria bloomed in the spring). The garden was classic country – seasonally correct, this time – with manicured hornbeam hedges and deep beds of lupins, delphiniums and dahlias. Blowsy full roses curled around metal arbours set along a path down to a small blue lozenge of a swimming-pool with teak sun-loungers and a tiny pastel-coloured summerhouse for changing into your costume. It was the sort of garden Charlie had been trying to grow all his adult life, and here it was. There was a smart tennis court, with a high green fence, and a croquet set.

Small ‘lifestyle’ photographs interspersed the more informative ones – a jug of icy Pimm’s and some glasses, pretty pottery bowls full of tomatoes and strawberries you just knew were still warm from the sunshine under which they had been picked. Or, at least, that was how it looked. It all seemed to be saying, ‘Everything is soft-focus perfect here. Your life could be this way too, if only you’d come …’ Selling a fantasy. And Charlie was buying.

There’d been no glossy, professional brochure twelve years ago, when Daphne had seen an advertisement in the back pages of one of the women’s magazines she pored over every month. She’d neatly sliced out the ad, with the special little cutter he’d bought her one Christmas to do just that. Kept it in what she called her file of dreams and schemes, which was one of those paper concertina things, tied with a ribbon. Daphne’s was pink flowers and a yellow ribbon, bought from WHSmith on the high street years ago. It had lived, and still did, on the bookshelf in the kitchen, with her old cookbooks. It was all still there.

She’d annotated most of the cookbooks – adjustments to recipes, notes on temperatures – and he couldn’t bear to throw them away, though he hadn’t used them once since he’d been on his own. He’d got away with it, too. Convention, friends and his well-meaning children had contrived to remove most of her physical presence from the house in the years after she’d died. Her clothes and handbags had gone to charity shops, and their wardrobe hadn’t smelt of her in years. Her jewellery, such as it was, had been spread among the family according to her wishes, expressed on a note left in its box. But no one seemed to have noticed that he hoarded the cookbooks. He could open one at random, run his finger over her big, round handwriting, and summon her up, stirring a pan on the stove in her apron, sipping a glass of wine as she squinted to read an instruction. He’d kept the file as well. That, too, could bring her back to him, as if she was still here, for a moment.

Knitting patterns, places to visit and reviews of books she ought to read. He could see her sitting at the table with the little plastic device. He’d found it in there, the ad, crumpled between a guide to spending forty-eight hours in Copenhagen, and an article on French brocante markets in easy reach of Calais. They hadn’t made it to the flea markets, but they had spent a lovely weekend strolling past the colourful houses of Nyhavn and listening to classical concerts in the twinkling Tivoli gardens in the Danish capital, just a few summers before she died.

He’d booked the house for his eightieth birthday on his seventy-ninth, almost a year ago. Even then the kindly woman he’d spoken to on the telephone had told him he was lucky to get it. She’d already had bookings for July 2020, she said. It was highly desirable, she told him, and he felt very pleased with himself, grateful to Daphne, too, and the file of dreams and schemes. Without it, he might not have known where to start. Ten days. High season. It would have had to be two weeks, a period of enforced togetherness that even Daphne would probably have balked at, but they had a wedding party booked in for a long weekend, Lucy said, so ten days would work. For twelve people. Seven thousand pounds. It was a fortune. A frankly ludicrous amount. His first car had cost him two hundred quid. Their first home, his and Daphne’s, three thousand five hundred, that itself an unimaginable sum to his parents, who’d never owned a home of their own. This was just a holiday, for crying out loud. The deposit had been an even thousand, transferred online. The balance for the accommodation had come due six months ago, and been paid in the same way. The catering he’d organized and some other extras would be settled after the event on the credit card he’d used to secure the booking.

And Daphne’s voice had been in his ear the whole time. Still. He’d long since recognized that she’d been the impetus behind everything that was any good in his life. He thought he’d appreciated it while she was alive, but the full impact didn’t strike him until she was gone. She had been the light of his life. It was a cliché, but it was true. He missed every single thing about her but, forced to say what he missed most, he’d say laughter. Whole days passed now, in his world, without it. Barely an hour had passed without a laugh while she’d been alive, even in the tougher times. She’d brought to his life the colour and the laughter, the fun and the adventure – the joy – and she’d given him all the people he loved most. A daughter and two sons. Four grandchildren now. Ethan, whom she had met and adored, Bea, Delilah and Arthur, whom she hadn’t, although he knew she’d have adored them just as much. It had all come from Daphne. Hers was such a habit of lightness that somehow it persisted from beyond the grave. Of course he knew she wasn’t speaking to him. He wasn’t senile. It was just that he had heard her so often and for so long that he knew, just knew, what she would have had to say about, well, everything, really. And she would have been pleased about this. She’d have said, ‘Bugger the cost. You planning on taking it with you, you old skinflint?’ But there’d have been a twinkle in her eye, a fond smile, and a warm hand on his arm so he’d know she was mostly joking, and he’d do it.

So he’d done it.

He’d meant to tell the kids, meant to invite them out loud, face to face. Maybe it was cowardly to do it this way. The truth was, for all his bluster and front (that was what Daphne would have called it), he had been afraid of the expressions that might pass across their faces before they rearranged them politely. He knew exactly what he was asking of them all, and he was asking anyway. He suspected it would mean far less to them than it did to him, and of all the good fights he’d fought in the years since Daphne had died, the hardest one was not to seem needy. He hated the very idea. So he was, in truth, a bit scared of asking them, even as he acknowledged she’d have snorted if he’d said so to her. He’d do it by post. In front of him now were three large brown envelopes, one addressed to each of his children. To his eldest, Laura, and his sons, Scott and Nick. He slid a brochure into each, with the notes he’d handwritten. Each just a little bit different because they were. Each outlining his singular desire to spend his eightieth birthday surrounded by the people he loved, in a beautiful place.

They’d laugh at the possibility that he might be frightened of them. The family myth was the other way around. He was the formidable one. The disciplinarian. The curmudgeon. The trouble was, that shtick had worked when he’d been half of a double act – the tough cop to Daphne’s soft one. It had never been true, just how they’d managed it. It was one of a million reasons he’d been lost since she died. One of a million reasons he’d been faking it since she died. Willing them to notice. Which they seemed not to have done. Hoping they didn’t all at the same time. They were absorbed, God knew, in their own lives, and comfortable with the family myths. Scott had said to him, about three years after Daphne died, that he’d expected his father to marry again. To be married again already, in fact. Charlie remembered registering that, amazed that his son knew him so little. That, he could never, ever have done. She had been it, for him. Unforgettable. Irreplaceable.

It was only partly true, he knew, that this was about what he wanted. It was about them, too, and their families. Without Daphne as the link, he was further from them now than he had ever thought he would be. And yet close enough to see how much they still needed and missed their mother. Especially Nick. But Laura too. All was not well there. And Scott – he barely understood Scott, these days. He felt almost tearful, suddenly, at his own inadequacy, certain that if his wife had been there, she’d know exactly what to do, how to help, how to make things better. He should have paid more attention to the way she did it. Been less quick to hand her the phone whenever any of them rang. ‘I’ll get your mother.’ He wanted to be better with them than he was. Almost tearful was an all-too-frequent occurrence, these days. He hated not knowing what to do. But he was determined to try. For her.
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The sound of the alarm shattered the peace. Laura reached out and felt around on the bedside table, smashing her target with the flat of her palm, more violently than was strictly necessary. She opened her eyes and turned her head on the pillow with a groan: the bright sunshine streaming in around the edges of the blackout blind was an assault. Seven thirty a.m. It wasn’t too early, unless you’d been tossing and turning until three, and only dropped off again near dawn so you didn’t wake refreshed, but from twenty thousand leagues under the murky sea of deep sleep. She lay still for a moment, waiting to remember all the stuff she’d managed to forget for a few hours, and taking her emotional temperature. Yep. Still alone. Still angry.

Laura couldn’t remember the last time she hadn’t been angry. It felt to her as if her rage was part of her now. It was her best friend and her bitterest enemy. The strength in her spine and the tremble in her gut. It was rage that woke her every morning and powered her through her day, and the same rage deflated her like a balloon at night, sending her into a deep and instantaneous sleep from which it capriciously roused her at two, three or four o’clock. It started, with consciousness, deep in her core, and travelled, like pins and needles, to the tips of her fingers. It wasn’t a red mist: mist was too light, too permeable. It was a crimson blanket, and it smothered her daily. But without it she’d have had nothing at all.

She threw back the duvet and moved to sit on the edge of the bed, rubbing her eyes. She could see herself in the dressing-table mirror. Pasty legs beneath a scruffy nightshirt. Baggy, crêpy eyes. Wild hair. Christ. She registered the thought that she hadn’t heard Ethan moving about the house and almost shouted his name, then immediately remembered: he wasn’t there. He’d stayed with his father last night. Ouch. The little stab, the tiny sting. Every time. And he’d been doing it more and more lately …

She wasn’t supposed to make him feel bad about it. She honestly tried not to. She wasn’t even supposed to see it as a betrayal, but she did. In her heart, to her shame, she wanted him to reject Alex, to hate him for what he’d done, because he’d done it to both of them, not just to her.

Having an affair – cheating – he’d done to her and her alone. She was the one he’d made vows to. But the rest he’d done to them both. He’d shattered their family, altered for ever the shape of their lives.

And still Ethan wanted to go there. Why the hell wouldn’t he? A shiny new apartment. A happy father. A shiny new girlfriend, too, eager to impress him. Fewer rules. And no Laura.

It wasn’t fair. Alex simply hadn’t put in the effort. Whatever excuses he might make, however he might reinvent their history, he knew, she knew, and one day Ethan would recognize, he just hadn’t given it the time. He hadn’t thrown and caught a million tennis balls in the garden, or changed a thousand nappies, or sat for hours in the middle of the night in a steamy bathroom while Ethan had croup – a dozen times before he was three.

Downstairs in the kitchen, Laura made a large mug of tea, filling the cat’s bowl while it brewed. Not that the cat was anywhere to be seen. Perhaps he’d found his way to Alex’s new flat, too, forgetting who’d emptied his litter tray and filled his food bowl every day for the last eight years. She flicked on the radio, but found herself immediately irritated by the voices, and switched it off again. In the front hall, there was a small pile of envelopes. The post had gone from being quite boring (bills, pizza-delivery flyers, dental appointments) to being quite alarming: she and Alex did most of their communicating through lawyers now, while accountants and financial advisers, too, were getting in on the action of dissecting their lives. She didn’t open things straight away any more. She left official-looking letters until the evening, after she’d drunk a vodka and tonic.

This morning there was an envelope with her dad’s writing on it. That, she could risk opening with tea. She padded back to the kitchen table and opened it with her finger, pulling out the glossy brochure and the letter inside.


My darling girl,

I would love you three, along with your brothers and their families, to join me here for the first ten days of August this year: as you know, I reach the grand old age of eighty then, and I can’t think of a better way to celebrate than by having all of you around me. I know it would have made your mum happy.

I thought, when I last saw you, that a decent holiday would do you good, my love, and I hope you’ll come and let me spoil you.

Dad xox



Shit. Alex had moved out four months ago and she hadn’t told her dad yet. She hadn’t really told anyone. People knew, of course – that stuff filtered out and spread like wildfire. But she hadn’t said it to anyone except a couple of old mates and the cast of professionals poring over the detail of their lives. He’d left on Boxing Day, with a leather holdall, a cardboard box, and a new place already lined up. They’d limped through the pre-Christmas parties and events, together but not really. People didn’t notice, once they’d had a couple of glasses of mulled wine, that you’d arrived together but hadn’t spent one whole minute side by side until you left. Christmas Day had been torture. Long silences, too many vodkas and a turkey dinner it had been hard to swallow. After lunch, Ethan had begged to go to his girlfriend’s. Alex had told her then. Somewhere between the EastEnders episode and the Bond film. And then, of course, winter got quiet and dull and hibernate-y anyway. She’d seen her dad once, for lunch at a garden centre halfway between their homes. They’d eaten quiche, then wandered among the dead-looking February plants searching out hellebores for his borders, chatting about Ethan’s exams, the heavy rainfall of the last week and Jeremy Corbyn. And she hadn’t lied about her and Alex. She just hadn’t said anything because it was too hard. The note implied he’d noticed something was slightly off, but he hadn’t asked.

Now she’d have to tell him that Alex had left her for another woman. That she was a single mother to Ethan. That her husband didn’t love her any more.

But not just now. She didn’t have to tell him this morning. Ethan wasn’t here. It would be Alex nagging him to get out of bed, to put his breakfast things into the dishwasher, and answering the usual questions about football socks. If he bothered to do any of those things. She could go back to bed, pull the duvet over her head, and stay there for as long as she wanted …
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It was lunchtime when Heather called. Scott was in New York, six hours ahead. She called on her way home from the gym or the school run, almost always from the car, on speakerphone. Scott hated speakerphone. Heather shouted at him, broke off from shouting at him to shout at other motorists, and went back to shouting at him. Heather was a Jersey girl – New Jersey, that was, not the island next to Guernsey, and never more so than while she was driving when she could, and frequently did, ‘go full-on hoodlum’, as she called it, at the slightest provocation. He loved his wife, God knew he did, but he did not like being shouted at. Or other people being shouted at in his presence. Even when every sentence ended in ‘honey’ or ‘sweetie’, pronounced ‘sweedy’, it still set him on edge.

He’d been an Englishman in New York. She’d been a Jersey girl in Surrey. A pair of aliens. An odd couple. At forty-three, Scott was still almost surprised on a daily basis to find himself married, a stepfather to her two daughters, an ‘instant-family’ man, although it had been more than a year now. That his wife and stepdaughters were American was nothing short of stupefying. He’d been travelling between his firm’s offices in London and New York for almost twenty years, spending up to five days at a time in the Big Apple, sleeping in a nondescript hotel in Midtown, working long days in a behemoth of an office at 39th and Lexington, and Heather was the first American girl to show him the vaguest interest. He’d been taken aback – neither his teeth nor his hair fitted the New York aesthetic, the former being uneven, overlapping in places and more ivory than bright white, and the latter crawling slowly but inexorably back towards the top of his head.

She’d gone for him. As predatory as a big cat. That was what his New York colleague Matthew had told him one evening after work in a crowded Irish bar, with characteristic bluntness. He’d known it before Matthew had said so, although he appreciated the concern. He’d known it, and he’d absolutely let it happen.

He was lonely. She was pretty, in a wholesome, obvious way – all blonde waves and blue eyes – and she’d seemed kind, and if it was a gamble to assume that this was the real her, not just the act of a calculating, mercenary female, then he reasoned the gamble was worth it. He’d made a pretty successful career of gambling. Was this so different?

‘So there’s a big fat envelope here addressed to you, Scottie. Should I open it?’

No one else called him Scottie. He wouldn’t let them. Even with her, it had taken a while to get used to. Now he liked the way it sounded – ‘Scoddie’ – all ds, no ts – in her husky, warm voice. ‘Go for it.’ He heard the tearing of paper.

‘It’s a brochure … for a holiday place. Looks like the Cotswolds. Hold on … there’s a note. It’s from your dad.’

Scott was genuinely surprised. ‘What does he say?’

‘Hang on, I’ll read it …


Scott and Heather,

I would so love it if you and the girls would join me and the rest of the family at this place in August to celebrate my eightieth birthday. I’ve chosen somewhere that hopefully has enough stuff to keep teenagers amused and, of course, Ethan will be there, I hope, so they shouldn’t get too bored. You can even walk into the village, where there’s a bit to do. It would be very good to have the opportunity to get to know Heather, Hailey and Meredith better. I know it’s probably rather short notice for you, but I shall keep my fingers crossed you can make the time work. Let me know.

With love,

Dad xx



‘Below his name and the kisses he’s written something else. It’s in a different pen, like an afterthought. It says, “Your mum would want us all to be together. She’d want it to have happened far more than it has. Maybe that’s my fault. It would mean a lot to me if you would come, son.”’

‘Bless him, that’s sweet.’

‘He spelt “Hayley” with an i.’

‘Heather …’

‘I know. I don’t mind. At least, I mind less than I mind that we’re supposed to be going to Mykonos in August …’

‘Have we booked?’ By which, of course, he meant had Heather booked. She had a black Amex card now and she knew how to use it. She was, in fact, really, really good at using it. Not that he minded. There was plenty of money, and it made him happy to see her happy. There had never seemed much point in having it before.

‘No. But I had the most darling place all lined up. I was going to show you when you got back tomorrow. It’s in Condé Nast Traveller magazine’s top-ten places in Greece. It’s pretty much carved into this rocky cliff. But you can walk to the town. Which has shops, restaurants, bars … There are only about thirty rooms, and a gorgeous restaurant.’ Her voice dropped an octave, into the sexy range of which she was a mistress. ‘And every room has its own pool …’

He didn’t doubt its gorgeousness for a moment. And Scott had absolutely no problem with a little pool attached to every room. There’d been one at their honeymoon hotel in the Maldives, and Heather had shagged him in it at least once every day of the ten they were there. Which had been more than worth the sunburn he’d got on the small bald patch at the top of his head.

‘Can’t we go after? Or before?’

‘We could. The girls start school at the very beginning of September.’

‘So?’

‘Are you sure you’ll be able to take the time off for two holidays in August?’

‘Definitely.’ He wasn’t sure but he’d worry about that later.

‘Promise?’

‘I promise. We should go.’

‘Do you think it will be fun?’

‘I didn’t say that. I said we should go.’

‘I hardly know your family.’

‘Dad’s point exactly. This is your chance to charm them all like you’ve charmed me, darling.’

‘Flatterer.’

‘Truth-teller.’

‘Do we have to go for the full ten days?’

‘We can say yes to the full ten days. And I can invent an excuse to get us out of there after a few if it’s a nightmare.’

‘You’re a genius.’

‘That’s why you love me.’

‘It’s one of the reasons.’

And he believed her, though he knew others might not.

Afterwards, while he ran his usual 7.5 kilometres on the treadmill at the gym near the office, facing screens showing Bloomberg, Scott tried to remember the last time he’d been on holiday with his brother and sister, Laura and Nick. And he really couldn’t.

They’d never fallen out. No big Jeremy Kyle-style fights – no great wrongs done. He’d drifted away and, untethered, they either hadn’t noticed or hadn’t minded. They were siblings, not friends. Laura and Nick were friends. He’d always been different. Always felt left out. They’d made him feel dull and wrong when they were all young. It was easier to drift. Maybe it was time …
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Nick’s left arm was going to sleep. As was he. Room on the Broom was spread on his chest, unfinished. He knew its rhymes and cadences by heart now, and didn’t need to read, but the children loved the pictures, followed the words on the page, and knew if he skipped a spread.

All the running on blustery Primrose Hill this afternoon had done its work. Delilah and Arthur had gone floppy and heavy within his embrace well before the end of the story. Across from the small bed the three of them were lying on, Bea, his big girl, was already spark out on her own, duvet kicked back as per normal, arms above her head in surrender pose. Nick eased his arm out from under the children, and picked Arthur up, laid him gently in his cot, then turned back to Delilah. He lifted her legs, pulled the cover back and over her, deftly and quickly, so as not to rouse her. He made a token effort to extract her thumb from her mouth, but at that, she resumed the strong rhythmic suck that would keep it there a while longer, and he smiled. Stubborn even while sleeping. Arthur yawned noisily, and turned onto his stomach, raising his bottom and scooting his knees up to under his chin. He kissed his elder daughter’s warm cheek, smoothing her curls. Then he stood still in the middle of the room, and waited a minute, gazing at his babies, before he bent down and switched off the light by Delilah’s bed. The room was still illuminated, by two small nightlights plugged in at the skirting, and by the neon stars stuck to the ceiling in a pattern approximating the solar system.

This was Bea’s room. Delilah’s, slightly larger, was next door, and Arthur’s was the box room across the landing. Bea’s had been the first to be decorated when they’d moved in – sunny yellow with bright primary-coloured furniture and a rainbow rug. Delilah had crawled defiantly in the direction of pink and sparkly the minute she’d graduated from the nursery so her room was an unabashed temple to girliness. And the nursery had been repainted sky blue in the excitement post-scan when they’d found out Carrie was carrying a boy.

The rest of the house was a symphony of tasteful greys and soft accent colours – almost out of a magazine in its compliance with trend and fashion. But Carrie had gone to town in the kids’ rooms and they were characterful, vivid and fun.

Moving them all in together had seemed the right thing to do, after their mum had died. His friend Fran had suggested it. Carrie had met her in a yoga class when she was pregnant with Bea, and Fran with Fred. She’d been the first person outside family to ring the doorbell after it had happened, laden with casseroles and toilet rolls, and pretty much pushed her way in, because she had loved Carrie too, and keeping busy helped, and because she knew that Carrie would have wanted her to brush the tangles out of Bea’s hair and Dettox the kitchen surfaces.

In the first strange, wretched days, Carrie’s parents had been there, white-faced and zombied by grief, but at least there’d been three of them at bedtime. One to settle each distraught child. When they’d gone, as they’d had to, back to their farm in Cumbria, Nick had moved between the rooms, running on empty, soothing and holding his babies in turn. The plaintive sound of one, heard in the background to the sobs of another, tortured him. Fran had helped him move Arthur’s cot and Delilah’s tiny bed in there, shifting the displaced doll’s house and toy shop into the space vacated in Delilah’s room. It had worked, too. They’d started sleeping, comforted, somehow, by the presence of each other. He’d wanted to sleep in there with them. Had done, in fact, for a few weeks. Not that he’d slept. He’d lain on a flimsy air mattress for a few hours at a time, not sleeping. Fran had put a stop to that. She’d deflated it and forced him back into his own bed, where she’d also changed the sheets and removed Carrie’s hand creams and eye serums from her bedside table.

Downstairs now, he poured a glass of wine and put Muse on the speaker, quieter than he’d have liked so he could hear the kids if they called. He unloaded the dishwasher and, checking a laminated sheet of A4 paper fixed to the fridge door with magnets, took Bea’s PE bag from a hook in the utility room and checked that her shorts and polo shirt were in it, along with a pair of black plimsolls. He put it by the front door and, while he was there, collected the small pile of post from the brass basket attached to the letterbox. Interiors catalogues. For months he’d been cutting out the small address boxes on the back pages of these, all addressed to his wife, and returning them, but still they came, interiors catalogues, with their embroidered cushions and their seed-pod chandeliers and their carefully curated accessories. She’d call them her porn, poring over them with a huge mug of mint tea, the paper tab of the teabag dangling over the side, sitting at the kitchen table. He’d given up on the cutting and posting. He had less energy, it seemed, than he had done in the beginning. Now the catalogues made the journey from brass cage to paper recycling without anyone daydreaming about owning anything in them. The brown A4 envelope almost did, too, but Nick saved it at the last minute.


Nick,

This is booked, paid for, and happening. I’ve invited Laura and Scott, and their families. We’ll be a gang. A dysfunctional, not entirely simpatico gang, maybe, but a gang nonetheless. So please, please bring B, D and A with you and just come. Be with us. We all love you so much, you know. I haven’t seen nearly enough of you since it all happened. I know I’m not your mum, and she’d know better than me how to help you, but I do care so very much. And it’s my birthday, so you can’t say no, really. It may be blackmail, but there it is …

Dad xoxo



Nick smiled, and flicked through the brochure, with its sunny, stylish pictures, not so very different from all the damn catalogues. And then he cried. It wasn’t unusual. He cried most nights. It was just as much a part of his routine as checking Fran’s laminated lists, and flossing his teeth.
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Scott was the first to confirm. Charlie imagined himself on a neat to-do list, being ticked off.

‘Crikey. Whatever time is it there?’

Scott paused for a moment, checking his screen. ‘Six a.m.’

‘And you’re up?’

Up, done five km on the static bike, showered, dressed and in the office, Scott wanted to say, but he didn’t. Mum used to say the hours required by his work were ridiculous. ‘It’s all machismo,’ she would exclaim incredulously. ‘It can’t possibly be necessary. You’ll all die young,’ she’d pronounce, in consternation. Dad would let her rant, then nod his understanding at Scott. Dad had been a country solicitor. Maybe never once at his desk at six a.m., in truth, but it suited him to indicate that he understood. It was a curious thing, having a child so successful he eclipsed anything you had achieved professionally, engendering a mix of pride and something like embarrassment. Silly. You should choose it that way. Nevertheless …

‘There’s a nor’-easter forecast for this afternoon. Might shut the whole damn place down. Thought I’d be in early and see what I can get done before the chaos starts.’

‘But it’s meant to be spring!’

‘I know. Late. Happens, though … They’re predicting up to a foot of snow.’

‘I thought New Yorkers took that in their stride.’

‘They do, more or less. I mean, I fly home in three days and I’m not worried about the flight. They’ll have cleared it all up by then. It’s just today …’

Weather talk. Along with cricket, rugby and football, the safest territory known to Englishmen.

Scott cleared his throat. He needed to get on. ‘So, Dad. We got your invitation.’

‘Oh, yes?’ Charlie was holding his breath.

‘And we’d love to come. It’s really very generous of you.’

Always that slightly formal tone. It made Charlie sad. He ignored it and injected as much bonhomie as he could into his response. ‘Oh, I am glad. All of you? Heather, Hayley, Meredith?’

‘Yes, all of us.’

‘I was worried you might have made bookings already.’

‘No. You caught us in time. We will have a holiday, the four of us, and no doubt Heather will bring the girls over here to catch up with family at some point. She couldn’t do Easter, with Hayley’s exams, but those ten days work for us. We’ll be there.’

‘That’s brilliant.’

‘Have you heard from Laura and Nick?’

‘No. You’re the first.’

That wasn’t quite true. Laura had sent him an email, asking to meet him for lunch. They were seeing each other the next day. She hadn’t said, in the two lines, whether she, Alex and Ethan would come.

‘Well, I so hope they can make it too.’

That wasn’t quite true, either, Scott thought. But it was the right thing to say.

Charlie arrived first, and took an empty table in the café. He saw Laura coming from about a hundred yards away, before she’d put on her game face. He was shocked at her appearance. She’d lost a load of weight in the long gap since the last time they’d met, and she was pale and drawn, beneath slightly too much makeup, which wasn’t her style. She was a handsome woman, his only daughter: she looked like her mum, and she didn’t usually fuss much with makeup. Her colouring – dark hair, almost olive skin, doe eyes with long dark lashes – didn’t require it, any more than her natural curls needed to be artfully arranged. Today, though, she was wearing blusher, and reminded him of Aunt Susan from Worzel Gummidge. She looked anxious and exhausted. As she got to the café door, she stood up straighter, tucked her hair behind her ears, and rearranged her features into a smile, and that shocked him too: she was preparing to put on an act for him. But no amount of acting could disguise the dark circles under her eyes or the way her cardigan hung from her shoulders.

‘Hi, Dad.’ He hugged her, feeling her ribs. She’d never been one for physical affection, even when she was tiny. Nick would lie on your lap all day, and even Scott didn’t mind a bit of a hug, but Laura would squirm and wriggle out of an embrace. Today, though, she practically collapsed in his arms, became almost heavier, so he held her, gently patting her bony shoulder, and wondered what the hell was wrong.

After a long moment, she pulled away, and sank into the chair opposite him. When he took his seat, and looked at her, wondering how much small-talk lay between now and when he might find out what was going on, her eyes filled with tears.

‘Oh, Dad.’

He laid his hand across hers on the table. A smiley waitress approached with her pad and pencil. He raised a hand, surreptitiously, and she backed away, nodding understanding.

‘Darling. What is it?’

He never needed Daphne more than at moments like this. Laura needed her mum. As she had for every scraped knee and wounded heart of her childhood and adolescence. And he needed her to tell him what to do.

For a few minutes, Laura patently couldn’t speak. She was trying to control sobs. Charlie went to the counter, and ordered two English Breakfast teas and a large slice of carrot cake with two forks. Cake seemed a good idea, in the absence of any better ones. Daphne always fed sad people. Or happy ones. Or worried ones. He grabbed a fistful of paper napkins from the stack by the till, and when he got back to the table, he pressed them into Laura’s hand. Then he sat, and waited for her to calm down, blow her nose and be able to speak. While Laura got herself together, the smiley waitress, no longer quite as smiley but empathetic and kind, came with their order, leaving it silently and swiftly, studiously avoiding eye contact with Laura. He would tip her well.

‘Alex has left me. Left us.’

Charlie inhaled sharply, then exhaled slowly through blown-out cheeks. Experienced a sheer rush of relief that she wasn’t ill. That Ethan wasn’t ill. Because nothing could be as bad as that. He realized that, after all, he wasn’t surprised. Buying time. He could hear Daphne, knew exactly what she’d say. Not to Laura, of course – but afterwards, to him.

To Laura, he was infinitely gentle. ‘Oh, my poor love. When?’

‘Christmas.’

A stab. Months ago. She hadn’t said. Maybe he hadn’t given her the opportunity. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I haven’t really told anybody.’

‘But why not?’

‘Humiliation, pride, hurt … and anger. I’m so bloody angry, Dad.’

‘Is there …?’ Charlie didn’t know how to phrase the obvious question. Thankfully, Laura didn’t need him to.

Her tone was bitter. ‘Someone else? Of course there sodding is. Isn’t there always? He’s such a fucking cliché.’

He always fucking was, Charlie wanted to say, but he didn’t. He didn’t swear like that, although if any situation might make him this would be it. He poured tea from the pot into the two mugs, then refilled the pot with the hot water the waitress had brought. And stirred sugar into both mugs, even though neither of them took it normally.

‘A younger woman, who works with him. I mean, for God’s sake. Genevieve.’ She said the name slowly and deliberately.

‘Has he moved out?’

She nodded. ‘To some swanky new flat he’s renting, for now.’

‘But you and Ethan are still – I mean you’ll still be able –’

‘To stay in the house? No. He’s way ahead of the game. Been to see solicitors. Got it all sorted. Wants to be divorced as soon as possible. Sell the house.’

‘Can he do that?’

‘Course he can. Fifty/fifty, everything we have. The house is a huge share of that.’

‘Plus maintenance for Ethan, surely?’

‘Yeah. He’ll have to pay maintenance until Ethan’s eighteen, then education, all of that. But he wants a completely clean break from me.’

‘So you’ll have to put the house on the market?’

‘He wants that done in time for the spring market. That’s now, more or less.’

‘Can he make you do that?’

She nodded despondently. ‘I think so.’

‘Bastard.’ Charlie spoke under his breath, but he wanted her to hear him.

‘Bastard is right.’

‘Have you been to a solicitor?’

‘Solicitor, accountant … I’ve had to. I think that’s why I’m so angry. It’s only because I’m furious that I can get through a single conversation, let alone a meeting, without doing’ – she gestured with her hands at the pile of napkins now in front of her – ‘this.’

‘I wish you’d told me.’

‘I’m sorry, Dad.’

‘Don’t be. You’ve nothing to be sorry for. I just wish I could have helped you.’

‘I don’t think you can, Dad. It’s not your job.’

‘It will always be my job.’

She smiled.

‘Won’t it always be yours, to help Ethan?’

Tears welled again.

‘How is Ethan?’

‘I don’t know. Quiet. Shell-shocked. Or not bothered. It’s hard to tell. Uncommunicative. There’s a girl. It all seems to be very intense, you know. He spends most of his time with her at the moment.’

‘Is he still seeing his dad?’

Laura nodded. ‘He has keys to the bachelor pad. Welcome anytime, Alex says.’ Her voice was sarcastic.

‘And he goes?’

‘Why wouldn’t he? No rules there, I’m pretty sure. And I’m probably the worst company in the world.’

‘I’m sure he doesn’t think that.’

Laura laughed bitterly. ‘I’m pretty sure he does, Dad. I can’t even stand to be around myself.’

‘That’s nonsense. You’re still you.’

‘I don’t even know who that is any more.’

They sat quietly for a moment. Charlie picked up a cake fork and slipped it into Laura’s hand. She stared at it and gave a very small laugh. ‘Cake’s the answer, is it?’

‘If the question is, what shall I eat right now, then, yes, cake is the answer.’

The laugh got a little bit louder, but was still, he knew, perilously close to a sob.

Laura broke off a piece of the carrot cake, and ate it.

‘I don’t know the answers, my love. But I do know that you’re not alone. You mustn’t try to do this on your own. I’m here for you. I want to help.’

‘Thank you, Dad. I appreciate that.’

‘Don’t just appreciate it. Believe it.’

She smiled gratefully.

‘You’ll come on holiday, will you?’

She nodded. ‘That’d be lovely. Of course. And thank you for fixing it all, for organizing, for making me come. It’ll just be me and Ethan. No Alex, obviously.’

Charlie wondered if he dared risk it. Decided he would. ‘Thank fuck for that.’

Which was exactly what Daphne would have said.

And Nick, last as ever, sent an email. Brief, not unfriendly: Thanks, Dad. That sounds great. Count us in. He had done a lot by email since Carrie. He was busy, Charlie knew. Time poor. But it wasn’t just that. He liked the remoteness and the one-sidedness of it. No need for conversation. No questions. No break in his voice to try to disguise.

But he had said yes. Charlie felt relieved. Everyone had said yes. Daphne would be bloody delighted. They were all coming. Dysfunctional, disjointed, distant. All with the baggage of their own messy lives. And all coming except her. God help him.
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Heather’s was the first face Scott saw once he’d cleared Customs. She was leaning over the rail at Heathrow Terminal 5, jewel-like among the drab, dour drivers with their A4 name signs and their bored expressions. And she was smiling her broad, dazzlingly white smile. And it was for him. It was before eight a.m., and she must have been up and out of the house well before seven to get here, park, and order the two Costa coffees she was now holding, but she had full makeup on. No last-minute Lycra for her – she wore gym gear only to the gym, and was more than slightly judgemental about women who called their gym gear athleisure wear and wore it everywhere, particularly if they looked like they never went anywhere near a gym. She was wearing dark skinny jeans and a vivid fuchsia silk blouse. And heeled sandals. At home he knew the emperor bed would be neatly made, and there’d be no toast crumbs on the marble kitchen island. Not that she ate toast, of course. This woman, his wife, had her act together, which was, he acknowledged, wonderful to come home to.

He felt the frisson of pride he’d eventually grown used to feeling when he saw her. With a delightful after-shudder of lust. The surprise that accompanied both sensations was gradually wearing off, and he was grateful for that. He’d stopped pinching himself.

She couldn’t put her arm around him, because of the coffee cups. He took her face in both hands, and kissed her deeply, drinking in the clean, sweet smell and the familiar taste of her. A man on her right stared. Scott didn’t care.

‘Hello, darling.’

‘Hey, babe. How was the flight?’

‘It was fine. Uneventful. Fast.’

‘D’you eat?’

‘In the terminal, before I boarded. Slept through breakfast.’

‘I grabbed you a croissant.’

‘Mmm. Sounds good.’ They were walking towards the lift. He took a coffee with one hand, and put the other on her waist, feeling the delightful wiggle of her bum just beneath. ‘I missed you.’

She winked at him. ‘Damn straight you did, Scottie.’

Inside the car, unencumbered by coffee cups and briefcases, he took her in his arms and kissed her again, more hungrily now that they were alone.

‘How’s traffic?’

‘It was fine on the way up. It’s rush-hour now, though. It’s probably crappy.’

‘Damn.’

‘Have you got to work?’ It wasn’t unusual for him to get back from a red eye, shower, dress, and spend five or six hours at the desk at home. Such was the nature of the beast that paid for the Audi Q7 they were sitting in, and the five-en-suite-bedroom house with a tennis court they were heading back to. And the shimmering trio of long diamond and platinum necklaces that were glinting at her neck and into the amazing cleavage just below the fuchsia silk.

‘Nope. Schedule says “at leisure in Haslemere”.’ This he whispered lasciviously in her ear, and she giggled. ‘Girls at school?’

She nodded. ‘And they have sport after. It’s Wednesday.’ Raised an eyebrow coquettishly.

‘What are you waiting for? Let’s do battle with the A3.’

All the sex. All the lovely, married, daylight, any-room-in-the-house-you-like sex. Thank you, God and Goldman Sachs.

Heather drove onto the M25, where, predictably enough, they slowed almost immediately to a frustrating 20 m.p.h. Scott drank his coffee and ate the pastry she’d bought him.

‘How has it been here?’

‘Busy.’

‘Good busy?’

‘Great busy. I’ve gotten lots done.’ He didn’t doubt it for a second. She sounded buzzy and he was pleased. He wasn’t entirely convinced that Heather wouldn’t get bored buried in the country. Which was really only an extension of the worry that she would get bored with him at some point and bolt.

He’d been gone almost a week, which was a little longer than normal. He tried not to be away now for more than two or three nights, but this trip had been extended to five nights, and he’d missed her. Really missed her.

The house was still a novelty – bought after they’d married. Home before that (and home was stretching it a bit) had been a smart, cool one-bed flat in a converted warehouse in Shoreditch. All bare brick and 50-inch plasma screen. He’d paid a designer to make it look like he was stylish and modern. He’d never turned the oven on. Now it was an Arts and Crafts country house in three-quarters of an acre in a quiet Surrey town. He didn’t know Haslemere at all. He’d never even been there until the Saturday Heather had produced a plastic wallet with the details of seven potential houses and brought him down. He’d asked for a maximum hour’s commute, and a relatively straightforward airport run, then left the decision to her. She’d been delighted by the look of the place – ‘This is what Americans dream England looks like’ – with its quaint high street, and easy access to rolling hills. It also had a good school for the girls, which was key, he knew, to Heather’s decision.

He kept the Shoreditch place, grateful that he could afford both. The mortgage he’d started with in London had been paid off with bonuses long since, and he could pay cash for Haslemere too. He wanted to be ready with exciting romantic mini breaks when and if the time came to dazzle her. The girls’ school offered flexi-boarding so they could stay a night or two.

So far, she hadn’t seemed to miss the bright lights. There’d been an extensive refurbishment to micromanage, though, so her life had been a whirl of fabric swatches and paint charts and what she called ‘antiquing’. Walls had been knocked down, so the Lutyens-style exterior now gave way to a very American aesthetic inside, all light and airy and spacious. He thought it worked. It shouldn’t but it did. A bit like him and Heather. The kitchen now rejoiced in a four-oven Aga she adored for its Englishness but never cooked on, along with a wall of Wolf appliances and a six-ring gas hob that boasted a pot boiler – a tap that came out from above the hob, with the exclusive purpose of filling pots, as the name suggested – embedded in the herring-boned tiles behind. To Heather it was the ultimate status symbol. She’d babysat for an affluent family in Montclair one summer before college and they’d had one, and she’d dreamt of owning one ever since, apparently. The Haslemere plumber was mildly baffled at the request, but happy to oblige. She was easy on the eye, was Mrs Chamberlain, and grateful, and she gave him real coffee, not instant.

Scott knew nothing about antiques or pot boilers or fabric-covered walls, and if he occasionally balked at an invoice that crossed his desk, and wondered what his mother and father, who had told tales of furniture bought on the never-never, might have had to say about it, he honestly loved the end results. The house, which had previously been in one family, untouched, for thirty years, had been transformed into a stylish, calming, seriously good-looking home where the everyday ovens were turned on most days. It was a ridiculous notion, and one he would never share, but, owning this now, it was almost as if he felt like a grown-up for the first time.

The goal at work had always been to succeed, to make money, to win, to climb the ladder, all the clichés. Since Heather, that had shifted. He still had the hunger – you couldn’t be there if you didn’t have it – but the end game had changed. There was a reason for all of it that there hadn’t been before. It felt infinitely healthier.

‘The girls? How are they doing?’

‘Hayley is all about the studying. They’ve got them so wired about the exams. The GCSEs. Thank God she’s only doing five. Did you know they mostly do, like, ten? Eleven, some of them! Crazy. And Mere made it from the Cs to the Bs in netball, which she was wildly happy about.’

‘Good for her. All that practice paid off.’ He had spent hours with Meredith the weekend before this last trip, throwing the ball, passing, googling the rules. Meredith had been the easier nut to crack. She’d been younger, when he’d come into her life. They’d bonded over The Simpsons, a love of burgers, and his willingness to spend hours throwing balls in the garden – baseballs, at first. She’d seemed happy he was there, almost from the start. They’d been walking to get doughnuts one weekend morning, before he’d started ‘sleeping over’, when he’d spend the evening with Heather
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May Bank Holiday weekend, 2002

Perfect, golden days. How many of them did you truly live in a year? Or a lifetime?

This had been one.

Georgie pulled her sweater around her, and leant her head back on the cushion, reflecting that she felt so happy she could cry. After everything she and Phil had been through, to be here, now, with these people, feeling this way … it seemed absolutely miraculous to her. She looked around the firepit at the others, determined to remember every detail.

She was tipsy, of course. Georgie felt delightfully woozy. And woozily delighted. Someone had pulled a CD player to the open kitchen window behind them, and there was music now. ‘Dancing in the Moonlight’. And they were.

The weather had been spectacular – the May Bank Holiday showing off, staying warm into the evening. There’d been rounders on the beach, sandy sandwiches and fizzy drinks kept cool Enid Blyton-style in rockpools, crabbing and sandcastles in the afternoon, adults snoozing in turn. And then a straggling, sun-kissed parade to the ice-cream van halfway up the hill towards home. Splashy baths for the kids, and enormous gins for the parents, before the men got serious about the business of grilling sausages and burgers. And then, sated, and pink-nosed, the kids had sprawled in front of a Disney film, and were eventually marshalled into various beds and settled top and toe onto sofas.

And so now the grown-ups were sat around the firepit, sharing scratchy blankets that smelled of mildew and mothballs. In the absence of light pollution, someone who knew about stars was pointing out the constellations, and a few people pretended, good-naturedly, to listen. 

It felt, to her, like she’d been initiated into this club. If she was honest with herself, even though this was May, and she’d known these people since the previous September, she’d had imposter syndrome until this weekend. She wasn’t, couldn’t be, entirely sure she and Phil belonged with this gilded group. They were very ordinary people. She’d always thought so. It wasn’t a pejorative. Not dull or boring, she’d hoped, but ordinary nonetheless. She’d had what were almost crushes on these women she’d met at the school gates, and slowly and carefully got to know over the last few months.

Glossy Sarah, so in control, but then she had taught at the school for years, and she knew everybody and everything. She was the leader, the planner. She seemed so perpetually sussed. Her husband Dom was equally together and organized. Even the man’s hairline was exquisitely neat, and his blue linen shirt didn’t seem to have wrinkled all day. Phil, also in linen, looked like an unmade bed: it was the way she liked him, but still …

Natalie and Kit were so arty and bohemian. They’d started the dancing, and it was definitely bordering on the dirty kind. You felt almost like you shouldn’t watch. Natalie had the kind of untamed curly hair that made women like Georgie try perms, the sexy kind. 

Annie and Rupert – the Hawtreys – so posh they were almost aliens. Easily the grandest people she’d ever known. This house, this effortlessly glorious coastal home they were all in now, had been in Annie’s family for generations. She’d spent summers here all her life. This weekend – this extraordinary, pinch-yourself weekend – was just normal for her.

Flick was wild and funny. Her husband Andrew was the only one who’d seemed distracted today – his mobile kept ringing and she’d seen him several times circling by the groyne, speaking on it. Flick just teased him, and he didn’t seem to mind at all. They’d been married less than a year. You could see the newlywed sparkle between them – the tenderness. His proud eyes followed her everywhere she walked.

Vanessa and Ross seemed intellectual. They’d met at Cambridge, she knew. She imagined all their other friends were professors and junior government ministers and book editors. Georgie was pretty sure she wasn’t smart enough to get into a serious conversation with them. She wasn’t quite as sure who made her feel that way – was it them, or did she do it to herself?

But here she was. Here they were, the three of them. Her, Phil, and Liam, curled up now under a crochet blanket on an ancient green velvet chaise at the foot of the bed in the room they’d been given. Liam, her beautiful and precious little boy, with his ginger curls and his dusting of pale freckles, was, it seemed, her golden ticket into this particular club. 

They wouldn’t have been her friends at school or university, these women – she was sure of it. She’d have envied them, imitated them, admired them, maybe even despised them.

It was different for the guys. Guys didn’t evaluate. Men didn’t keep score. Not in the same way, she didn’t think. They might have all been on the same football team, or propping up the same bar, and it would have been easier for them to be friends. They’d fallen, it seemed, into a quick and easy, matey friendship. If they had less in common than their wives – maybe if they only had in common those wives and their children and their postcodes – it didn’t seem so obvious. 

It was always more complicated for the women. Over a few months, via dozens of playdates, a hundred cups of tea, and a Christmas fair committee all this had happened, and now they were a gang. She’d even used the word, talking on the phone to her mother, turning down an invitation to stay for the Bank Holiday. ‘We’d have loved to, but we’re away with the gang.’

And there were years to come. Years and years. These children would grow up together. And these people were going to be her friends. Hers and Phil’s. She wanted to savour every moment, but at the same time, she couldn’t wait. And it could only get better, right?
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