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CHAPTER ONE
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‘SO, REMIND ME, who’s this “Evil Uncle Eric” then? I’m sure you’ve told me but I can’t keep track of my own relations, let alone other people’s.’

Sophie laid her teaspoon down in her saucer and looked thoughtfully across the table at one of her two best friends. ‘He’s some relation of Dad’s, Mands, but as I’ve never met him either – or if I have, I was too young to remember – it’s hardly surprising you’ve forgotten. I’m not quite sure if he’s really an uncle or just an older cousin. There was some sort of falling out which apparently is all sorted now.’

They were in their favourite coffee shop, at their favourite table by the window where they could watch the passers-by, and, if appropriate, comment on their clothes. Sophie, from habit, mopped up some spilled coffee with a napkin.

‘And remind me why you’re going to look after him? You’re only twenty-two. Not quite old enough to be palmed off as a spinster and sent to look after single male relatives.’ Amanda’s disapproval was evident in the way she was carving patterns on the top of her cappuccino in choppy downward movements.

Sophie narrowed her eyes in mock disapproval. ‘You read too much historical fiction, Mandy, although I must say it does sound as if the unattached daughter is being sent to live with the rich uncle in the hope that he’ll leave her all his money.’ She frowned. ‘It’s not really that at all.’

Her friend raised her eyebrows sceptically.

‘It’s not!’ protested Sophie.

‘So your family aren’t using you as a dogsbody – yet again? While this random relative’s minder goes on holiday?’

Sophie shrugged. ‘She’s not a minder! She’s a housekeeper, or a carer or something. Minder sounds awful.’

Amanda looked Sophie in the eye. ‘Why you? Why not anyone else in your family? Your mother, for example?’

‘Oh, Amanda! You know why! No one else would do it and, to be fair, I am currently between jobs.’ Sophie was aware that her friend was much more outraged by her going to look after an aged relative than she was. Maybe she did let herself get pushed around by her family. ‘I am going to make him pay me.’

‘And do you think he will? Surely if he wanted to, he could just get someone from an agency to look after him. He wouldn’t be insisting on getting a family member to do it. He must be mean. That’s why they call him “evil”.’

Sophie considered. ‘Well, as I said, I’ve never met him personally, but the family do all say he’s terribly tight-fisted. Apparently they tried to borrow some money during some financial crisis or other and he sent them out of the house uttering Shakespearean texts about borrowers and lenders and not being one.’ She laughed. She was imagining the irritation her parents must have felt. ‘It was years and years ago though.’

‘Well, he must be penny-pinching to ask you to care for him if he can afford a professional.’

Sophie bit her lip. She didn’t want to tell Amanda that her mother had offered Sophie’s services, possibly to sweeten Uncle Eric now he was so much nearer to death than he had been years before. If he wouldn’t lend them the money, he might still leave them some, given that he didn’t have many other relations. And Sophie’s family had always been desperately short of money.

But Amanda had known Sophie since primary school and was well aware of how Sophie’s family regarded its youngest member. ‘Don’t tell me, your mother said you’d do it.’

‘Well, I won’t then!’ Sophie twinkled at her friend over her coffee cup. ‘It’s OK! I know you think they all bully me dreadfully, but I do have my way more often than they think I do. Being thought stupid by people – even your family – does give you a bit of power, you know.’ She felt she had to explain her lack of indignation. ‘I know I always seem to take it on the chin, but I never do anything I really don’t want to.’

Amanda sighed. ‘Well, if you say so, but what I’ve never really got is why your family think you’re thick?’

Sophie shrugged. ‘I suppose because I’m not academic like they all are, and being the youngest and all. It’s partly habit and partly because they don’t see my strengths as useful.’ She sighed. ‘Although they do get the benefit of them. In my family if it doesn’t involve letters after your name, it doesn’t count.’

Amanda humphed. ‘Well, I’d like to hear what Milly has to say on the subject.’

Milly, the third of the trio known at school as ‘Milly-Molly-Mandy’ – unfairly, according to Sophie, who didn’t awfully like being called Molly – lived in New York. A couple of years older than the other two, she was the head of the gang and spoke her mind even more than Amanda did.

‘I haven’t bothered Mills with this, although I am due to ring her. But now I must fly. I’ve got to find some half-decent plastic glasses for the children. People are turning up at about one.’ She made a face. ‘My mother is insisting we make a children’s room upstairs in the old playroom. She says it’s because it’ll be more fun for them, but really she doesn’t want kids cluttering up her party.’

‘You see! There you are again, doing loads to help your mother have a party and they still treat you as a second-class citizen.’

Sophie giggled. ‘It’s not about class, darling, it’s about brains! I do have the former, but my exam results indicated I didn’t have many of the latter.’

‘You sound just like your mother!’

‘Do I? That’s not good!’

‘It’s inevitable. And to be fair to your mother, I think she has a point about the children’s room. Parents’ parties can be frightfully dull when you’re little. And your father is prone to demanding if people are learning Latin – if you’re a child, anyway.’

Sophie raised an eyebrow. ‘They’re quite dull when you’re five foot six, which is why you’re not coming. Unlike last year. And he doesn’t ask you about Latin any more. He knows you went to the same school as I did, and didn’t.’

Amanda obviously now felt guilty. ‘Do you really want me to come? I will. We did used to have fun at your parents’ annual bash.’

‘When we three used to cover each other in face paint and play with the hose in the garden.’ They both sighed reminiscently and then Sophie went on: ‘No, you’re fine. I’ll do this one on my own. After all, I’m used to my ghastly family. I can cope with them.’ She frowned slightly. She hadn’t been entirely truthful with Amanda. Although she always appeared to accept her lot in the family pecking order it had irked her more lately. Especially during these hard times, when her skill with turning shabby into chic was particularly useful, she could have done with the occasional pat on the back.

*

Sophie found the shop selling party favours tucked down a side street in the old part of the town. As it had a sale on, she added some extras to her list: sparklers, face paint and some tinsel wigs, and then walked up the hill to the big old Victorian house where she lived.

She often thought that if her parents really minded about being short of money, they would have either moved into something smaller or converted part of it into a flat. For the cost of putting a bathroom and a galley kitchen into the attics they could have had some regular extra income for years. As it was, the family who still lived there – Sophie, her older brother Michael and her parents – all bumbled about, arguing over the only bathroom and filling the spare rooms with clutter.

Sophie’s mother, who’d given up her life as a teacher to become an artist, had taken up a lot of the space to have a studio and to store her paintings. Her father, an academic, was a compulsive book buyer. He needed a study and a library. Michael, who was also an academic, needed the same. Sophie had once enquired tentatively about them sharing a library so that maybe she could have a room to do her sewing in but was patronised into submission. ‘Art’ was ‘arty’, whereas sewing was either ‘mending’ or entirely frivolous. When her sister Joanna left home when Sophie was fifteen, Sophie took over her room for her sewing machine and all the bits and pieces she needed for her creations.

Now, the downstairs rooms had been cleared for her parents’ party, which took a lot of Sophie’s talent. The house had grace and charm but the carpets were threadbare, there were patches of damp that required huge floral arrangements to conceal them and Sophie had had to fling tablecloths over the tables to disguise the rings caused by careless academic people, who put their hot mugs down just anywhere.

The kitchen had been taken over by the caterers, Linda and Bob, for whom Sophie often did waitressing. This was a large room, which had the sort of free-standing furniture that was so fashionable these days, simply because it had missed out when fitted kitchens were all the rage. Sophie sometimes contemplated selling off the utensils as ‘kitchenalia’, replacing them with newer items and making a nice little amount of money. But new things wouldn’t fit into their gently decaying family home.

She dumped her bag on to the counter. ‘OK, lemons, limes, crisps and bits and pieces for the children. Was there anything else?’

‘Don’t think so,’ said Linda, taking the lemons and limes. ‘The salads are all assembled and I’ve garnished the salmon and the cold meats. Everything hot is in the oven, so we’re pretty well on track, really.’

‘So, what would you like me to do?’ Sophie was good at reading body language and could tell that her friend needed something, if not very much, and she’d always helped out when her family entertained. She’d always helped out, full stop. She found a lot of satisfaction in being useful, unlike the male members of the family, who always seemed affronted if anyone asked them to do anything remotely domestic. Her mother obviously didn’t feel she had to offer: she was currently soaking in the bath, having exhausted herself remodelling part of the garden. (Her artistic sensibilities had taken against a particular colour combination.)

‘Could you set out the glasses in the dining room? And maybe give them a polish? Your brother picked them up from the wine merchant’s but I had a look and they don’t seem all that clean to me.’

‘OK.’ Sophie found a clean tea towel and put it over her shoulder, then she carried the boxes of glasses into the dining room. Here French doors looked on to the garden; with the finest October on record, they hoped to be able to open them and let people spill out on to the paving and on into the wilderness.

The garden, like the house, was lovely if you didn’t look too closely at the details. There were lots of huge shrubs – unpruned for years – and massive clumps of shocking pink phlox, flowering late, against the orange crocosmia. (It was these that had caused her mother’s last-minute attack with a fork.)

Now, still a little red and shiny from the bath, her mother found Sophie in the dining room holding the glasses over a bowl of hot water and polishing them.

‘Oh, darling, don’t do that! They’re perfectly clean. I need you to do some flowers for the hall. I hadn’t noticed that frightful damp patch just opposite the front door. A big vase of flowers would hide it. Another one of your mad creations – just what we need.’

‘Hm, I’ll need to find a table or something to put them on. Oh I know! There’s a good solid cardboard box upstairs. I’ll find a bit of fabric. Leave it to me, Mum.’

‘Thank you, darling,’ said her mother, catching up escaping locks of hair, and wandering back upstairs, presumably to finish getting ready.

Sophie went to find the secateurs.

Sophie, after setting up the largest attic room as a space for children – which could mean anyone under twenty-five – had found herself running from one minor crisis (no clean hand towels) to another (no loo paper), and so had little time to get ready for the party herself. She just pulled on a white blouse because it was clean and a little black skirt because her mother would prefer that to jeans. Then she ran downstairs to help her parents and brother serve drinks. Not that her brother did serve them. The moment someone arrived whom he wanted to talk to he did just that; having made sure he and his victim had full glasses, he led them to his study where they could chat in peace.

Things were soon well under way; food was being served, people were standing on the terrace, and Sophie was beginning to wish she was upstairs with the younger crowd. She was tired of explaining that yes, she was very much younger than her clever older siblings and no, she wasn’t at uni and had no plans to go; she was perfectly happy doing what she did, thank you. (She was very polite.)

Sometimes she yearned to tell her interlocutor that she really wanted to learn tailoring, but her parents dismissed this as not being a proper subject and something she would ‘grow out of’ so she didn’t. She was beginning to seethe inside though, something Milly and Amanda would have thoroughly approved of.

She was just wondering if she should steal a whole bowl of chocolate mousse to take upstairs when some connection of her mother’s she’d met several times – she was a member of the same art class – tapped her on the shoulder.

‘Could you get me a clean glass. This one’s filthy.’

The woman didn’t add a smile to her request, let alone a please or a thank you, and Sophie, who’d personally polished all the glasses and couldn’t imagine which dark cupboard that one had been lurking in, took offence. The woman didn’t realise she had, of course, because Sophie just gave her a tight smile and took the offending glass. She went to the kitchen, washed the glass, dried it and then took it back to the woman.

‘Oh, and white wine, please. Not Chardonnay,’ said the woman. ‘Something decent.’

Only when the woman had the wine she wanted, and had deigned to acknowledge Sophie’s helpfulness with an incline of her head, did Sophie decide she’d had enough of being an unpaid waitress for one day and would escape.

She stole the chocolate mousse and a handful of spoons, knowing there were paper plates upstairs in the children’s room. She would share it out among everyone who was up there, sort them out with a game and then she would phone Milly in New York.

‘And then,’ Sophie went on, her mobile captured between her ear and her shoulder as she sorted playing cards, ‘some evil old biddy thought I was a waitress! At my parents’ party! I’ve met her loads of times! It got too much for me so I’ve taken refuge up here. Far more fun.’

‘That’s so horrid.’ From the other side of the Atlantic, her friend’s voice sounded croaky.

‘Oh, sorry, Milly! Have I woken you up? I’ve been meaning to ring you for ages and I forgot the time difference.’

‘’S all right, I’m awake now. I was having a lie-in, but never mind.’ There was a short, expensive pause during which Sophie could almost hear her friend rubbing her eyes and settling in for a gossip. ‘So no one nice at the party?’

‘Not if you mean men, no. It’s my parents’ annual summer bash – a bit delayed. You remember, you and Amanda always used to come – it’s full of family and their old friends. I’ve come upstairs to the nursery where the kids are. I’m fed up with being treated as staff. My family are bad enough, but when the guests start doing it …’

‘To be fair, Soph, you do do waitressing.’

‘I know! And I’m proud to be a waitress, but this woman was so rude, I’d’ve objected even if I was working. So I’ve organised this lot into finding enough packs of cards to play Racing Demon and we’re going to have brilliant fun.’

Milly’s lack of agreement as to what amounted to ‘fun’ was somehow audible. There was a moment’s silence, a rustle of bedclothes and then Milly said, ‘Look, why don’t you come to New York? I know I’m always asking you but now would be the perfect time. You’ve left your nannying job, haven’t you? You’re free? It’s lovely here just now and Thanksgiving’s only a month away.’

‘It sounds heaven! But I don’t want to spend the money. I’m saving up for a course.’

‘Doing what?’

‘I can’t quite decide. Either tailoring, or running a small business. Whichever seems more useful when I’ve got a chunk of money, I suppose.’

‘Won’t your parents pay for you to study?’ Milly didn’t hide her indignation. ‘You didn’t go to uni, you must have saved them a fortune.’

‘Well, yes, but they won’t pay for anything they consider “recreational” like bookbinding or stained-glass making and I’m afraid tailoring comes under that heading for them. Art is different,’ she added quickly, reading her friend’s thoughts. ‘And the small-business thing would too, probably. They don’t understand people working for themselves.’ She sighed. ‘Although to be fair they haven’t got much money either.’

‘Then come to New York! It needn’t cost much. You can get really cheap deals on the fare and you could stay with me.’

‘Um …’ Sophie had put off saying this; Milly would respond just as Amanda had. However, it paid to be honest where her friend was concerned; she’d only get it out of her eventually anyway. ‘I’ve got to go and look after an aged relative. But it’s fine! He’s going to pay me.’ She crossed her fingers because she didn’t know this for a fact yet.

As expected, Milly’s (low) opinion of her friend’s family whooshed across the Atlantic. ‘Oh, Sophie! You mustn’t let your family push you into doing something that benefits them and not you. You know what they’re like.’

‘None better.’

‘They’ve always made you fit in with what they want for you and never given you the space to follow your own dreams. It’s time to take control and follow your star!’

Sophie hesitated. ‘Did you get that from a self-help book or an inspirational television programme?’

Sophie could imagine Milly’s rueful expression. ‘Well, OK, I probably did, but just because it’s a cliché doesn’t mean it’s not true.’

‘I know. And I will try and brace up and not be a doormat.’

‘You’re not a doormat, Soph, but they are bossy and you are a bit too helpful and obliging for your own good. Now, I’m going to try and find you some sort of job that can get you over here without a green card.’

‘Thank you, Milly. I’ll overlook the fact that you’re the one being bossy now. And how did you get a green card anyway?’

‘My boss sorted it all out. I have unique skills.’

‘Oh. Is that being bossy?’

‘But I’m being bossy for your good!’ insisted Milly.

‘That’s what they all say,’ said Sophie.

‘Sophie!’ said one of the twelve-year-olds waiting patiently for her to finish sorting the cards. ‘The little ones are getting fed up. Can we play now?’

‘Sure,’ said Sophie. ‘Mills, got to go. I’m needed. I’ll ring again.’

‘And I’ll see about finding you a job over here. We’d have such fun together. I’ll show you all the sights – the best shops – it’ll be brilliant! I’ll email you,’ said Milly, who now sounded wide-awake.

‘Cool! And thanks for listening. What time is it with you?’

‘Just before ten o’clock in the morning. But it’s Sunday.’

‘Oh, no need for me to feel guilty then.’

Sophie disconnected from the second of her two best mates with a sigh and turned her attention to various cousins and the children of her parents’ friends. ‘OK, guys, have you all got a pack of cards each?’

One of the older ‘children’ had smuggled a couple of bottles of wine upstairs and now Sophie found her glass being filled. She may have been the ‘less bright’ (no one wanted to actually say she was stupid) member of the Apperly family, but she was the pretty one and by far the kindest, which was why she was now sitting on the floor, her long legs crossed and her toffee-coloured hair done up in a knot on top of her head. After being mistaken for a waitress she had quickly changed out of her tiny black skirt and white blouse into jeans and a V-necked top she had edged with mother-of-pearl buttons salvaged from a jumble-sale bargain.

‘Let’s go through the rules, shall we?’ she said now.

As several of them hadn’t played before there was a lot of explanation as to how the game was played, account taken of the youth and inexperience of some, and penalties awarded to Racing Demon experts. Then the game began. Hands and cards flew, squeaks of indignation and yells of triumph drowned each other out. When the first round was over, Sophie comforted the youngest player.

‘This time,’ she explained, her arm round the nearly tearful six-year-old, ‘you only have to put out ten cards and everyone else has to put twelve, and your big brother has to put out fourteen because he won!’

‘Sophie,’ complained the big brother in question, ‘I think you’re making the rules up as you go along.’

‘Absolutely. My privilege.’

There were a few moans, but since Sophie was their favourite cousin and all of them had a crush on her to some degree, a full mutiny was avoided.

‘Right, fill up the glasses. Toby, you can have some wine in your lemonade, but only I can have it neat,’ she declared.

‘Not fair!’ said Toby, backed up by the others.

‘I know.’ Sophie feigned sorrow. ‘Tough, isn’t it?’ Easygoing she might be but she wasn’t going to be responsible for her younger cousins overdoing it and being sick.

Sophie continued playing until the youngest player, with a pile of only five cards to get rid of, eventually won. Honour satisfied, she got up from the floor, brushed at her jeans and went back downstairs, having checked there was no more alcohol for her cousins to get their hands on.

As she had hoped, only the family remained, gathered in little clusters round the house. The caterers were clearing up. Sophie started gathering glasses, partly from habit, partly because she knew no one else in her family would.

‘Darling!’ said her mother, pretty, artistic and now ever so slightly drunk, putting her arm round her youngest child as she went past. ‘I’ve hardly seen you. Have you been keeping an eye on the little ones?’

‘Some of them are quite old now,’ Sophie said, ‘but yes.’

‘Such a sweet girl!’ Sophie’s mother started stroking her hair, which made it tumble further out of its clip. ‘Always so good with children.’

‘Glad to be of service,’ said Sophie, trying not to feel damned with faint praise. ‘I think I’ll give Linda and Bob a hand in the kitchen.’

‘See if there’s another bottle of fizz while you’re there,’ said a crisper voice from the hallway, ‘I’ve been talking to some boring old friend of Dad’s and haven’t had a drink for ages.’

Sophie’s older sister Joanna was her favourite sibling. While they all treated Sophie as if she was slightly simple, Joanna did at least realise she was no longer a child.

Sophie found a bottle of champagne and a couple of clean glasses and returned to look for her sister. She tracked her down in the conservatory, having a sneaky fag. ‘Do you want me to open the bottle for you?’ Sophie asked.

‘I’ve been opening bottles of champagne since before you were born,’ her sister said, putting down her cigarette.

‘What, since you were fifteen? I’m shocked!’

Joanna took no notice. ‘Are you joining me?’

‘I’ll just help them clear up a bit. They’re all really tired in the kitchen and they’ve got another do on this evening.’ Sophie paused, not sure if she was ready to see the funny side yet. ‘Did you know? That old cow who used to go to art class with Mum thought I was a waitress! Asked for a clean glass and then was picky about what sort of wine she got.’

Joanna shrugged. ‘Well, you do rather throw yourself into helpful mode. I’ll save some champagne for you. The cousins and their offspring will be going in a minute. We can put our feet up and have a chat. I can’t believe they’ve talked you into looking after Evil-Uncle-Eric.’

As Sophie couldn’t either, she retreated to the kitchen; the sooner everything was cleared up the sooner she could have a quiet drink with her sister and relax.




CHAPTER TWO
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ALAS, A QUIET drink wasn’t on anyone’s agenda. Although all the aunts, uncles and cousins went home, the remaining family members, the host and hostess’s children, became combative. It often happened and Sophie could never quite decide if it was alcohol induced or just because they were naturally argumentative and jealous and didn’t bother to hide it when they were together as a family.

First, Sophie’s eldest brother came storming into the conservatory. Stephen worked for an environmental charity and Sophie felt he gave saving the planet a bad name. He was preachy and bombastic and boring. Already annoyed because he’d discovered his children playing poker, he was looking for someone to blame now the cousins were out of reach. He found new fuel for his anger in the slight smell of smoke that lingered among the plumbago and weeping figs.

‘Honestly, Jo, you haven’t been letting Sophie smoke, have you?’ he said.

Sophie didn’t react. There was no point in reminding her brother that she was old enough to smoke if she wanted to.

‘Of course not,’ said Joanna, her feet up on the sofa, puffing away. ‘And I only let her have a small glass of champagne.’

‘I’ve been legally allowed to drink in pubs for four years now, Stephen,’ said Sophie, who was curled up in a chair, almost hidden by jasmine.

He ignored this. In his eyes Sophie was too young to do anything remotely fun but quite old enough to be a scapegoat. He stood over her, hands on hips. ‘Was it you who started them playing cards? I found my two gambling!’

‘Only with matches,’ Sophie said. ‘The poor things had to do something. It’s terribly boring being a child at a grown-up party, you know. Especially when the guests are so stuffy.’

‘Poor old Soph got mistaken for a waitress,’ explained Joanna, tipping the remains of the bottle into her glass.

‘I thought you were supposed to be looking after them?’ her brother stormed on, determined to fight with someone and finding his much younger sister the easiest target.

‘I played Racing Demon with them all for a bit, but then I came back down,’ said Sophie. ‘They must have carried on playing cards when the others left with their parents. They are your children, you know. Your responsibility, not mine.’

This pressed his guilt button, as it was supposed to. Stephen took his responsibilities seriously. ‘I just wasn’t pleased to find my children playing games of chance—’

‘For matches,’ said Joanna and Sophie together.

‘Where’s Hermione?’ asked Sophie, referring to his wife.

‘She’s having a chat with Myrtle and Rue about the perils of gambling.’

The sisters exchanged glances.

‘I’m sure you think it’s very funny,’ Stephen went on, correctly reading his sisters’ expressions, ‘but we work very hard to instil a proper moral code in our children. We don’t want it all undone in an afternoon.’

‘Well, either you should supervise your children better,’ said Joanna, who always enjoyed a ruckus with her big brother, ‘or you should trust that you have instilled a moral code into them – along with the home-knitted muesli and yoghurt.’

‘Just because we’ve chosen to have a sustainable lifestyle there is absolutely no need to mock!’

‘But, darling, there is!’ insisted Joanna.

‘Shall I make some tea?’ said Sophie, wanting five minutes to herself. Her family always left her needing tea. Champagne made Joanna quarrelsome but as she didn’t come home often and they had champagne even less often, Sophie always forgot not to let her have it. Tea might help her, too. Sometimes she felt she must have been swapped at the hospital, she was so different from the rest of her family. But as she did look very like her mother she accepted she must have inherited her character and skills from some ancestor. These things often skipped a generation.

The caterers had left the kitchen immaculate but Sophie used the time the kettle took to boil to empty the dishwasher. By the time she’d done this, made tea, found some alcohol-blotting biscuits and headed back to the conservatory, Michael and her parents had joined the group and the mood was escalating from argumentative to blood-drawing. Sophie immediately turned tail, muttering, ‘More mugs,’ as she retreated.

She came back with more mugs and more hot water, and as everyone had been too busy arguing to notice the pot of tea, she began to pour.

‘Does anyone take sugar?’ she said, raising her voice to be heard.

There was a silence. ‘You’d think you’d know that by now,’ said Stephen, ‘but the answer is no. And I don’t want cow’s milk, either.’

‘Oh, darling,’ said his mother, ‘we’ve only got cow’s milk.’

‘Cow’s milk is crueller than eating meat,’ said Hermione. Her two children, Myrtle and Rue, were clutching on to her hand-woven skirt, thoroughly subdued by their recent lecture. Whether this was because they were truly grateful to have been rescued from an occasion of sin, or because they’d been ordered to clutch it, Sophie couldn’t tell. She felt very sorry for her niece and nephew; having her bossy brother for a father and her self-righteous sister-in-law for a mother couldn’t much fun.

‘Biscuit?’ Sophie held out the plate to them.

‘No thank you!’ Hermione snapped on their behalf. ‘Full of sugar and trans fats.’

‘Well, they have got sugar in them, but I made them myself, with butter,’ said Sophie.

‘Did you?’ said her mother. ‘With butter? That sounds very extravagant.’

‘I’ll have one,’ said Michael, the second eldest of the family, ‘Sophie makes great biscuits.’

Sophie smiled.

‘You should know,’ said Joanna, ‘you always eat them all. Isn’t it time you moved out?’

‘No,’ said Michael, ‘I’d miss Sophie’s baking too much.’

‘Darling,’ their mother addressed Joanna, who asked this question every time she came home. ‘I’ve told you lots of times, there’s no point in him paying rent somewhere when there’s so much room here for him.’

‘I pay rent,’ said Sophie quietly. She knew it wasn’t fair but she preferred to feel right about herself than freeload on her not-wealthy parents. When she first offered her mother money for her keep, her mother, vague as usual, just said, ‘Thank you, darling,’ and put it in a tin on the dresser. She never actually asked for it, but Sophie put it in the tin every week. Quite often Sophie raided it for money to buy lightbulbs or loo paper or some other household essential.

‘That’s different,’ said Michael. ‘You’re not doing important work like I am.’

‘But that’s terrible!’ Joanna leapt in to defend her sister, although more to goad her brother than for Sophie’s sake. ‘She earns peanuts compared to you and yet you live here for nothing!’

‘But she only has jobs!’ declared Michael, like Joanna ignoring the fact that Sophie was present. ‘I have a career!’

‘And she hasn’t much to spend her money on except fripperies,’ said Stephen, who always sided with Michael against Joanna. ‘Look at her! She looks like a wig or a wag or whatever it is!’

Sophie, who customised her charity-shop and jumble-sale finds, combining her eye for detail with her sewing ability, was annoyed and pleased at the same time. She also wondered if her limited budget would allow her to buy her niece Myrtle a subscription to heat magazine for her birthday. Having that ‘symbol of everything that’s wrong with the twenty-first century’ coming into his house every week would drive her brother mad. Joanna could afford it – maybe she’d pass on her idea.

‘It’s Wag, Steve,’ said Joanna, who knew he hated having his name shortened. ‘It stands for Wives and Girlfriends. Unless there’s something she’s not telling us, Sophie doesn’t qualify.’

‘I only said she looked like one, not that she was one.’ Stephen snatched a biscuit, irritation causing him to forget he didn’t eat anything that wasn’t organic and stone-ground.

‘Which does rather prove she’s less use than ornament, said Michael. ‘Baking, while delicious, isn’t really that useful.’

‘Especially not when the products are made of white flour and refined sugar,’ put in Hermione. ‘We always use honey in preferences to the “pure white and deadly”. And of course we use wholemeal flour, brown rice, brown pasta, nothing at all refined.’

‘Your dentist bills must be frightening!’ said Joanna, who, like the rest of the family, had heard Hermione relating their perfect diet once too often.

‘Why should that be?’ asked Hermione. ‘It’s sugar that rots your teeth, you know.’

‘I didn’t mean your teeth would need filling,’ explained Joanna. She hated Hermione and didn’t often bother to hide it. ‘I just meant that bits must keep breaking off, trying to get through the slabs of cement you serve.’

Sophie noticed her brother unconsciously putting his tongue to his upper jaw, which indicated Joanna was right. But Sophie felt she should do her best to make peace. ‘Don’t you think we should all stop bickering?’ she said now. ‘We’re not often all together, we shouldn’t fight.’

‘The trouble with you, Sophie,’ said Michael, ‘is that you can’t tell the difference between bickering and meaningful discussion.’

‘Yes I can,’ she retorted instantly, ‘and what you’re doing is bickering.’

‘But what do you know about anything?’ said Stephen, coming in on his brother’s side now that his wife’s cooking was no longer under attack. ‘You hardly ever say anything meaningful.’

‘That’s a bit unkind!’ objected Joanna, who had found half a bottle of white wine behind a plant and had poured most of it into her glass.

‘Sophie knows I didn’t mean it unkindly. And we all know it’s the truth,’ said Michael, sounding self-righteous. ‘Sophie is a sweet girl, a brilliant cook, but not the sharpest knife in the box.’

‘I have always wondered why,’ muttered Sophie, ‘when you’re all so bloody clever, none of you ever have any money. This family is full of brainboxes but you’re all as poor as church mice.’

‘That’s not necessarily a bad thing,’ explained Hermione. ‘Material wealth is nothing in the scheme of things.’

‘Unless you’ve got bills to pay,’ said Sophie, whose sweet nature was rapidly dissolving.

‘We do keep our expenditure right down,’ said Hermione, sounding smug. ‘It’s quite easy to live within one’s means if one isn’t hooked into the materialism of modern life.’

‘I don’t think I’m hooked into materialism,’ said Sophie, ‘but I think you lot are!’

Sophie’s immediate family looked at her, all of them appalled except Joanna, who looked amused and pleased that she was speaking up for herself.

‘What makes you say that, darling?’ asked her mother.

‘Because why else would you be sending me off to Evil-Uncle-Eric?’

There was a collective sigh of relief. ‘You know why, darling,’ her mother went on, as if explaining something to a child, ‘it’s because his carer is on holiday, he must have someone, and you’re free.’

‘Don’t get “free” muddled up with “available” please, Mum,’ said Sophie. ‘I’m insisting on being paid, even if it is only a fiver a week. But that’s not the real reason I’m going, is it?’

There was some shifting about and looking into empty tea mugs in response.

‘You’re sending me because you want me to get some money out of him!’

The shuffling and eye-contact avoidance became more extreme.

‘It’s true!’ Sophie persisted. ‘You all want his money.’

Joanna produced a cigarette from her bag. ‘I think you’ll find the technical term for it is the “redistribution of wealth”.’

‘It’s not for selfish reasons, sweetheart,’ her mother explained kindly. ‘We need money to repair the roof, and Uncle Eric has got pots of it.’

‘You don’t know that,’ said Sophie, hoping she wasn’t expected to go through his bank account and check.

‘We do actually,’ said her father, who’d kept out of it all until now, nursing a whisky and watching the floor show with mild amusement. ‘I saw his father’s will. The old man’s loaded.’

‘And has no one to leave it to,’ put in Michael.

‘Apart from the fact that Eric might have spent all his father’s money, I think you should wait till he’s dead before trying to get hold of it,’ Sophie went on. ‘While I can’t undertake to poison him for you, I don’t suppose he’s going to live too much longer.’

‘We can’t guarantee he’ll leave any money to the family,’ said Sophie’s mother. ‘He could leave it to a cats’ home or something.’

‘That is his privilege,’ Sophie agreed, immediately deciding to put other suitable good causes under his nose to encourage him to disinherit her greedy family.

‘We need the money more than a cats’ home does,’ said Stephen.

‘I thought you—’ began Sophie.

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous! I want to spend the money on a reed bed, so we can deal with our own sewage,’ snapped her brother.

‘Yuck!’ said Joanna.

‘Yes, Sophie, don’t be silly,’ added her mother, ignoring Joanna. ‘And I think it’s very selfish of you not to try and help your family!’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake!’ Sophie unlinked her legs and got up from where she’d been sitting on the floor. ‘You lot are unbelievable! You mock me because I only do “little part-time jobs”; you complain that the things I bake aren’t “useful”, although you’re all quite happy to stuff your faces with them – even you, Stephen. None of you would cross the street to help Uncle Eric—’

‘Well, he’s not called “evil” for nothing,’ put in Joanna.

‘And you expect me not only to look after him, but to get his money out of him too!’

‘Well, let’s face it,’ said Michael. ‘You haven’t got much else to do.’

That decided it for Sophie – she would have something else to do. The moment she’d finished looking after Uncle Eric, she would go to New York and visit Milly. She’d always wanted to; now her family had pretty much made it a necessity.

‘Well, that may change,’ she said and left the room, pulling her mobile phone out of her pocket.

‘Milly? You know you said you might be able to find me a job in New York? Could you do that? Or even if you can’t, I’ll come! I think if I don’t leave my wretched family soon, I might just go mad!’




CHAPTER THREE
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THE TRAIN MAY have been going to Worcester, but throughout the entire train journey to Uncle Eric’s, Sophie thought about going to New York. She, Milly and Amanda had all watched Friends and Sex and the City together, and all dreamed of wearing those shoes, visiting those shops, and drinking in those bars. They had also speculated about meeting those men, but since no one in either show seemed to go out with anyone absolutely gorgeous who didn’t have some major flaw, such as being gay, they confined their daydreams to more material fantasies.

And since Milly had gone to work there (without Sophie and Amanda! How dare she?), the two left behind had planned to go on a girly trip one day, so the three of them could live the dream together, if only for a few days.

But shortage of money, other commitments and, probably, good sense, had always stopped them actually going. However, after her stint at Uncle Eric’s, Sophie decided that she wouldn’t let the money issue stand in her way. She was brilliant at doing things on the cheap – always had been – and somehow she would get there.

It would do her family good to be without her, she decided, looking out of the train window but not really seeing the passing scenery. They took her utterly for granted. It would only be when she wasn’t there to do all the little things that made a house run smoothly – the replacing of lightbulbs, the household repairs, the little errands – that her family would realise they missed her. And she would do something with her life that made them see that she wasn’t just a pretty face with a talent for needlework.

She considered. It would be better if she could go to New York and not blow all her savings doing it. She would have to come home after her holiday and when she did, she would have to start again from scratch to save for her course.

Which course, she still couldn’t quite decide. Ideally it should involve both tailoring and pattern-cutting, and combine fashion and business skills so she could actually make a business out of what she loved to do – remaking jumble-sale buys into quirky, interesting items. One day she would make her family sit up and admit that she was perfectly bright, and that her practical skills were more useful than all their academic qualifications put together.

By the time the train pulled in, Sophie was fired up with passion – for going to New York, for doing something for herself, and for making her family think for once. She pulled on her backpack and, glancing at the map she’d taken off the internet, she set off towards Uncle Eric’s house almost fizzing with determination to better herself.

To their mutual surprise, for Sophie and Uncle Eric, it was almost love at first sight. Uncle Eric had assumed Sophie would be like the rest of her family, who he was convinced were idle and money-grubbing. He had only agreed to have Sophie as a holiday replacement for his regular housekeeper because it would save him the trouble of finding a more suitable candidate.

Sophie had assumed he would be crotchety, set in his ways and ‘evil’ as described by her family, although she soon began to wonder why she’d believed them. They were so often wrong about things that mattered. But the moment the elderly gentleman opened the door to Sophie, in her skinny jeans with her hair in some sort of nest on top of her head, she saw that while he might well be set in his ways and possibly a little bored, he certainly wasn’t evil. Sophie, expecting a combination of Fagin and Scrooge with a bit of Child-Catcher thrown in, saw a kindly old person, in a slightly shabby but once well-cut suit, a cardigan with a hole in it and a tie that needed a good press. She instantly wanted to darn him – if not literally, emotionally. He needed her practical skills and she determined he would get them.

He led her into the sitting room and gave her a wine glass full of sherry. ‘You’ll need it, my housekeeper is going to give you a very long list of instructions about how I like my life to be organised.’ He sighed. ‘Not sure she’s got it right, actually.’

Sophie took a sip of the sherry, which she decided she rather liked, and then went to find Mrs Brown, who, as foretold, had a timetable and a list of instructions that went on for several pages.

Sophie scanned the pages and then looked up. ‘I don’t see much exercise on this list. Can he leave the house? Get about OK?’

Mrs Brown nodded. ‘Oh yes, but he just prefers to read the paper and listen to the wireless. And very simple food. Nothing fancy. Good plain cooking, like I’ve always given him. I know how old people like things done.’

Sophie had no idea how old people liked things done but she knew she wouldn’t much fancy such a restricted life. Maybe Uncle Eric needed a bit of a change. She took another speculative sip of her sherry.

She was shown to a bedroom which had a single bed made up with sheets, blankets and a paisley eiderdown. There was a bookcase full of old-fashioned books by authors Sophie had never heard of: Ethel M. Dell, Jeffery Farnol and Charles Morgan. A silver dressing-table set comprising a hand mirror, hairbrush, clothes brush and comb was arranged in front of a three-part mirror on which hung a little cardboard cone which Sophie realised was a hair tidy – somewhere to put the bits of hair you pulled out of the brush. It was sweet and appealed to Sophie, who liked old-fashioned things, aware that in some ways she was quite old-fashioned herself. At bedtime she snuggled down into the bed, which didn’t have the most comfortable mattress, and started reading one of the books. Two lines in she decided she should go to sleep instead.

Mrs Brown called in at breakfast-time the following morning to make sure Sophie knew what she was doing.

She explained, obviously feeling guilty for taking a long-overdue break: ‘I’ve been with Mr Kirkpatric for a long time and it suits me, but when my daughter in Australia arranged for me to visit I felt I must take the opportunity. My daughter says two weeks isn’t long enough really, but it seemed long enough to me. I don’t like leaving him.’

‘We’ll be fine,’ said Sophie firmly. ‘You just enjoy your trip. I promise I’ll look after him and hand him back to you in perfect condition.’

‘It’s porridge for breakfast—’

‘I know. It’s on the list. You’ve given me wonderful instructions. Uncle Eric and I will be just fine.’

Mrs Brown still wasn’t convinced. ‘The number of the agency is on the bottom of the final page. I felt it would be better to have someone qualified, but he wasn’t willing to pay the agency and wages. He likes to watch the pennies.’

As her family had described him as a mean old skinflint, this wasn’t a great revelation to Sophie. ‘We’ll be fine. I like to watch the pennies myself.’ With this, she ushered Mrs Brown out of the door, waving merrily at her from the step when she got to the pavement.

Then she offered a silent prayer that nothing would go wrong and he wouldn’t fall down and break a hip or anything ghastly, before going back to talk to her aged relation.

Porridge (made with water, no sugar, just a dribble of milk, don’t let him have extra salt) was what she was expected to produce, but when she mentioned this to Uncle Eric, who was already spreading the newspaper around him in the dining room, he didn’t seem enthusiastic.

‘Muesli then? I brought some with me.’

‘Good God, girl! Are you trying to kill me? Invented by dentists to increase trade! They put those damned nuts in that break the strongest teeth. Give it to the birds!’

‘OK, so what would you like? Toast? Maybe with scrambled eggs?’

A wistful expression crossed Uncle Eric’s well-worn face. ‘Boiled eggs with soldiers?’

Sophie made a face. ‘Well, I’ll do my best, but it’s very hard to get boiled eggs just right. But if it turns out too hard, we can have egg sandwiches for lunch.’

As Sophie managed to get Uncle Eric’s eggs – she made him have two – exactly right, boiled eggs and soldiers became a breakfast favourite.

Sophie had to cook Uncle Eric four small meals a day, see he took his pills, and do some housework, but that didn’t take all day. When the weather was fine she explored the local area for charity shops and cafés; when it wasn’t, to keep herself amused she sorted him out. Accompanied by Radio Four – the only radio station Uncle Eric would permit – she went through the hidden corners of his house, clearing cupboards, washing and sorting, cleaning and rearranging. By the end of the first week, having investigated every cupboard, she had found enough bric-à-brac to furnish a small shop. As he wouldn’t let her book a stall at the local market and sell the bric-à-brac, she wanted to start on his muddle of a desk.

She’d already been through his wardrobe, darned his favourite cardigan (pointing out she was one of the few girls of her generation who knew how to do it), sewn the pocket back on his dressing gown and put fleecy insoles into his slippers.

In the evenings, over supper, and afterwards, they chatted. Sophie asked Uncle Eric about the ‘olden days’ until he got bored with this; eventually he asked her about her love life.

‘So, young Sophie, you’re moderately good-looking, I suppose, have you got a chap?’

It took Sophie a moment or two to work out what he meant. ‘Oh, you mean a boyfriend? No, not currently. Thank goodness.’ She momentarily thought of Doug, her particularly clingy ex, but dismissed him just as quickly.

‘I thought girls liked having a man around to take them dancing, on picnics, that sort of thing.’

‘Well, I would if my boyfriends ever did that, but they didn’t. The best I could hope for was a half of lager in a gloomy pub.’ She sighed. ‘I seem to attract dreadfully boring men.’ Then she considered. ‘Although my girlfriends say it’s because I’m too soft-hearted to tell them to pi—– go away. If they ask me out for a drink I always say yes and go, if I want to or not.’

‘Sounds like sheer lunacy! And pretty damn boring!’

‘Yes, it was. Awfully boring. I’m planning to stay single for a bit, anyway. I have much more fun with my female friends than I do with most of the men I know.’

‘You don’t know the right sort of men, obviously.’

‘Well, no. You’re not the first to say that.’

‘Hmph. And what’s your father and brothers doing about it? Making sure you meet the right sort?’

Horror and hysteria at the thought of any of her male relations finding her suitable men caused to Sophie to choke with laughter. She took a large sip of tea to calm herself down.

‘I’ll take that as a no, then?’ said Uncle Eric.

‘Uncle Eric!’ Sophie was shocked. ‘That’s a very modern expression!’

Uncle Eric looked extremely pleased with himself. ‘I like to keep up with modern times.’

‘No you don’t!’ said Sophie, reaching over and patting his hand. ‘You just like to shock people, same as I do.’

‘I’ve washed all the ornaments and put them back on the mantelpiece,’ said Sophie later, after Uncle Eric had woken from what he described as his ‘postprandial nap’. ‘Now what can I do?’

‘Goodness, child, you need constant entertainment! What is the matter with you? Mrs Thing doesn’t need things to do all the time!’ Uncle Eric tried to appear displeased with Sophie but she wasn’t fooled. He was thriving on the disruption to his very circumscribed life. One week into her visit and Sophie had had a visible effect, both on Uncle Eric and on his house.

‘Mrs Thing – Mrs Brown even – must have a high boredom threshold.’

This time he looked hurt. ‘Some people find caring for an elderly gentleman a very satisfying and fulfilling task. A privilege to stay in my lovely house! Should do it for nothing.’

‘Of course it’s a privilege to count out your pills and make sure you don’t overdo the nightcaps and fall down the stairs, but it isn’t enough to keep me occupied. And your house is large, but it is not lovely! You should pay me extra for having to walk such long distances. As you’re not going to do that, you mustn’t object if I need projects.’ She paused. ‘I’ll start sorting out your desk if you like.’

‘Absolutely over my dead body! I’m not having my valuable documents pored over by a flibbertigibbet who won’t understand their significance!’

Sophie was unfazed. ‘I won’t throw anything away. I’ll sort everything into neat piles. Then you can file or recycle them, or even burn them.’ She smiled at him encouragingly. ‘In fact, that’s a good idea. They’ll help you keep warm until you get your winter-fuel allowance.’ Her great-uncle made the sort of face that encouraged her to go on. ‘After all, there can’t be anything that recent, the papers are all covered in dust. And the rest of the room looks quite tidy. The desk spoils it.’

He harrumphed, frowned and snorted but then said, ‘Oh, very well, child, if you must. But you have to promise not to read the papers, just sort them.’

Uncle Eric was wearing a very moth-eaten cardigan Sophie had begged to throw away but he had refused to be parted from it. The sight of it now made her rebel a little. ‘I can’t sort them if I don’t read them. Don’t be silly, Uncle-Eric-dear.’ She used her pet name for him, devised so she wouldn’t accidentally call him Evil-Uncle-Eric.

He sighed, having made his token protest. ‘Well, please yourself then, child, as you always do.’

‘I abandoned my iPod for you, didn’t I?’ said Sophie. ‘I only listen to Radio Four now.’ She actually found she enjoyed it, picking up bits of information that otherwise she would never have known, but she didn’t want to tell him that. Their game depended on each maintaining their chosen stance.

‘You mean the machine that makes buzzing noises? You should be grateful.’

‘It doesn’t make buzzing noises if you’ve got the earpieces in, you hear the music. Maybe you should get one?’

Uncle Eric tutted appropriately. ‘Well, I’m going for my nap now, and maybe finish the crossword.’

‘Would you like me to put the heater on for you?’

‘I’m quite capable of switching a switch,’ he snapped. ‘I’m not senile yet.’

Sophie gave him the sunny smile he was after. ‘Oh good. When I’ve finished this lot I’ll help you with those last clues.’

‘Huh!’ said Uncle Eric with a derisive snort and pottered out.

Sophie sighed fondly. She had never even looked at a crossword until she’d come here – her family whistled through them without ever giving her a chance. Uncle Eric, although very quick, was quite pleased to have someone to mull things over with. Now Sophie had learned some of the rules, she found she could get clues quite often. Staying with Uncle Eric had been good for her in many ways, and not only because his area was populated by excellent charity shops; her wardrobe was expanding.

She took the vase off the round table in the middle of the room and straightened the chenille tablecloth. She needed space if she was going to sort out the desk. Unlike her siblings, who seemed to covet everything, the only thing Sophie wanted to inherit was his desk. As it was unlikely that she would, she wanted to at least clear it, dust it and polish it now. Then she could really admire the plethora of little drawers and pigeonholes, the possible-secret compartment and the craftsmanship that had gone into producing it. It might never be hers, but she could enjoy it for a few days.

By the time Sophie went downstairs to give Uncle Eric his pills, she’d made a good start but there was still a mound of papers to go through. Cheating, really, she had emptied out all the papers on to the table so she could get to the dusting and polishing stage almost immediately. Now she had to go through all the old bills, bank statements, expired insurance certificates, estimates for work done on cars long gone and all the other bits of paper trivia that people kept. But the desk itself looked beautiful.

The following day, when she’d done all she could for Uncle Eric, including dragging him for a short, invigorating walk and separating him from his cardigan so she could wash it, Sophie went back to her task. She liked sorting things, putting into order that which had been chaotic. While she worked, she daydreamed about going to New York, shopping with Milly, visiting art galleries and museums, getting away from her family.

At first when she saw the name New York on a wodge of papers that were stapled together, she thought she’d imagined it, but a moment’s inspection told her that she had read correctly. Unlike everything else on the table, this looked interesting. She was about to start reading them when she remembered that these were Uncle Eric’s private papers so, instead, she took them downstairs with her.

‘What’s this, Uncle Eric?’ she asked him, handing him the papers.

‘How the hell should I know!’ he said, having peered at them through the glasses round his neck. ‘Is it suppertime? I’m hungry!’

This was a good sign. Uncle Eric didn’t have much appetite, but Sophie had noticed that since she’d been cooking small but tasty little snacks, he’d been eating more. She planned to leave Mrs Brown some recipes.

‘I’ll start cooking when I’ve given you your pills. You can have a look at those papers while I do it. You’ve finished the crossword, presumably?’

‘Oh yes. Didn’t need your help today.’

‘Then you’ll need something to keep you occupied. Why don’t you get a television? You’d love it.’

‘Dear child, you know perfectly well how I feel about television. Give me the papers and I’ll have a look.’

Patting his shoulder as she left the room, Sophie said, ‘I’ll take you to the library tomorrow, to get you something else to read. Or maybe we could arrange for the travelling library to come a bit nearer?’

While they
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