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Chapter One

Annabel Buchanan

December, last year

Everything about Annabel Buchanan breathed entitlement. From the way she looked, with her pearls peeking out from the collar of a crisp white shirt under a V-necked cashmere sweater, to the way she walked, shoulders back and head high as though balancing an invisible book. She had a way of gaining the attention and assistance of everyone she came across, from baristas to barons. Her voice was clear and commanding and spoke of an ancestry peppered with generals and admirals. Her manners were never less than impeccable. She was a firm favourite for chairing committees and sitting on councils and organising village fetes. Though she and her husband had only recently moved into the Great House in Little Bissingden, you would have thought her to the manor born.

The ladies of Little Bissingden looked to Annabel when it came to all matters of taste and etiquette, which was why Annabel was horrified when, on a shopping trip to London, her daughter emerged from the changing room in Peter Jones in a dress that looked like a sweet wrapper. It was certainly about the same size as a piece of foil from a Ferrero Rocher. Annabel winced.

‘Darling,’ she said to Isabella – Izzy – her only child. ‘Isn’t that just a little bit common?’

‘Common? Mum!’ Izzy pouted. At sixteen years old, the only criteria she had when it came to choosing a dress was that one of her friends already owned something just like it. ‘Jessica’s got one,’ was her defence now.

‘Which just about proves my point,’ said Annabel. Jessica was not one of Annabel’s favourites among Izzy’s private-school friends. She was the original ‘bad influence’.

Annabel sent her daughter back into the dressing room to try on the classic little black dress she had picked out for her instead. They were searching for a dress for the Little Bissingden Christmas Ball. It was especially important that the Buchanan family make a collectively classy impression that year as Annabel was hoping to host the ball at the Great House in twelve months’ time.

Izzy reappeared in the black dress, which was suitably demure and elegant. It very nearly reached to her knees.

‘Perfect,’ said Annabel. ‘You look like a young Inès de la Fressange.’

‘Who’s that?’ Izzy wrinkled her nose.

‘Someone with a lot more class than your friend Jessica. Or her mother. That’s who.’

‘Class isn’t the only thing that matters, Mum,’ said Izzy with a world-weary sigh. ‘You act like anyone who doesn’t speak like you isn’t worth knowing.’

Annabel smiled at her daughter in a way that said, ‘one day you’ll learn’, absolutely unaware as she did so that the universe was lining up a few lessons of its own.

But for now, Annabel Buchanan was set for a perfect Christmas. She’d got her daughter in modest black velvet and had an organic bird for the big day, picked up from a butcher in Mayfair. Well worth the drive from the Midlands.

Later that evening, turning into the driveway of the Jacobean pile she now called home, Annabel was struck once again by the incredible beauty of the place. She would never get bored of driving her car down the long, tree-lined driveway that opened on to the most exquisite house Annabel had ever seen. She had known from the first moment she saw the Great House – on a mini-break fifteen years earlier – that one day she would live there. Richard took a little longer to be persuaded. He baulked at the thought of maintaining a listed building. He didn’t understand why they needed something so big. There were only three of them, after all. But Annabel had told him he could have his own wine cellar. That was all Richard needed to hear.

They had been at the Great House for just over two years now. The renovation was almost complete. Annabel had overseen much of the refurbishment herself, stripping out the previous owner’s ridiculous Essex-style fittings and replacing them with National Trust tones and carefully curated antiques inherited from both Annabel’s and Richard’s families. The interior designer who had assisted had asked whether the Buchanans would allow their finished home to be photographed for Architectural Digest. Annabel was delighted. Richard asked if the magazine would pay.

The cost of the renovation had become a small bone of contention. It was true that the original estimate of costs had more than doubled and it had taken twice as long as it should have done. But it was worth every penny to have created such a showpiece. The perfect family should have the perfect home. And money was really no object for the Buchanans.

Back from the shopping trip to London, Annabel decanted eight bags from the back of her Porsche Cayenne into the hallway. Izzy was sulking, having been refused a trolley dash round H&M because Annabel wanted to beat the traffic. While Izzy went straight to her bedroom, Annabel headed into the kitchen. She flicked on the Nespresso machine, which coordinated perfectly with the Smallbone of Devizes cabinets. The cleaning lady had arranged a pile of post neatly next to the fruit bowl.

As the Nespresso maker gurgled away in its corner, Annabel filleted envelopes. Bills went straight into a pile for her husband. A society wedding invitation was placed for high visibility on the shelf above the Aga. A leaflet about local council elections went straight into the bin (Annabel and Richard would be voting for their friends). A flyer from Harrods announcing a ten-per-cent-off day for black card holders was also filed in the rubbish. Christmas cards from suitably impressive senders joined the wedding invitation as Annabel wondered briefly whether the tinsel along the edge of the shelf was de trop. That was Richard’s doing, of course. The mix of metallic green, red and gold clashed horribly with the kitchen colour scheme.

The rest of the house was decorated for the season in suitably tasteful style. There were three Christmas trees. One in the stairwell in the hallway, dressed in silver and white. That one was almost twelve feet high. Another stood in the corner of the dining room – a mere nine footer with blue baubles. The third, and most spectacular, was in the ‘great room’ with its double-height ceiling and inglenook fireplace, which was where the family would gather to open their presents on Christmas Day. The perfectly shaped Norwegian fir was dressed in silver and gold.

Annabel carried her coffee into the great room now and took a moment to look at her handiwork. The coordinated decorations. The beautifully wrapped presents beneath the tree. The glow of the logs in the fireplace. It was like a page from a glossy magazine. The only hint of whimsy was the old teddy bear, wearing a tattered tutu sewn by Annabel’s mother Sarah some forty years earlier, which always took the place of the traditional fairy on top of the tree.

Yes, the scene was set for another perfect family Christmas.




Chapter Two

Ronnie Benson

Five months later

The very last thing you expect when you wake up on a British May bank holiday weekend is that the sun will be shining. The good citizens of Coventry certainly hadn’t expected it. Neither had the BBC weatherman who had assured the people of the Midlands on the previous evening’s news that the Bank Holiday weekend would be ‘business as usual’. That is to say, it would be grey at best. Likely wet. With a fifty-two per cent chance of a hurricane.

Well, he was wrong.

Ronnie Benson squinted at her alarm clock. Then she squinted at the window. Was that actual sunlight coming in through the curtains? It couldn’t be.

‘Sun’s shining,’ she told her partner Mark with a tone of some surprise.

‘Won’t last,’ said Mark, turning over his pillow and settling down to sleep through it.

‘Get up, you lazy sod,’ said Ronnie. ‘It’s your turn to make the kids’ breakfast.’

‘They’re not up yet,’ said Mark.

‘Yes they are,’ said Ronnie. ‘Listen.’

She put her finger to Mark’s lips so that he could concentrate on the sound floating up the stairs. The unmistakable strains of the SpongeBob SquarePants theme tune. That meant their six-year-old son Jack was up for sure.

Mark groaned.

‘Five more minutes,’ he pleaded.

But Ronnie prodded him until he slithered out from beneath the duvet and walked like a zombie towards the bedroom door. Just as he got there, Ronnie said, ‘If it’s going to be a nice day, we should go out, don’t you think?’

Mark turned to look at her as though she had suggested that he take this sunny day as the perfect opportunity to repaint the whole front of the house. With a toothbrush.

‘Go out?’ he echoed.

‘Yes. To Warwick Castle or something.’

‘We always go to Warwick Castle.’

‘Then somewhere different. Kenilworth? Stratford? I don’t know. But we should go somewhere. Look at it, Mark. This might be the only good weather we get all year.’

Mark had to concede that Ronnie was probably right about that. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘We’ll go on a trip.’

‘Good. We’ll take a picnic. I’ll call Mum and Dad and see if they want to come with us.’

Ronnie’s mother made fantastic picnics. Having her parents tagging along was worthwhile for that alone, but Ronnie also knew that her mother would appreciate time with her grandchildren and vice versa. Especially on such a lovely day.

Mark nodded.

‘So, if you could just make sure that Jack has a bath and that Sophie knows she’s not going out with her friends …’ Ronnie issued more instructions. ‘There’s a white wash to go on. The dishwasher needs unloading. Oh, and a cup of tea would be lovely.’

‘Yes, Ma’am.’

Mark gave her a brief salute before he headed downstairs. Once the door was closed behind him, Ronnie turned her own pillow over to find the cool side and sank back down for another forty winks.

Jacqui and Dave, Ronnie’s parents, were delighted to be asked along for the ride. Of course, they would have to bring Ronnie’s grandfather too. Bill, now eighty-five and not entirely in possession of all his marbles, could not be left on his own.

Granddad Bill was a handful. While at Ronnie’s house Mark made sure his son was washed and tried to persuade Sophie that a day spent with her family would not ‘ruin her life’, Jacqui had to help her father-in-law, Bill, bathe and dress. He used to take great care of his appearance. These days, he insisted on wearing the same Coventry City FC shirt every day. On his feet he wore carpet slippers, which he said were the only shoes that didn’t hurt his feet.

All the same, even without the complication of choosing an outfit, it took almost an hour to get Bill out of his bedroom and into his favourite chair in the kitchen. Then there was a picnic to be made. While Jacqui was dressing Bill, Dave went to the supermarket and came back with French bread and a rotisserie chicken. Jacqui made quick work of the chicken, turning it into sandwich filling. She knew her grandson Jack would be delighted. Neither she nor Dave could remember if Sophie was a vegetarian that week.

She can eat the bread, was Ronnie’s response to Jacqui’s worried text on the subject.

It was eleven o’clock before the whole family was ready for their big day out but amazingly, the weather was holding. If anything, it was shaping up to be too hot. Jacqui and Dave drove to Ronnie’s house for a quick conference over coffee before they set off. They’d yet to decide where to go. Warwick and Kenilworth castles were both well loved but way too familiar. Jack wanted to go anywhere else he might pretend to be a knight. Sophie pronounced every suggestion ‘lame’ and made it clear that she would rather stay at home, basking in the glow from her computer screen.

It was Jacqui who came up with the suggestion of the fete at Little Bissingden.

‘One of the girls at work went last year. She said it was good fun. Lots of things for the kiddies.’

Sophie rolled her eyes.

‘And you don’t have to pay to get in.’

Ronnie was sold. The Little Bissingden fete it was. They piled back into two cars (Jack insisted on travelling with his grandparents) and headed for the small village that put on a very English extravaganza each year.

Jack was delighted by the old-fashioned entertainments. He threw his all into ‘whack the rat’ and forced his father on to the greasy pole. Jacqui and Ronnie enjoyed watching the local children give a display of country dancing. Dave found a beer tent for Bill. ‘He needs to be in the shade,’ was Dave’s flawless reasoning. Even Sophie seemed to be having a reasonably good time. She took a fiver she had wheedled out of her dad and toured the nick-nack stalls. She bought a bracelet made out of an old fork, melted and then twisted into a circle. It suited her ‘emo’ aesthetic.

But what everyone, at least the women, looked forward to most of all was the guided tour of the village’s Great House. From the outside, the place looked like something from a novel. The gardens were beautiful too. There was even a small maze. Mark paid two quid and took Jack round it. Meanwhile Jacqui and Ronnie were just itching to get a look at the inside of the house itself. To see, as Jacqui put it, ‘how the other half lives’.

Having conquered the maze in minutes, Jack and his father would have been happy to carry on trying to win at ‘whack the rat’ but as the appointed time for the guided tour drew near, the bank holiday weather finally returned to form and the skies above Little Bissingden darkened. Sensing that the rain would arrive at any moment, Ronnie and Jacqui insisted that everyone in their family go round the house.

‘But what about Bill?’ Mark asked. ‘We won’t be able to get his wheelchair in there. I’ll stay with him in the beer tent.’

‘That’s all right, Mark,’ said Dave. ‘I’ll stay with Bill.’

‘No, really, I’m happy to,’ Mark tried. ‘You want to look round the house.’

‘I don’t want to deprive you …’ said Dave.

Ronnie made the executive decision. She told Mark, ‘You’re coming with me. You might find it interesting. Might give you some ideas on how to do our kitchen.’

‘If we win the Euromillions. I don’t need any ideas,’ said Mark. ‘We’re having whatever I can lay my hands on. I told you.’

Ronnie pouted. Mark was a kitchen fitter and the fact that Ronnie would be getting other people’s offcuts rather than the bespoke kitchen of her dreams was a sore point. She dreaded having to live with some stranger’s plain white cupboards and dark grey worktops instead of the classic country-style kitchen she preferred.

Ronnie cheered up a little when Jack tucked his small hand into hers and said, ‘I’m coming with you, Mummy. Do you think they’ve got a dungeon?’ Her smile faded again when Jack’s father answered.

‘Almost certainly. That’s what all those posh types like to do of a Saturday evening, isn’t it? Go down into the dungeon for a nice bit of spanking.’

‘Spanking’s not nice,’ said Jack quite vehemently. ‘You’re not supposed to spank people. You’re supposed to give them a “time out”.’

Jack’s school was very keen on making sure its pupils knew their rights with regard to corporal punishment.

‘For heaven’s sake, Mark,’ Ronnie scolded.

‘Just having a laugh,’ said Mark.

Sophie rolled her eyes extravagantly. ‘Don’t think about entering Britain’s Got Talent as a stand-up, will you, Dad?’

So, Jacqui, Ronnie, Mark and the children joined the queue for the tour, which started at the Great House’s ‘scullery’ entrance. At the appointed hour, the lady of the manor appeared at the door. She was wearing an elegant tea dress that might have been pinched from the set of Downtown Abbey. Ronnie couldn’t immediately work out how old the woman was, but she was definitely younger than Ronnie had expected and she felt a stab of envy at the thought. Somehow it was harder to take the idea that people had so much more than she did when they seemed to be her contemporaries.

‘Welcome, welcome,’ the woman said. ‘I’m Annabel Buchanan and I’m so glad you could all make it here today.’ Her smile sank a little as she did a headcount of the crowd that had gathered to see her home. ‘Gosh, there are a few more of you than I expected. I suppose it’s because of the weather. Never mind. You’re all very welcome. Please come on in.’

Annabel Buchanan stood to one side to let her visitors pass.

‘I’d be grateful if you could all do your best to really, really properly wipe your feet on the mat before you step into the boot room. Some of the floors in the older parts of the house are very, very delicate and we’d like to keep them dry.’

As the rain started to fall, Ronnie pushed little Jack ahead of her. Eager as he was to get a look at the dungeon, Jack neglected to wipe his feet. Ronnie caught Annabel Buchanan frowning as Jack realised his error and dutifully stepped back onto the mat and did a comic shuffle. Stuck-up bitch, thought Ronnie. It wasn’t as though she would be cleaning her own floor anyway. Ronnie gave her own shoes a desultory wipe on the enormous doormat that led into the boot room. Boot room! She was rewarded with a tight smile.

‘Of course, in the house’s heyday, this would have been the back door,’ Annabel Buchanan began once everyone was inside and squashed into the vestibule with its carefully arranged rows of Hunter wellies, pristine Barbours and unusually clean dog basket.

‘Bet it still is the back door and all,’ Ronnie whispered to her mother. ‘Can’t have plebs like us coming in the front, can she?’

‘Ssssh,’ Jacqui hissed at her. ‘She’s been good enough to open her house.’

‘Not much point having a house like this if you can’t show it off, is there?’ Ronnie commented.

‘Ssssh,’ said Jacqui again. ‘I want to hear what she’s saying. I’m interested in the history. Imagine what kind of a family must once have lived here.’

‘I think I know what kind of family lives here now,’ said Ronnie.




Chapter Three

Izzy

Izzy Buchanan had been dreading the village fete for months. As far as she was concerned, it was the very worst day of the year. She hated the stupid stalls selling cheap old crap and the way all the adults in the village pretended to be having so much fun on the greasy pole. The funniest thing about it was when someone fell off and broke an arm. But she especially hated the fact that this year her family home was going to be one of the attractions. What on earth were her parents thinking of? For what seemed like weeks before the fete, Izzy’s mother had followed her round the house, nagging her every time she so much as looked as though she was going to put her school bag down in the wrong place.

‘We are going to be on display!’ her mother had shrieked when she opened the bedroom door that morning to bring Izzy her wake-up tea.

‘Not my room,’ said Izzy. ‘You never said anyone would be coming into my room.’

‘What are you talking about, Isabella?’

She was always ‘Isabella’ when she’d done something wrong.

‘I’ve told you a hundred times. Your window …’ said Annabel, pointing to the casement. ‘People will want to see it. That’s the only reason some of these people will have come.’

Ah yes. The window. While her mother bustled around the room collecting up dirty laundry, Izzy ran her fingers over the ancient stone ledge. This was what all the fuss was about. Izzy defied anyone who hadn’t been told the story to know that there was anything special about her bedroom window at all, but apparently there was. There on the sill was a small group of scratch marks. They were very faint. All but invisible. But they were part of history. For Izzy’s bedroom had once belonged to a couple of far more notable teenagers. During the civil war, the Great House, then a royalist stronghold, had played host to the young princes, the future Charles II and his brother James. They had left behind their initials scored in the stone.

‘Your room holds an important part of British heritage,’ Izzy’s mother reminded her. ‘There will be people here who have travelled to Little Bissingden specifically for the chance to see that windowsill. The least you can do is make sure that it’s not strewn with nail varnish bottles.’

Strewn? There was one nail-varnish bottle on the windowsill. Just one. But Izzy knew her mother was not one to let the facts stand in the way of a good piece of hyperbole.

Having gathered up an armful of socks, T-shirts and the jeans that Izzy had been intending to wear that morning, Annabel left and closed the door loudly behind her.

Sitting up to drink her tea and prepare for the inevitable cleaning session ahead, Izzy was sorely tempted to cover the princes’ scratches with some graffiti of her own, rendered in her favourite nail varnish. That would teach her mother a lesson about showing off to total randoms.

But, of course, after another lecture, delivered with a plate of toast and Marmite half an hour later, Izzy bent to her mother’s will and tidied up her bedroom. She swept her loose make-up into a drawer and found a place for those discarded clothes her mother hadn’t already picked up in the wardrobe (as opposed to the ‘floor-drobe’). She put books back on to the shelves and straightened her prized pile of Elle magazines. Last of all, she locked her secret diary into the real safe beneath her bed, along with her small collection of genuine Tiffany jewellery (mostly charms and earrings. Birthday gifts from her parents, grandparents and godparents over the years) and her real Cartier watch (her sixteenth birthday present).

‘Nothing will go missing,’ her mother had promised her. But Izzy did not like the look of the people her mother was intending to let walk all over their house. The fete always attracted a dodgy crowd. That was the problem with not charging an entry fee. Later that day, Izzy peeped out from behind her curtains to watch them gathering by the back door. Far from coming to the Great House to see the princely graffiti, they had probably come to case the joint to plan for a later burglary.

Izzy focused her disdain on one girl in the queue in particular. The girl was about Izzy’s age but could not have been more different from the privileged daughters of the rich and famous who attended Izzy’s private day school. She was dressed in the emo style that the least popular girls in Izzy’s class seemed to favour, as they tried to turn the fact that they were oddballs into something to be proud of. Like it was a style choice rather than a total lack of fashion sense.

Anyway, the girl in the queue for the house tour was doing the very worst kind of emo. Emo on the cheap. She’d probably picked it all up on a market stall. Despite frequently lecturing her mother on her snobby class politics, Izzy was not immune to making the same kind of social judgements herself. The girl glanced up in the direction of Izzy’s window, as though she sensed that someone was watching her. Izzy stepped back into the room so that she couldn’t be seen.

‘Chav,’ she muttered.

Izzy checked the combination on the safe one more time, then she slipped out of her bedroom and down the back stairs into the utility room, which was the one room that her mother had promised no one would see. Her father was already in there. He’d arranged a couple of deckchairs in front of the washing machine as though he were intending to watch a delicates’ cycle.

‘All right, Izzy-Wizzy,’ said Richard.

‘Dad, don’t call me that,’ said Izzy, as she plopped down into the deckchair beside him.

Richard offered her a biscuit. ‘How long do you think this is going to take?’

‘Knowing Mum, she’ll waffle on for days.’

‘Good job I’ve got the weekend FT then.’

Izzy tapped on the screen of her iPad and brought up the e-book app.

‘Reading a book?’ her father asked. ‘Not more vampires, I hope.’

‘French existentialism,’ said Izzy, flatly.

‘Really?’

‘No. Not really.’

‘Shame. Thought I might be getting my money’s worth out of that school of yours at last.’


Chapter Four

Annabel

Though she’d been a little disconcerted to see the number and type of people who had massed at her door, Annabel was very much enjoying giving her visitors the grand tour. She had spent a great deal of time working on the content of the visit. The research she had done into the history of the house was worthy of a dissertation. So much had happened within the imposing walls of the place she liked to call home. Fortunes had been made and lost. Great men had been born and died in the blackened oak four-poster bed that still occupied the second bedroom. Great women had strolled in the Italianate garden.

‘So, these are, like, your ancestors?’ asked a mousy little woman from Birmingham as Annabel swept her arm to take in the portraits that lined the main staircase. There were faces from all centuries, right back to the Jacobean family who had commissioned the place to mark their new-found wealth. Annabel had bought some of them from the house’s previous owner, who had kept them in the barn. Others she had tracked down at auction.

‘No,’ said Annabel. ‘They’re not my ancestors, exactly, but I suppose you could say I’ve adopted them since I became the chatelaine of the house.’

‘Oh. I’m surprised,’ said Brummie Mouse. ‘Because you look a lot like that one.’

Brummie Mouse pointed at the portrait of Mary Cavanagh, who had been mistress of the Great House in the sixteenth century. It wasn’t an entirely flattering comparison. Mary Cavanagh had a pinched and weary look to her patrician face. When the Buchanan family first moved into the house, Izzy had proclaimed that she was frightened by all the portraits, but especially Mary’s. She nicknamed her ‘The Witch’.

Annabel’s smile wavered just a little but she soon recovered and carried on. ‘Even though we’ve changed the house in a great many ways, I can still feel the echoes of the people who went before. They’re in the walls. They’re in the furniture. In many ways, I feel a greater kinship with them than I feel with my real family.’

‘That’s a strange thing to say,’ said a largish woman, who sounded like she was from Coventry, loud enough for Annabel to hear.

‘Not everyone is as close as we are,’ whispered the woman’s companion, who was probably her mother. They had a similar build.

‘If you think I look like Mary Cavanagh, then I’m very pleased,’ Annabel continued. ‘She was an unusually well-educated woman for her time. She wrote a book regarding the emancipation of the poor; a rare achievement for a woman in those days. I like to think that if she were around today, we would have a lot in common.’

‘They do share a nose,’ the Coventry woman muttered.

Annabel gritted her teeth. ‘OK, everybody. We’re going upstairs. Do be careful not to knock into the paintings as you come up.’

The little boy who hadn’t wiped his feet took the stairs two at a time. The portraits obviously didn’t interest him but he seemed keen to get a closer look at the suit of armour on the landing.

As the rest of the visitors streamed by him – they were going up another flight – the boy lingered in awe. It was quite charming, the look on his face. His hand hovered in front of the armoured mannequin’s breastplate.

‘Jack! Don’t touch,’ the child’s mother – the woman from Coventry – screeched and yanked his hand away. ‘How many times do I have to tell you?’

Annabel gave the boy a consoling smile.

The tour group followed her up another two staircases and squeezed on to the narrow galleried landing at the very top of the house. Fortunately, there was no armour to be monkeyed with here.

‘And now,’ said Annabel, ‘the most important room in the house.’ She turned to indicate a closed door.

Unlike the rest of the house, the door to this room hinted that something other than Architectural Digest-style perfection lay behind. A brightly coloured nameplate announced that this was ‘Izzy’s room’.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, you’ll have to excuse the mess.’


Chapter Five

Sophie

Sophie Benson-Edwards’ bedroom back in Coventry was the smallest room in the house. Somehow her brother Jack had ended up with a bigger room. Their mother Ronnie had made the decision. She said that Jack had more crap: toys and train sets and the like, which she was not going to have downstairs in the lounge. The only way to contain Jack’s junk was to make sure that his bedroom was big enough to play in.

Most of the time, Sophie was fine with that. Her bedroom was tiny but it overlooked the street in front of the house, which was useful now she was going out with Harrison Collerick. Whenever Sophie was grounded, which was often, Harrison would stand in the bus shelter across the road so that she could see him in real life while they BBMd each other frantically. It was real Romeo and Juliet stuff.

But this girl’s bedroom was something else. While Annabel Buchanan explained the historical significance of a few dull scratches on the windowsill, Sophie made an inventory of everything Annabel’s daughter had that Sophie could only dream of. The room was huge, for a start. It contained an actual four-poster bed. A modern one, though. Not like the freaky old beds with all the carving in the rooms on the floor below. No way would Sophie sleep in one of those. The woman giving the tour said people had been born and died in them, like that was a good thing.

As well as the amazing bed, there was an armchair by the window. On the big oak desk in the corner were an iPod and a laptop. Sophie was ready to vomit with envy when she saw the fantastic music system. Above the fireplace – yes, the room was big enough to have a fireplace – was a flat-screen television almost as big as the one in the lounge back at the Bensons’ house.

Annabel Buchanan’s tale of the two princes and the civil war went right over Sophie’s head as the teenager let her eyes wander over the photographic montage on the wall over the desk. Sophie wondered which of the girls in those photos was the owner of this room. She decided it must be the brunette who appeared in at least seventy per cent of the snaps. Boy, did she seem to have the ideal life. She was pictured on tropical beaches of the kind that Sophie had only ever seen in adverts, at the top of the Empire State Building, riding a pony. She was pictured skiing, sailing, snorkelling and sipping a brightly coloured drink with an umbrella in it at some swanky beach club. At fifteen and a half years old, Sophie had never been abroad. Her parents couldn’t even afford for her to go on the school trip to Germany. Sophie was suddenly embarrassed that she’d never set foot on a plane while this girl had obviously seen the world.
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To find out more about how you can help kidney patients, visit: www.kidneywales.com.
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If you enjoyed A Proper Family Christmas, catch up with the first hilarious instalment following the lives of the Benson family and their friends:

 

A PROPER FAMILY HOLIDAY

Chrissie Manby

 

Could you survive a week-long holiday with your entire family? Newly single magazine journalist Chelsea Benson can’t think of anything worse.

Your grubby small nephew torpedoing any chance of romance with the dishy guy you met on the plane …

Your eighty-five-year-old granddad chatting up ladies at the hotel bar …

Getting nothing but sarcastic comments from your older sister, who’s always been the family favourite …

And all this is before your parents drop their bombshell.

Is a week enough time for the Bensons to put their differences aside and have some fun? Or is this their last ever proper family holiday?

Out now in paperback and ebook.

 

Now read on for a taster …
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Prologue

Of the many family photographs that graced the shelves in Jacqui Benson’s living room, there were three of which she was particularly fond. The first, taken in the mid nineteen-eighties, was a photograph of an apple-cheeked baby girl, her younger daughter Chelsea, smiling in toothless delight as her grandfather Bill held her for her first paddle in the shallows of the sea. Chelsea’s big sister Ronnie, just two, stood alongside, gripping their father Dave’s hand for balance. Ronnie’s smile was big and proud as she waved a plastic spade at her mother behind the camera. That photograph was taken at Littlehampton, on a rare bright day in a fortnight of rain. They were staying in a borrowed caravan that smelled of Benson and Hedges and wet dog, but didn’t they have a great time?

The second photograph had been taken four years later. Same resort. Different caravan. Chelsea was five by now and Ronnie was six and a half. This time, neither sister needed an adult for support as they dashed in and out of the sea. Together with Granddad Bill, they had built a sandcastle and were filling the moat bucket by bucket. It was a thankless task; they spent the entire afternoon going backwards and forwards, spilling more than they managed to tip into the channel and finding it soaked away altogether before they got back with another load. In the photograph, the sun was shining, though Jacqui remembered it as another wet fortnight. Stormy even. Wasn’t that the holiday where the caravan’s awning blew away in the middle of the night? All the same, they had a laugh.

The third photograph was taken in the late nineteen-nineties. Littlehampton again. Granddad Bill liked the old-fashioned seaside town so much he’d bought a static van on a proper full service campsite when he retired. It was a great idea – free holidays for all the family when money was especially tight. In this photograph, the girls were on the beach once more but they were too old for paddling and sandcastles now. They’d spent the morning – a brief respite of sunshine in a fortnight of near monsoon conditions – stretched out on their beach-towels, listening to music, playing it super-cool whenever a good-looking boy walked by and dissolving into giggles once he was past them. They sat up for the photograph, taken by their father. Ronnie had slung her arm round her sister Chelsea’s shoulders. Chelsea’s expression, eyes rolling even as she tried not to laugh, suggested their dad had just told one of his ‘jokes’. This photograph was especially precious to Jacqui. It was the last photograph she had of her daughters together, great friends as well as sisters, enjoying each other’s company on a family holiday.

Sixteen years later, Jacqui had decided that it was time to recreate that togetherness again. Only this time with more reliable weather. 


Chapter One

Chelsea

Saturday morning, five thirty-seven. The alarm clock on Chelsea Benson’s bedside table had been going off for five whole minutes. Chelsea remained in a deep slumber, flat on her back, legs and arms spread wide like a starfish, and snoring so hard that her breath actually stirred the panels of the Japanese paper lampshade hanging above her bed.

Six twenty-three. The alarm had been sounding for fifty-one minutes. Chelsea snored on. She was finally woken by the sound of hammering on the front door of her flat and staggered to answer it, still half asleep. Her next-door neighbour, Pete, stood on the doorstep, in his pyjamas.

‘You’re in. I told myself she can’t be in. I told myself it would stop automatically. Or the batteries would run out. Or … or …’

With a good portion of her brain still stuck in the Land of Nod, Chelsea looked at Pete in confusion.

‘Your alarm clock!’ Pete spluttered. ‘I can hear it through the walls.’

‘Be-be-beep, be-be-beep, be-be-beep …’ The little clock had not given up.

As if hearing the alarm for the very first time, Chelsea turned back towards her bedroom.

‘No!’ She was suddenly very wide-awake indeed. ‘What time is it?’

‘It’s twenty-five past six on a Saturday morning!’

‘Sorry, Pete. I’ll make it up to you, I swear.’

She closed the door as quickly as she could without causing offence, then raced for her bedroom, turning off the alarm clock with a slam to its button while simultaneously working out her next move. Her brand-new wheelie case, still empty and bearing its shop tags, was on the floor by the wardrobe. The pile of holiday ironing she had meant to tackle the previous night was still resolutely wrinkled. No time to fix that. Her passport was … Where on earth was her passport?

Now Chelsea’s mobile phone was vibrating on the dressing table.

I hope U R on yr way 2 Gatwick.

It was a message from her sister, Ronnie, who, together with her partner, Mark, and their two children, Jack and Sophie, was already well on her way from her home in Coventry to Birmingham Airport. There was no time to respond.

Chelsea chewed on her electric toothbrush as she threw clothes in the general direction of the suitcase. She hopped into the dress she’d been wearing the previous evening and dragged a wide-toothed comb through her wavy brown hair. The undeniably gorgeous dress at least made her look a little more put-together, and looking more put-together always made her feel more put-together, which was useful. Despite the hurry, Chelsea paused for a moment and looked more carefully at the clothes she was planning to pack. Her favourite Chloé tunic? Check. Hepburn-style capris by Michael Kors? Check. Three new designer kaftans that were very Talitha Getty circa 1965? Check. Chelsea wasn’t sure it was the perfect holiday capsule wardrobe, but it was certainly getting there.

‘Passport?’ Chelsea muttered.

She spotted her passport on the table by the front door with her keys. Of course. She’d put it there so she wouldn’t forget it. Six forty-five. She could still do this. She could still be on time and looking pretty stylish too, she thought, as she glanced in the mirror. The beautiful dress was made perfect for travelling with ballet flats and a fitted denim jacket. She stuck her bug-eyed Oliver Peoples sunglasses in her hair and gave herself a quick pout. Yes. Looking all right, considering.

It was only as she got to the tube station at Stockwell that Chelsea realised her passport was still in the very place she had put it to make certain it was not left behind.

‘Aaaaaaagh!’

Seven fifteen. Chelsea was back at the tube station with her passport.

‘There are slight delays on the Victoria line …’

Eight thirty-five. Chelsea stumbled off the train at Gatwick Airport. Her new wheelie case was more unwieldy than the average shopping trolley. It had gone totally rogue. Which terminal? North or south? She didn’t have a clue.

We’re checking in now, said her sister’s latest text message. Are you even at your airport?

Chelsea found her airline. North Terminal. She made a run for it.

The girl on the check-in desk agreed it seemed cruel that she could not allow Chelsea to board her scheduled flight even though the delayed nine o’clock to Lanzarote would be on the stand for at least another forty minutes as it waited for a take-off slot.

‘But I can put you on a flight for tomorrow,’ the girl suggested. ‘I’m amazed there’s space, to be honest. It is the school holidays.’

‘Of course,’ Chelsea sighed. Everybody was going away. The airport was absolutely heaving with new wheelie cases and their amateur drivers. Chelsea especially hated those stupid bloody Trunkis. Even as she stood at the check-in desk, a four-year-old boy was ramming a green one designed to look like a frog into the backs of her ankles.

‘Is tomorrow the best you can do?’ Chelsea asked the check-in girl again.

‘Unless you want to swim there,’ the girl joked. ‘Sorry. There are no more flights today.’

Had she any choice in the matter, at this point Chelsea would have given up on the whole idea of a week away, cut her losses and headed home. Unfortunately, she didn’t have any choice in the matter at all. ‘Stick me on tomorrow’s flight,’ she said.

The girl put out her hand expectantly. ‘I’ll need your credit card. Your old ticket isn’t exchangeable.’

‘You’re kidding me?’

‘Oh.’ Having done some more tapping on her keyboard, the girl winced as though feeling the pain of what she was to say next. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to buy a different flight home as well. Because the return portion of this ticket is dependent on your having flown out there today.’

‘That can’t be right.’

‘It’s in the conditions of your fare. The only available return flight is next Sunday, so a day later. The total cost is three hundred and sixty-five pounds forty. Unless you also want to check in some luggage? That’s another twenty-five pounds per item.’

‘For heaven’s sake,’ Chelsea cried. She gave her credit card to the girl on the check-in desk, then turned and glared at the child with the ankle-bashing Trunki. He glared right back at her and gave her one more bash on the heels for luck.

It wasn’t as though Chelsea wanted to go to Lanzarote anyway. Lanza-grotty, as the girls in her office all called it, had never featured high on Chelsea’s list of places to see before she died. Chelsea was sure she knew everything there was to know about the tiny island. It was a volcanic dust bowl with nothing but slate-grey beaches. It was overrun with Brits. Every once passably beautiful bay or romantic cove now sported a burger bar and an Irish pub with an enormous flat-screen TV showing non-stop Sky Sports. The airlines that flew to Arrecife Airport said it all, as far as Chelsea was concerned. British Airways didn’t go there. Serena, Chelsea’s colleague at Society, the monthly fashion and gossip magazine where Chelsea was assistant features editor, said one should never fly to an airport that isn’t served by British Airways. With the exception of Mustique.

Chelsea hadn’t even told Serena she was going to Lanzarote. She just said ‘Spain’ and let Serena and the other uber-posh girls in the Society office imagine a carefully refurbished finca in an orange grove just outside Cadiz. Serena would have recoiled in horror at the very idea of the Hotel Volcan in Playa Brava, with its sports bar, mini-golf and ‘Kidz Klub’. Its functional bedrooms with their wipe-clean walls would never feature in a coffee-table book by Mr and Mrs Smith, that’s for sure. The moment Chelsea clicked on the hotel website and looked at a depressing shot of an en-suite bathroom, she fancied she could actually smell the tiny bars of cheap white soap and feel the scratchy pink toilet paper that must not, under any circumstances, be flushed down the loo. Nothing turned Chelsea’s stomach faster than the thought of a holiday resort without adequate plumbing. But what could Chelsea have said when her mother, Jacqui, called so full of excitement to confirm that the Lanzarote trip was on?

‘We’re going to the Hotel Volcan. They can put us all on the same floor with disabled access,’ said Jacqui.

Same floor and disabled access. Such considerations were extremely important when your party included, at one end of the scale, an adventurous six-year-old and, at the other end, an eighty-five-year-old who was about as steady on his feet as a newborn wildebeest suckled on Guinness. Five rooms had to be booked in all, for this was to be a ‘proper family holiday’ involving the entire Benson clan – six adults and two children. No one was to be left out. No matter how much they might wish to be.

This proper family holiday was Jacqui Benson’s idea of the perfect way to celebrate her upcoming sixtieth birthday. It was Chelsea’s idea of pure hell.


Chapter Two

Ronnie

Ronnie Benson, Chelsea’s big sister, was altogether more excited by the idea of a week in Playa Brava. After the year she’d had, she needed a week in the sun.

When Ronnie asked her mother what she would like as a gift for her milestone birthday, she had expected Jacqui to suggest her daughters chip in for a new watch or some more charms for her Pandora bracelet. Never in a million years did Ronnie think her mother might suggest a family gathering, much less a week-long family gathering in Lanzarote.

‘You want to go abroad?’

‘Your father and I have been planning this trip for years,’ Jacqui told her.

‘You never said.’ After a second of delighted astonishment, Ronnie’s thoughts immediately turned towards cost.

‘We wanted it to be a surprise,’ said Jacqui. ‘And I know it sounds over the top, but you’re not to worry – your dad and me are paying for everything. We just want you all to be there – you and Mark and the children. I can think of no better birthday gift than to have all my family around me. Especially …’

They were standing in the kitchen. Jacqui nodded through the open sitting-room door towards her father-in-law, Bill, Ronnie’s beloved granddad, who was asleep in his special chair. At eighty-five, having had just about every internal organ in his body replaced with a plastic valve, Bill was constantly threatening to shuffle off this mortal coil.

‘He’s always said he’d like to go to Lanzarote,’ said Jacqui.

‘Mum, are you sure?’ Ronnie asked.

‘Oh yes. He’s always going on about it.’

‘I mean, are you sure you and Dad want to pay for us all? We’d love to go, we really would, but it’s going to be expensive. You’re talking at least four rooms. More if Chelsea’s coming.’

‘Of course your sister’s coming.’

‘Really?’ Ronnie fought the urge to voice her scepticism. Chelsea on a package trip to Lanzarote seemed as likely as the Duchess of Cambridge rocking up at Nando’s.

‘Really.’

‘It’ll cost a fortune. Mark and me will at least chip in for our lot.’

Even as Ronnie said it, she wondered how on earth she and Mark could afford even four easyJet flights to the island. Their finances were more overstretched than Donatella Versace’s facelift. Mark worked as a kitchen fitter. It wasn’t a badly paid job, but once the recession hit, his hours had been cut from full time to just three days a week. Ronnie had picked up the slack with a part-time admin job at a funeral director’s (the credit crunch could not stop people dying), but still they had had to cut back. A holiday had not been on the agenda for that financial year, not when there were school uniforms to buy. A washing machine on its last legs. Gas bills. Council tax. A car that needed servicing … Every time Ronnie thought she had the family finances under control, they were beset by some new disaster. To Ronnie’s shame, she’d even considered having Fishy, the family cat, put down rather than pay for an expensive operation to fix her leg when the poor thing got run over. Things were that bad. (In the end, she’d stuck the op on her credit card). A holiday in Lanzarote was exactly what Ronnie needed and precisely what she couldn’t afford.

‘I know you’ve had a tough couple of years and that’s why we’re paying for you,’ her mother insisted. ‘I just want you all to be there.’

‘But—’

‘No buts, Veronica Benson. This is important to me. The money’s already in the bank and I want to take you all away. If I don’t spend it on this holiday, I’ll only spend it in Per Una.’

‘All right, Mum. Anything but more tat from Per Una.’

How could Ronnie refuse?

When he heard the news, Mark also expressed concern, but underneath his polite protestations that Ronnie’s parents were being too generous as usual, he seemed delighted, as did the children. A free holiday was not to be sniffed at – especially a holiday in the sun – and, unusually, Mark actually enjoyed hanging out with his almost in-laws. Sophie, who was fifteen and a half, tried to play it cool, of course, but Ronnie knew her daughter was secretly pleased and relieved to be able to tell the girls at school she would be going on a proper foreign holiday that summer after all. Meanwhile, Jack, aged six, was still at an age when the idea of a family gathering appealed to him enormously. Ronnie was sure Jack would have been equally thrilled to spend a week in a Travelodge near Wolverhampton so long as he had his family around him. His grandparents doted on him, but it was the thought of a week with Auntie Chelsea that seemed to tickle Jack most of all.

‘Auntie Chelsea!’ he squealed. ‘Is she really coming? Really really? She can play cricket with me,’ he added, remembering the last time he had seen his aunt, almost two years earlier, at a family barbecue. Chelsea had thrown a few balls for Jack that afternoon, in between turning her nose up at Mark’s burgers and moaning to Ronnie about how hard she found her job at that posh magazine. She’d really hardly paid Jack any attention at all, but for some reason she’d left an indelible impression.

‘I can’t wait to see her,’ said Jack.

‘If she can be bothered to come,’ Ronnie muttered to Mark. ‘I can’t imagine Miss Hoity-Toity is terribly excited by the idea of a package holiday in the Canaries. What will she say to the people at Society? I suppose she could always write a hilarious article about slumming it with the working classes.’

Mark just nodded. He knew better than to disagree with Ronnie where Chelsea was concerned.

From time to time you hear people refer to their siblings as their ‘best friends’. Well, Ronnie and Chelsea definitely didn’t have that sort of relationship. They hadn’t spoken in nearly two years.

It hadn’t always been like that. Born just eighteen months apart, the Benson sisters had once been inseparable. Ronnie had doted on her sweet younger sister Chelsea and Chelsea had considered big sister Ronnie the ultimate heroine and role model. As teenagers, in their shared bedroom in the terraced house where they grew up, they had talked late into the night about their plans to escape their boring hometown and make their way together in London. They’d go to university, become successful businesswomen and travel the world first class. Chelsea was going to work in fashion. Ronnie was going to have her own recruitment company by the time she was twenty-five. The sisters were each other’s cheerleaders. No way were they going to get stuck like their parents had.

Those ambitions were nipped in the bud when Ronnie turned seventeen and discovered she was pregnant.

It was a disaster. Just days earlier, Ronnie and her form teacher had been talking about university applications. Her teacher had suggested a string of top colleges. ‘The sky’s the limit for you, Ronnie Benson,’ were her encouraging words.

It certainly hadn’t been part of the plan to become a teenage mother.

Jacqui and Dave were strangely unfazed by the news of their elder daughter’s unplanned pregnancy. Ronnie had expected them to be furious. She had expected recriminations and talk of having let them down. Let herself down. In the end, there was nothing of the sort.

‘We’ll get through it,’ said her dad as he squeezed her in a bear hug. Jacqui agreed.

‘We’re right behind you, love,’ she said. ‘Every step of the way.’

Likewise, Ronnie’s teachers were sympathetic and did all they could to help her continue with her A-level courses, but Ronnie found her pregnancy surprisingly difficult and postponed her exams, with the intention of going back to a sixth-form college after the baby was born. However, when Sophie arrived, Ronnie was hit with a malaise she now knew to be postnatal depression. By the time Ronnie had enough energy even to brush her hair in the mornings again, her brightest contemporaries were already on their way to university. Although she had actually only missed out on a year, Ronnie felt she would never be able to catch up and so she didn’t bother.

Fifteen years later, Ronnie told herself that everything had turned out for the best. For a start, despite everyone’s predictions to the contrary, Mark had stood by her. They’d been together since they were both fourteen. Mark had already left school and was working as an apprentice at a joinery company when Ronnie told him she was pregnant. He vowed right away he would provide for Ronnie and his child, and he had definitely made good on that promise.

Mark moved in with Ronnie and her parents as soon as the baby was born. When Sophie was two, the little family was able to move out of Ronnie’s parents’ house and into a rented place of their own. With overtime and a bit of work on the side at weekends, Mark earned enough for Ronnie to stay at home until Sophie could go to school. When Sophie was nine, Ronnie considered finishing her A-levels at an adult-education college, but then she fell pregnant with Jack and the cycle started all over again. Including the postnatal depression.

But this makes it all worth it, thought Ronnie, at such moments as when she watched twelve-year-old Sophie, tall as a giraffe, make her precocious debut as goal defence in the school netball team. And what high-flying job could have been more satisfying than seeing four-year-old Jack play a sheep in his first school nativity play? These were the consolations for having so spectacularly short-circuited her plans for world domination with an unprotected shag. Ronnie might not be living in a posh house or driving a fancy car like some of her old friends from school, but she had been able to see her children grow up, while her contemporaries were so scared of stepping off the career ladder they put their carefully planned babies into childcare at six months old. You never got those early years back. If you missed the first word, the first steps, that was it. Those were the things that magazine writer Chelsea didn’t understand when she talked about how bored she would be if she were a stay-at-home mum.

‘I don’t know how you can stand not using your brain,’ Chelsea had said the last time she and Ronnie were together. It was at that barbecue to celebrate their grandfather Bill’s eighty-third birthday (Bill was celebrated every year now, just in case). That was the comment that sparked the discussion that became a full-blown row that ended with Chelsea accusing Ronnie of having become a mummy martyr and Ronnie accusing Chelsea of having turned into a self-obsessed snob, and subsequently led to the sisters’ two-year-long estrangement.

‘Not using my brain!’

Mark had become used to hearing Ronnie exclaim those four words at random moments during their week. It was usually when she had finished overseeing Sophie’s maths homework or had finally deciphered an incomprehensible instruction in a letter sent home from Jack’s school. Ronnie would then segue into a rant about how Chelsea had no idea how taxing family life could be. Ensuring that two children and one other adult were fed, dressed, happy and healthy, all on the kind of budget that would have been tight enough for a singleton? That was no mean feat. And now Ronnie was working part time as well. She never had a minute to herself. From time to time, she really did feel as though she was running an army battalion. Chelsea did not have a clue what a mother’s life was like.

Perhaps that’s why she didn’t see the need to apologise for her remarks, Mark occasionally dared to suggest. Only when Chelsea had a family of her own – assuming she could ever hang on to a man for long enough – would she realise the gravity of the insults she’d delivered over a chargrilled sausage in a bun.

‘I don’t care. I won’t ever forgive her,’ Ronnie claimed.

Jacqui’s birthday wish was to change all that. Ronnie had to promise their mother she would put her anger to one side for just this week. For what might be their last ‘proper family holiday’.

‘The best birthday present you could ever give me is for you girls to be friends again, like you used to be.’

As though to emphasise her point, Jacqui looked towards that ancient photo of the sisters building a sandcastle on Littlehampton beach.

‘All right,’ said Ronnie. ‘But Chelsea has to make an effort too.’

‘I’m sure she will,’ said Jacqui.

If only Ronnie could believe that. As it was, about a month before the trip, when Ronnie picked up the phone to offer the olive branch so that their first face-to-face meeting would not be too strange, Chelsea acted as though those two years of radio silence hadn’t even happened. She just went straight into a story about some fancy cocktail party she had attended for work. As Chelsea twittered on about the guest list, Ronnie was mortified to realise that while she had been nursing the mother of all grudges, Chelsea had carried on regardless, not questioning her sister’s absence because her swanky London life and career were just so fulfilling. She simply hadn’t noticed she and Ronnie were not on speaking terms.

Reading Chelsea’s text from Gatwick, as she stood in the check-in queue in Birmingham, Ronnie fumed. She was certain that her snooty sister had missed her flight deliberately. Next thing, Chelsea would claim she couldn’t get another flight. Ronnie would have put money on Chelsea not coming to Lanzarote at all.





  A Proper Family Holiday is available to buy now!
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