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Woman & Home
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Emily Edwards, author of The Herd

‘A timely and intoxicating firecracker of a drama packed with small town secrets, politics and prejudice, and fractured and blended families, set in a picture perfect rural setting that belies the dark realities of modern life. With some characters you’ll love, and others love to hate – it’s an absolutely brilliant read – thoughtful, thought provoking and always supremely entertaining’
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Nancy Tucker, author of The First Day of Spring
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1

PRESENT DAY

Lizzie

At the last moment, Lizzie decided against the heart-print dungarees. Ruby, her perennially embarrassed thirteen-year-old, said she’d seen a toddler wearing the same ones in Aldi last week. On top of that, Lizzie’s mother, who lived in constant dread of what her adult children were going to inflict on her next, would take one look at them and decide Lizzie had become a lesbian. Not, of course, that there was anything wrong with that. Minnie Plenderleith might be in her seventies, but her outlook was modern and her views liberal. It was just that she already had a gay daughter and a son she could hardly mention. It would be nice if one of her children could be normal for once. That was all she asked. It didn’t even need to be permanent. A phase would be fine. A phase of being normal. Imagine that!

Lizzie opted for the patchwork dress instead. It had a huge apron-style pocket at the front, where she could discreetly store a miniature bottle of gin and a bar of Dairy Milk for emergency cases of hysteria – other people’s hysteria, not her own. Lizzie existed on a higher vibration now and had no need for hysteria. It only caused a spike in spiritual and bodily toxins. This was something she’d learnt when she left her husband. These days, Lizzie looked back on her divorce as being the greatest cleansing event of her life.

She took hold of her suitcase and hauled it down the stairs. It was a precarious business. By the time she reached the bottom, she was breathless and sweating, partly from exertion and partly because of the residual fear from the moment she’d lost her footing and thought she was about to tumble to an undignified end. Falling down that steep, narrow staircase had been a phobia of Lizzie’s since they’d moved here. Every time she stood at the top, she uttered a silent prayer to the Archangel Michael to protect her on the way down. She would picture her dress billowing over her head as she began an ungainly, slow-motion somersault, which would end with her becoming wedged between the wall and the bannister, the rich flesh of her thighs protruding through the bars until the fire brigade arrived to cut her out.

It wasn’t the way she wanted to go.

She brushed an arm over her forehead and wiped away the beads of sweat. Her breath came back slowly and she knew was probably red in the face. You really should go on a diet, she said to herself. Then, Fuck you. You’re happy, and headed through the living room to the kitchen, where Tamsin was filling one of the new compostable cool boxes with nut roast and a vegetable jambalaya.

When they’d spoken on the phone last week, Lizzie’s mother had asked her and Tamsin to bring the vegetarian food for Christmas and Lizzie agreed to it. Bert, her mostly wonderful stepfather, did the cooking in her parents’ house. He was a professor of philosophy and hadn’t yet come to grips with vegetarianism as a real concept. ‘Do you still eat potatoes?’ he’d asked once, and Lizzie still wasn’t sure whether he was being facetious or if he really meant it.

Lizzie watched Tamsin arrange ice packs around the beeswax-wrapped dishes. ‘Thanks for doing this,’ she said.

Tamsin smiled at her. ‘It’s no problem. Are you sure it’s still okay for me to tag along? I don’t want to be butting in on your family’s Christmas.’

‘Oh, God. It’s completely fine. In fact, if you back out now, there’s a risk that I’ll spend the whole festive period in solitary confinement in my room and offend everyone. You’re doing us a favour. Keeping the peace.’

Tamsin looked momentarily frightened. ‘I don’t know if I can handle that much responsibility.’

‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ Lizzie said. ‘I just meant … Well, you’re as good as family, aren’t you? We need as many people as possible to dilute the tension when Owen’s around.’

Tamsin nodded sagely. ‘I’ll bring some rosemary oil. We can burn it to ease people’s anxiety.’

‘Good idea,’ Lizzie said. She thought about Owen and couldn’t help sighing.

‘What’s up?’

Lizzie shook her head. ‘It’ll probably be fine,’ she said. ‘It’s just that whenever my brother comes home, a drama happens. Mum never seems to accept this. She’s just excited. But she must know. She must know that when Owen appears, there’s a disaster. I sometimes think he does it deliberately. Just comes into our lives again, causes chaos, then disappears while the rest of us have to pick up the pieces.’

Carefully, Tamsin said, ‘Well, it’s been ten years. Maybe things will be different this time.’

‘Maybe,’ Lizzie said doubtfully. ‘He holds so many grudges. I don’t know … maybe he has reason to. Mum always says his anger is because of our father’s death, but I’m sure that’s not right. He’s angry because of what happened with Nora Skelly.’

‘He needs to let it go,’ Tamsin said. ‘Forgiving others is one of the most healing things a person can do for themselves. It releases all the built-up toxins—’

‘Whatever you do, don’t say that to him,’ Lizzie interrupted. ‘He’d have nothing positive to say and my mother already worries that my yoga and meditation habits are just benign forms of insanity.’

It wasn’t only her mother who thought that. Lizzie’s entire family were alarmed by her. They thought of both meditation and yoga as the exclusive preserves of mad people and hippies, and saw the fact that Lizzie now practised them as a sign that she was still barely keeping it together, six years after her divorce. It didn’t bother Lizzie too much. People were always alarmed by things they didn’t understand. It was just the way the world worked. She wondered what they’d think if she told them about her plans to start a small business with Tamsin, helping people to meditate and protect themselves spiritually from others, and to connect with the earth as a form of healing. They’d probably laugh, at least until she started making money. Once there was money in a bank account, the whiff of madness around a project tended to disappear.

Lizzie and Tamsin were excited about the business. They planned to run it from the conservatory. They’d talked their landlord into having the glass repaired and they’d bought an indoor water feature and hung crystals from the ceiling and covered the floor with Indian rugs and meditation mats, so their clients could spend all day in one room, suffused in natural light and visualising the peace of mountain streams.

‘Do you really think all this ancient wisdom works?’ Bert asked her last time she saw him. ‘I mean, really?’

‘Yes, I do,’ Lizzie told him. She went no further than that. Tamsin would have tried to reason with him, to explain healing as a holistic process that needed to go deep within the body and spirit, but Lizzie knew there was no point. Bert divided the world into the rational and the irrational and Lizzie, he’d decided, was irrational. No one needed to take much notice of anything she said.

Her mother had a more important question. ‘You and Tamsin … Are you just friends, or is there more to it than that?’

Lizzie sighed. ‘I’ve explained this to you, Mum.’

‘I know you have, but explain it again. She’s your … What is she?’

‘She’s my Enduring Feminine Ally.’

‘And what is that, exactly?’

‘We see ourselves as each other’s life partner. There is a deep connection between us but the relationship is purely platonic. We’ve rejected traditional notions of romantic love and instead have come together to support each other, combine our finances and bring up our children together in a caring relationship that is …’

‘So you’re flatmates?’ Bert said.

‘No. We’re more than flatmates. We’re family. We’re committed.’

‘But it’s not like a marriage?’

‘No.’

‘And you don’t …?’

‘No.’

Bert shook his head in bewilderment. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘As long as you’re happy.’

‘I am happy,’ Lizzie told him. ‘Honestly. I know you think it’s mad—’

‘No one thinks that,’ her mother interjected.

‘… But it’s not mad. It’s just different. I’m not interested in conventional romance anymore, and realising that means I’m more at peace than I’ve ever been.’

Her parents didn’t even try to conceal their scepticism. They saw in Lizzie’s new life the tragedy of two hurt, middle-aged women who’d given up on real love.

Ruby walked into the room, dressed in ripped black jeans, a dark red top and a beret. ‘When are we going?’ she asked.

‘In just a minute,’ Lizzie told her. ‘Have you got everything?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Toothbrush?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Shampoo?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Knickers?’

‘Mum!’ Ruby’s face flamed.

‘Sorry,’ Lizzie said, ‘but it’s important.’

Ruby ignored her comment. ‘Can we go now? I FaceTimed Grandma and she said I can have the biggest room if we get there first.’

‘Oh, right,’ Lizzie said, enlightened. ‘I thought this impatience to go was because you were longing to see your grandparents. I didn’t realise it was all about securing yourself the biggest room.’

Ruby rolled her eyes. ‘It’s that as well. But seeing as I have to share my room here, I thought it would be nice to get something good at Grandma’s.’

The resentment in her voice was unmistakable. Even when Lizzie and Tamsin had combined their incomes, they’d only been able to afford this three-bedroomed cottage, so Ruby shared a room with Tamsin’s eight-year-old daughter, Daisy. All things considered, Lizzie didn’t think Ruby had very much to complain about. The girls had the biggest room in the house and Lizzie had hung a gorgeous divider down the middle of it, but Ruby was determined to hold on to her sense of injustice, perhaps forever.

Lizzie couldn’t help feeling relieved that Daisy was spending this Christmas with her dad.

She said, ‘Now, you know Grandma is determined this is going to be the most amazing Christmas ever, don’t you?’

‘I know.’

‘So try and get along with Layla as well as you can.’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. You just …’ Her voice trailed off. She’d been about to say, ‘You know what you’re like,’ but stopped when she thought how unfair that would be. There was nothing wrong with Ruby. She rubbed along well with almost everyone and Lizzie realised suddenly that she’d been talking to herself, not her daughter. You know what you’re like, she thought, remembering all those times in the past when she hadn’t been able to find a way to get on with her brother, not even just a temporary peace for her mother’s sake.

She smiled at her daughter. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I know you’ll be fine.’

‘You don’t get on with Owen. You’re always saying what a dick he is.’

‘Well, I shouldn’t say things like that. He’s not a dick. He’s … complicated.’

‘Will Jess and Anna be there?’

‘They want to be, but it depends on the baby. Jess is due any minute.’

Jess was Lizzie’s younger sister. Much younger, though Lizzie couldn’t remember if she was twenty-six or twenty-seven. She’d married Anna two years ago and this was their second child, conceived through donor sperm. Ruby felt generally nauseated by the whole thing.

‘Anyway, shall we go?’

‘I suppose so,’ Ruby said. Then she looked at Lizzie seriously and asked, ‘Are all families mad, or is it just ours?’
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PRESENT DAY

Minnie

It had been clear to Minnie that ever since Lizzie arrived an hour ago, she’d been trying not to hover too close to the wine rack, pretending she wasn’t desperate to crack open a bottle, pour a large glass of red and take herself away from all this. It was barely 2 p.m. Lizzie was an addict. She always seemed to be battling an addiction to something – booze, food, cigarettes, bad men. For the last couple of years, she’d been addicted to alternative living. As far as Minnie could see, this meant eating a plant-based diet and harnessing a certainty that global conflicts could be solved if people would only burn the right essential oils.

Lizzie tore herself away from eyeing the wine rack and set about making tea instead. ‘Do you want a cup, Mum?’

‘Yes, if you’re making it. Real tea, though. Not your weird, wacky baccy tea.’

Lizzie made a face, as if she wanted to say something but knew it would be futile in the face of her mother’s failure to understand the difference between drinking herbal tea and smoking marijuana. None of her children seemed to realise that Minnie was seventy years old and as such, her innocence was mostly pretence. She liked to play the batty old lady now and then. It kept everyone on their toes, not knowing whether she was losing it or not. There was power in it, and a kind of feminine mystique she’d never achieved when she was younger.

She said, ‘Get the pot out. Bert will be in soon, sniffing round the cupboards for fuel.’

‘You make him sound like a hunter-gatherer.’

‘It’s how he sees himself.’

Lizzie busied herself with the teapot and mugs.

Minnie said, ‘Where’s Tamsin?’

‘I think she went for a walk. She walks miles every day, whatever the weather. She’s writing a book about it.’

‘Well, that sounds like a bestseller. Will it be a film as well?’

She couldn’t help herself. It drove her mad, the way Lizzie and Tamsin put so much energy into things that were obviously never going to earn them a penny. ‘Neither of us are interested in money,’ Lizzie always insisted. ‘You don’t need big houses and stuff to be happy.’

She spat the word stuff as if it were something filthy. Lizzie liked to lay claim to the moral high ground. Her lack of interest in money was all part of her complicated patchwork of ethics, proof that she was almost divine. Last summer, when Owen announced over a family Zoom call that he’d bought a beach house, Lizzie hadn’t congratulated him. She’d simply pursed her lips and said, ‘A second home?’ in a voice thick with disapproval. Lizzie preferred to disguise her envy as moral alarm and Minnie couldn’t really blame her. She was forty-three years old and owned so little, she had to make it look like a deliberate choice rather than the result of a chequered employment history and several disastrous relationships with abominable men. Now she shared that ramshackle, rented cottage in Sussex with the lovely-but-mad Tamsin. Tamsin had taught Lizzie the virtues of self-love and spiritual enlightenment, and now Lizzie floated through life in long skirts and fed her only child nothing but magical superfoods grown beside woodland streams, guaranteed to confer eternal life. She also read tarot cards, squeezed her own fruit juice and read books with titles like The Path of the Wild Woman and How to Harness the Feminine Divine. Minnie had no idea what these titles meant and suspected their authors had no idea either. Still, Lizzie was an adult. It was no longer down to her to guide her reading choices.

Lizzie brought the teapot and mugs to the table and set them down. Just as she did, the phone rang from its cradle on the shelf beside her. Minnie reached over and picked it up. ‘Hello?’ They’d given up the old-fashioned habit of reciting their number when answering, after that time a few months back when she’d had a sudden and total inability to remember it. She’d simply stood there in silence with the phone in her hand, her mind entirely blank and an awful sense of panic rising within her. This was it, she’d thought, her first step towards dementia and that scene she’d occasionally rolled out in her head, which ended with her on her knees, telling her devoted, yet over-burdened daughters to shoot her.

‘Mum! I’ve had the baby! It’s a girl.’

Jess. Minnie listened to her talk and used some wild, elated hand gestures to convey the news across the room to Lizzie.

She made a mental note of the important information: 6lbs 2oz; eight hours; gas and air; home this evening.

When she put the phone down, Bert was standing behind her waiting expectantly. ‘A girl,’ she told him.

He made a quick delighted movement with his feet, something like dancing but not quite. His knees weren’t up to it these days.

‘They’ve called her Minnie,’ she said, trying not to sound absurdly, foolishly proud. Jess was the only one of her children who would ever think about performing such a clear act of love.

Baby Minnie. It was all the rage these days. Parents everywhere were giving their children names that hadn’t been heard beyond the walls of an old people’s home for decades. Flora, Betty, Mabel, Barnaby, Ivor, Stanley … They were names that, until recently, had reeked of poorer, uglier times. Of course, this still applied to Minnie and Bert themselves, who were just relics from the 1950s. Their names were unfashionable and drab, along with all the Susans and Franks of their time. But there was a vintage elegance to this new generation. Young Minnie and her Ada-Edith-Elsa friends would carry off an older-woman chic that genuine older women didn’t have a hope of achieving.

Bert said, ‘Do you think this means they won’t be coming for Christmas?’

Minnie felt the sting in her lower lip as her teeth worked away at the cracked skin and drew blood – a nervous compulsion she’d never grown out of. The baby had arrived before her New Year’s Eve due date, and now they couldn’t be sure that Jess and her family would be able to face Christmas here, away from the comforting warmth of their home, and with so many people around. Owen, Lizzie, the teenagers … There would be no end to the noise and the fuss. When their first child was six months old, Minnie remembered, Jess had phoned her in a sleep-deprived fury. ‘I told them,’ she’d said, the threat of tears in her voice. ‘I told them I wasn’t staying overnight anywhere until this baby slept, and I meant it. And now they’ve asked us to stay with them for three days and Anna’s afraid to say no.’

Minnie understood. She really did, even though over twenty-five years had passed since she was last pacing the dark floors of her bedroom with a wailing, colicky infant slung over one shoulder. She knew the need of a breastfeeding mother for the retreat of home. But Minnie had spent months planning Christmas. It was the first year for over a decade that Owen had agreed to come home for it and she had a deep, primal need to have the whole noisy lot of them under her roof again: the children, their current partners (or Enduring Feminine Allies, whatever that meant), the grandchildren … It could, though she never said it out loud, be the last one, their last chance for the perfect family Christmas before Bert made up his mind he was going to wither and die.

Recently, Bert seemed to have accepted his death as lurking ahead of him, none too distant. He thought Minnie should do the same. Publicly, she went along with the idea, but privately she intended to do no such thing. Bert felt it was important to plan his funeral, sort out his finances, take some of the control away from the arms of the bastard death.

‘Do you want to be buried or cremated?’ he’d asked her earnestly last week. ‘You need to think about these things.’

She’d looked at him over the rim of her glasses. ‘Surprise me,’ she said.

Minnie was happy to deny death a single moment of her time while she was still alive. When it came, it could come with a bang.

Now she said, ‘I’ll give Jess a chance to come home from the hospital, and then I’ll ask.’

Bert nodded agreeably. ‘All right, love.’

He headed for the fridge in search of a celebratory beer, even though his doctor had told him months ago that he needed to give up alcohol completely. Bert refused. It was against his principles, he claimed, to sacrifice small pleasures at this stage of life in pursuit of nothing more than a slightly longer, far more tedious journey to the grave. The children had things to say about this, but Minnie left him to get on with it. She’d lived with true alcoholism before and knew this wasn’t it.

The older children were hers, not hers and Bert’s, though no one seemed to remember that anymore, apart from Owen.

Bert cracked open his beer and eased himself into the armchair at the end of the room to drink it. The kitchen was the size of a tennis court and the reason Minnie would never agree to downsize, or move away from this small town where she’d lived for forty years. It reassured her to know that she could fit everyone she knew in this room, and that the forever-stocked wine rack running the length of one wall held enough bottles to ensure no guest could ever run out. Over the years, they’d hosted children’s parties, lavish dinners and even wakes in here. They were allowing the rest of the house to slowly decay while Minnie refused to surrender any more of her precious life to cleaning or DIY, but this room was the heart of their home. It mattered to them. They kept it smart.

She cast an anxious glance at the clock. 2.25. Owen would be landing in Heathrow in five minutes. She imagined him and his family, having soared through the bright skies of Sydney, now drifting down through the grey winter fog into London, and felt an urge to pick up the phone and apologise to him. ‘Sorry about the cold,’ she’d say, and everyone would laugh at her because of course it wasn’t her fault. It was just that she wanted things to be perfect for him. He was her only son, and things had been good between them once.

Bert didn’t agree. He thought that flying from Sydney to London for something as frivolous as Christmas was an act of violence against the planet.

‘But we haven’t seen them for ten years.’

Bert understood. It was a long time. But did that make it okay? The people living on the Pacific islands would probably not think so, as the seas rose and waves engulfed their land because Owen had decided on a whim to haul a suitcase full of soft-toy koalas through the skies to drop into the hands of a family that didn’t want them.

Bert was always like this. He loved a good rant. It helped him get through the day, now coffee was no longer allowed. Minnie would often come down after her shower in the morning to find him sitting at the table with the iPad, reading some inflammatory article in the right-wing press and working himself into a rage over the readers’ comments.

‘I’ve been triggered,’ he’d tell her. He meant it ironically, showing at once that he was up to date with current language, and also his disdain for it. Bert did not believe in trigger warnings. ‘People need to be triggered,’ he said. ‘And anyway, what are we reading for, if not to find someone who can show us how we feel, that we’re not alone?’ Minnie said nothing. Her own views on triggering were less clearly defined.

The phone rang again.

‘Mum?’

‘Owen!’ she exclaimed. She looked over at Bert and said, ‘It’s Owen.’

‘I know, love,’ Bert said.

She turned her attention back to the phone. ‘Where are you?’

‘We’ve just landed,’ he told her. ‘We’ll grab a taxi, quickly shower at the hotel, and then we’ll be over.,’

Minnie wanted to say, I wish you’d just stay here instead of in some soulless hotel. She stopped herself and instead said, ‘We can’t wait to see you.’

‘We won’t be able to stay for long tonight. Layla’s looking pretty jet-lagged already.’

‘Okay. Oh, and Jess had the baby today. A little girl.’

Owen made a noise which Minnie took to mean, ‘Amazing! A little girl!’

Then he said, ‘By the way, it’s just Layla and me. We ate on the flight. We don’t need a meal, so don’t cook up a feast or anything, will you?’

He said it so casually, she wondered whether she’d misheard.

‘What—’

‘… I’m losing signal, Mum. See you later.’

She waited until she was sure he’d gone before hanging up.

‘It’s just him and Layla,’ she said to Bert. ‘No Sophie.’

Bert heaved a sigh. ‘Well …’

‘Why? Do you think they’ve separated?’

‘I have no idea,’ Bert said, in a tone that suggested he wasn’t very much interested in the state of his wayward stepson’s marriage. Minnie knew it had been rather a relief for Bert when Owen moved all his seething domestic resentments to another hemisphere.

It hadn’t been that way for Minnie, though. Minnie took it personally. Owen’s emigration had ended her hope that he’d one day put aside his anger and find his way back into the family. His announcement that he and Sophie were getting married and staying in Sydney forced Minnie to realise that for years, she’d done nothing but cling to a delusion. Owen had always had girlfriends from overseas and Minnie put it down to a deep-seated boredom that sought relief in the unknown. She didn’t believe for one moment that he loved any of them. He’d always made it clear that no one could ever live up to Nora, and it made Minnie wonder whether he was marrying Sophie because she was the one who could take him furthest away from here.

She said, ‘I just wanted a perfect Christmas. Everyone together again at last. It’s been so long since we’ve had everyone under the same roof …’

‘You can’t schedule happiness, Minnie. Christmas is a date. It’s arbitrary. People don’t become happy or healthy just because it’s December.’

Oh, shut your face, she thought. She knew that. She knew it perfectly well. She hadn’t lived on the planet for seventy years without learning a thing or two about misery. She’d just dared to have a dream, that was all. And she’d kept it modest. It was hardly on the scale of Martin Luther King.

Bod, their little grey cat, pushed his way through the cat flap in the back door and started rubbing against her legs. She picked him up, although she resisted the urge to talk to Bert via the medium of the cat, in the way she used to do through the babies when she was married to her first husband. ‘Oh, look at the stupid idiot in the corner,’ she’d say to Owen, back in those heady days when he was a beautiful, plump six-month-old and responded to almost everything she said with a smile and a jovial tug at her hair. ‘He thinks you’re too demanding. Don’t you listen to him, my darling. He hasn’t got a clue how precious you are, but one day he will. One day, he’ll wake up and realise everything he missed out on. What a silly daddy he is. What an arse.’

This passive-aggressive form of making her feelings clear had never got her very far. It usually resulted in Jack storming out of the room and slamming the door behind him, shouting about what a bloody tiresome woman he’d married and how he wished he’d never met her. Minnie had known how infuriating she was, but more adult forms of communication had never worked with Jack.

Bert took a long swig of his beer and said, ‘Shall we make a list of each of the years one or other of the kids has ruined the perfect Christmas you’d planned? It would be much longer than the list of Christmases that went well.’

‘I know it would,’ Minnie said shortly, heading to the fridge so she could replan the evening’s meal. ‘I just hoped this might be the year. I am nothing if not tenacious, Bert.’

Bert chuckled, as though his wife’s deep yearning to achieve peace in her family was an endearing habit that he indulged.

She stared at the contents of the over-full fridge. She’d been intending to serve her luxury fish pie with king prawns and scallops, but if Owen didn’t want it, she wasn’t going to force it on him. Bert was right. How many times had Owen done this? He’d only told her three days ago that they wouldn’t be staying, that he’d booked a hotel in Reading to make it easier for everyone. He didn’t seem to have considered that his mother, in all her foolish excitement, had already prepared the bedrooms – vacuumed, dusted, changed the sheets, arranged beautiful (and expensive) bunches of Christmas flowers in the vases, put a mini tree and some fairy lights in Layla’s room. All those loving touches that her son so swiftly rejected with one deft wave of his credit card.

‘He doesn’t want feeding,’ she told Bert. ‘Layla’s jet-lagged. They won’t be staying long. I’ll make some sandwiches. I’ll stick some arsenic in them. That’ll liven up our Christmas.’

Lizzie said, ‘Don’t get overwrought, Mum. It’ll be fine. We’ll have a great Christmas. I bet you anything Jess will come. She wouldn’t miss it, even if the baby will be barely three days old.’

Minnie smiled appreciatively. ‘Thanks,’ she said.

Lizzie pulled a chair out from the table, sat down opposite her and poured the tea. ‘So,’ she said, clearly by way of changing the subject, ‘what’s new in Bourton?’

‘Well, nothing. Of course.’

Lizzie raised her eyebrows. ‘Really? Nothing?’

‘Not really. No one I know has moved. A few familiar names are back.’

‘Which names?’ Lizzie asked.

‘Well …’ Minnie hesitated. It had been years since she’d mentioned Nora. At the time, it seemed like the only way to move on but even so, she was always there, nagging at the back of everyone’s minds, causing tension, sending Owen to Australia to start again, to get away …

Eventually, she said, ‘Nora Skelly’s back. I don’t know how long for. Her father died in October. She’s here to put the house on the market, I suppose.’

Lizzie was quiet as she absorbed the news.

After a while, she said, ‘Have you seen her?’

‘No.’

‘Does Owen know?’

‘I haven’t told him.’

‘I wonder what she’s been doing with her life. I’ve often wondered.’ It was like a confession, for someone to admit they still thought about Nora.

‘I don’t know. I heard she never stays anywhere for long. She does a lot of travelling, I think. Someone said she was in Malaysia when she got the news about her dad. She does something with coastlines. I don’t know what.’

‘It’s what she always said she’d do. Conservation. Maybe we should invite her over.’

‘Lizzie!’

‘I was joking, Mum. But one of us is bound to bump into her.’

‘I know,’ Minnie said. ‘I know we are.’

Lizzie appeared lost in thought. Eventually, she said, ‘Is Owen in touch with her, do you know?’

Minnie felt taken aback suddenly. This was genuinely not something she’d ever considered. She said, ‘No. No, I wouldn’t have thought so.’

‘I just wondered, that’s all. It seems a bit too much of a coincidence, for them both to be back here at the same time, after staying away for years. Maybe they arranged it. Maybe …’ she added, as if warming to the drama, ‘that’s why Sophie’s not with him.’

‘Don’t be mad.’

‘It was just a thought.’

Minnie could sense Bert looking at her. Nora’s presence had suddenly become invasive again. Ever since Fred Skelly died and word had passed through town that Nora was home, Minnie’s old guilt kept resurfacing. Had they done the right thing? Nora was only eighteen at the time. Maybe they should have looked after her, instead of punishing her so badly.

Minnie glanced at Lizzie and sighed. ‘Try and get on with him this year, won’t you?’

‘Of course, Mum. Honestly, I have no space in my life for conflict now. He’s my brother. I’m looking forward to seeing him. It’s been a long time since … all that happened. He’ll have mellowed, too.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ Minnie said. ‘I just want things to be …’

She couldn’t finish her sentence. Perfect would make her sound like such a sad, foolish old woman.
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PRESENT DAY

Lizzie

Here she was back in Bourton, her childhood town, where everything was still exactly the same. The signs above some of the shops had changed and a few cafés on the high street had made themselves more upmarket – their cheese scones were no longer cheddar but stilton and caramelised onion; their soups were all topped with toasted pumpkin seeds; the names of their cakes prefixed by Italian – but the spirit of the place was just as it had always been; gentle, smart and affluent, with everyone’s savage dramas politely played out just below the surface.

Her mother, for some reason, loved it here. She was always telling Lizzie what a gift it was for Lizzie to have lived in the same place for twenty years, then come back and visit and find everything just as it ever was. People didn’t leave Bourton, not in the way they left other places. Parents stayed even when their children had grown up and gone, and the children came back with their own families after years spent in London assembling some kind of career. Lizzie found it all tediously claustrophobic, like something out of a Thomas Hardy novel. She often thought she’d like to throw a grenade into it, which wouldn’t be difficult. If someone ever said fuck, the whole town would be in uproar and an aspiring councillor would no doubt organise a protest march to force the offender out, to Reading or Slough.

The thought of returning to this place of perfection, where the river cut an elegant path through the edge of town and the women were all a size eight and the men spent their weekends in Lycra at the rowing club, made Lizzie feel like she was suffocating in mainstream, aspirational hell. She knew how they looked at her – the undisciplined fat woman, taking up too much space on the pavement they’d funded from their punishingly high taxes.

She longed to tell them. She longed to tell them of the joy that would be waiting for them if they’d only liberate themselves from these treadmills of image and materialism. They never would, though. They all had those two most important things – Instagrammable bodies and Instagrammable lives. They shared everything for the whole world to see: their huge, beautiful weddings; the expensive anniversary meals where each course was barely more than a morsel; the roses; the endless love they all endlessly received – the love they measured by the price of a ring, the cost of the champagne.

Lizzie would love to take these young women, stepping out into their marriages, shake them by the shoulders and say, ‘This isn’t the only life. There’s another one out there and it’s fabulous.’ Her years of being single, of living in platonic contentment with her best friend, made her feel she’d been let in on a secret no one else was interested in hearing.

Still, she accepted that some people were just suited to marriage. Her mother and Bert had been married thirty years and Lizzie could hardly remember the time before Bert, except that it hadn’t been good. Only Owen seemed to remember their father with anything like regret.

Owen had been fourteen when their father died, Lizzie eleven. Lizzie’s main memory of the immediate aftermath was the food left outside the front door. The garden path all the way to the gate had been awash with containers of soups and stews because everyone wanted to help and this was the only way they knew how.

Owen, who was afraid he’d have to speak to someone if he went outside, peered out from the living-room window and said, ‘There’s too much here. What are we going to do with all this?’

Their mother said, ‘We’re going to eat it, Owen. We’re going to have a feast and it can go on all night if you like.’

And that was exactly what they did. While their father and his ravaged liver lay wasted in the hospital mortuary, their mother extended the kitchen table to its fullest length and one by one, the children carried the containers in from outside. They heated everything up, emptying it all into the serving dishes usually reserved for Christmas. Then they all sat down, grabbed a plate and helped themselves to whatever they wanted. Lizzie remembered their initial hesitancy over strange combinations – potato dauphinoise on fresh bread; beef stew and cheese; no vegetables (no vegetables!) – but then, slowly, they all seemed to sense a new freedom. They could do this. They could indulge in slightly weird, convention-busting behaviour, knowing their father wasn’t going to burst in at any moment, drunk and brutal, and put an end to it.

Afterwards, their mother sat back in her chair in the candlelight and smiled beatifically at her two children who had just lost their father. In that moment, she looked to Lizzie as noble as Marmee with her little women. ‘We’re going to be fine,’ she promised them. ‘Always.’

No one ever voiced it, but they all knew their mother was relieved he’d finally died. There were only two people in the world Lizzie had ever shared that with, and they were Nora Skelly and, later, Tamsin. Even when they were eleven years old, Nora had known about madness, and Tamsin understood the shadowy, complicated feelings people were ashamed to admit to.

Now, Lizzie and Tamsin sat together in the living room, waiting for Owen to arrive. Tamsin was serenely sipping vegetable juice and Lizzie swore she could see the vitamins going straight to her face. She glowed – her cheeks softly radiant, her eyes bright and clear. No alcohol, no caffeine. She existed on an even higher vibration than Lizzie.

Lizzie held a generous glass of gin and tonic. It was early, but also, it was Christmas. ‘She was my friend first,’ she said.

Tamsin furrowed her brow, confused. ‘What?’

‘Sorry,’ Lizzie said. It was a habit she’d developed recently. She slipped from thought to conversation, forgetting that the person she was speaking to hadn’t heard what was going on in her head, so had no idea what she was talking about. ‘I mean Nora. She was my friend first, before anything happened with Owen. After my dad died, she was the only person who didn’t treat me like something from a museum of curiosities. She was great, really. Completely bonkers, but great.’

Thoughtfully, Tamsin said, ‘Was she really bonkers, though, or was she just different from your family?’

It was a valid question. Tamsin had seen first-hand how Lizzie’s family dismissed as bonkers anyone who didn’t quite fit within their narrow parameters of normal.

Normal people were:


	Employed 9–5 in a standard profession: teachers, accountants, solicitors, IT consultants, managers, business owners. Aspirations beyond these, such as acting, dancing or film-making, were unrealistic. Aspirations beneath these would result in a life of financial struggle.

	Married.

	Homeowners.

	Parents.

	Sensible.



Lizzie said, ‘You’re right. She was probably just different. Her mum was mad, though. She disappeared when Nora was twelve. No one ever found out what happened to her. It was a big deal in Bourton at the time. I was grateful for it. It took the eyes off me. The other kids stopped wondering what it was like to have a dad who slipped into a canal and drowned when he was pissed, and started wondering what it was like to have a mother who walked out on you.’

‘That’s sad,’ Tamsin said. ‘Sad childhoods.’

‘Well,’ Lizzie said dismissively. ‘What point is there in a happy childhood? The most boring people I know had happy childhoods. All of them. I’m grateful for a bit of misery.’

‘But Owen’s not?’

Lizzie was silent for a while. Then she said, ‘He probably would have been fine, if it hadn’t been for … It was a big deal, Tamsin. You can’t just get over that. It’s going to follow you around for the rest of your life. Can you imagine if …’

Tamsin shook her head. ‘No. I can’t.’

‘I never used to understand, when I was younger, how he held on to all that resentment. But I do now. I want to be nice to him, but it depends on how he is. It depends what he’s like towards our mum. I think he’s always liked to see her cry. It’s always been important to him. To punish her.’

‘Do you think he’ll have stopped now?’

Lizzie considered this. ‘I don’t know. I used to think he’d never stop until they thrash the whole thing out. He wants to see remorse. An apology. Some kind of evidence that the whole thing torments her. But Mum refuses to even mention it. Today was the first time she’s mentioned Nora Skelly for twenty-six years. She behaves as if it never happened. I can see why that annoys him.’

‘She mentioned her today?’ Tamsin asked, her interest piqued.

Lizzie took a large gulp of her drink. ‘Yeah. She’s back in town. Nora, I mean. Her dad died.’

‘Has
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