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			Dedication

			To my dearest Alison.

			Meeting you made Baby Music worth it.

		

		
			Friday 1 December

			I’ve always loved Christmas. Ever since I can remember, I’ve been convinced every year that this year – this year it would be perfect. This would be the year when everyone’s dreams would come true: the children would frolic, my carefully chosen gifts would be received with rapturous expressions on rosy-cheeked faces, I’d bear the bronzed and gleaming turkey to the table on some sort of (yet to be sourced) Golden Platter to stunned Oohs! and Ahhs!, and everyone would say, ‘Oh Ellen, this is marvellous. Verily, you are the Queen of Christmas’ before Simon kissed me under the mistletoe.

			This would be the year when the carol singers would carol, the pudding would be figgy (or perhaps not … imagine the potentially disastrous effect of figs on digestions already overloaded with Christmas excess), my halls would be (tastefully) decked, the bells on high would ding dong and the merry gentleman would rest dismayless (unconnected with any quantities of port they may have imbibed).

			Never had I been more convinced of it than this year, when I was going to have the cosiest, most delightful tiny family Christmas with just Jane and Peter and Simon and me! In all my many quests for the perfect Christmas we’d almost never achieved this – a Christmas with just the four of us – and I was quite sure it would be utterly magical. I hadn’t seen either of the children in ages, and what could be better than a Christmas reunion? Hallmark had literally built a brand around exactly that: families reunited for the holidays, front doors flung open and prodigal offspring tumbling over the threshold on a tide of laughter and candy canes and gently falling snow!

			I couldn’t wait. The children had always loved Christmas too, and I was determined that I’d be making it extra special for them when they came home for this fabulous family Christmas. Perhaps on Christmas Eve we could all sit by the fire and I’d read aloud from A Christmas Carol. I’d steal a glance at the children, spellbound by the old story, the firelight flickering on their dear faces that I’d so missed and realise that we were making the happiest of memories together to sustain us through darker days in the years ahead. I was sure that Peter and Jane must be as excited at the prospect of this wonderful Christmas as I was, even though they hadn’t answered any of my emails about it.

			Yes, this was going to be the Christmas to end all Christmases! Not only would the super-touching, heart-rending reunion with Peter and Jane bring joy again to my lonely, shrivelled heart and remind me of what love really meant; it would also be a special chance for festive bonding with my precious moppets, for Simon and me to walk hand in hand through festively frosty fields, watching our marvellous children as they frolicked (a tick on the Perfect Christmas list), merrily (tick) with our wonderful dogs (who’d suddenly have learned about things like ‘coming when called’ for the purpose of the Vision), before we returned home for the aforementioned rapturous gifts, bronzed turkey, mistletoe snogging, Christmas Queening, etc, etc (tick, tick, TICKETY BLOODY TICK). Nothing, literally nothing, was going to dent my Christmas plans this year.

			I couldn’t wait for the Best Christmas Ever.

			And then, this morning, I got a phone call from Jane – at university in Edinburgh. This never boded well, because Jane is of the generation that regards actually talking on the electric telephone as a deeply unnatural and suspicious practice, and she can therefore only be induced to venture into such uncharted waters under great duress or in emergency situations. I’m not sure which category this fell into. For Jane, duress I suspect, knowing that a text would have merely provoked a wrathful phone call, with me shouting, ‘You’re doing WHAT?’ and that an actual phone call might spike my guns slightly. For my eldest child – my first-born – my baby girl – was calling to tell me that her boyfriend Rafferty’s parents had invited her to go skiing with them over MY PERFECT CHRISTMAS, and ‘like, you don’t mind, do you, Mum?’

			Rafferty. I should have expected no better from a boy called Rafferty. The very name sounds too like ‘raffish’ and therefore is untrustworthy.

			‘But you can’t ski,’ I objected.

			‘Raff’s gonna, like, teach me?’

			‘But you haven’t got any stuff! Salopettes! Ski jacket! Goggles! SKIIIIIIS!’ I wailed.

			‘Stuff’ is eternally the way to Jane’s heart.

			‘Chill, Mum. TK Maxx do loads of great ski stuff really cheap. I picked up everything I need in there.’

			‘TK Maxx sells skis?’ I asked doubtfully, momentarily distracted from Jane’s unexpected abandonment of me by wondering how, in my many detailed perusings of all TK Maxx’s excellent bargain goods, I could have missed the skis.

			‘No, Mum. I can hire the boots and skis. I got the salopettes and everything in TK Maxx.’

			‘But how will you afford it? This will cost a fortune.’

			‘Not really. I only need to pay for my flight and ski hire. Raff’s folks have a chalet out there, and they’re giving me my ski pass for Christmas. And I’ve got a part-time job, you know that, so I’ve enough saved for my flight and everything.’

			I wanted very much to collapse into a toddler-like heap on the floor, clutching my phone and shrieking, ‘BUT WHAT ABOUT MEEEEEEEE?!’, because Jane frolicking on fucking ski slopes instead of in my frosty fields was very much not part of my Festive Vision, but I knew of course that one cannot behave like that when one is a parent. I reminded myself that I must be glad for Jane that even if her boyfriend’s parents had ridiculous taste when it came to naming their children, that at least they went some way to making up for that by being obscenely rich. I mean, I didn’t really want Jane to marry Rafferty – apart from anything else, my grandchildren would probably end up with even more ridiculous names than my niece and nephew, Persephone and Gulliver – but if she did, at least I could rest easy that she’d do well out of the divorce settlement, even if it wasn’t fair that stupid rich Rafferty’s stupid rich parents were spoiling my perfect Christmas with their STUPID RICHNESS, the bastards, because how could it possibly be Christmas without Jane, my baby girl? It just wouldn’t be right without her.

			I did my best. I really did. I took several deep breaths and channelled my inner Polly-fucking-Anna, but to no avail because instead of saying what I meant to say, which was, ‘You go and have a lovely time, darling. I’m thrilled for you!’ what came out was actually, ‘Jane, I don’t think this is a good idea. It’s one thing in Edinburgh, but quite another going abroad with him! Who is this boy? We’ve never met him – he could be anyone. What if he’s a people trafficker, what if there is no ski chalet and he’s just luring you onto a plane and he’ll take your passport and sell you into white slavery?’

			‘MUM!’

			‘WHAT! I watch Panorama. It happens.’

			‘No, you don’t. You watch clips of Panorama that people put on Twitter. You watch Come Dine with Me and re-runs of My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding. Raff is not a people trafficker. I’ve been seeing him for months, it’s fine!’

			‘Yes, but not in Abroad.’

			‘Oh my God, Mother, it’s only bloody Verbier, will you stop saying “Abroad” like a xenophobic Nancy Mitford character?’

			‘Uncle Matthew made some excellent points,’ I muttered sulkily.

			‘Stop reading the Daily Mail. I’ll be fine with Raff.’

			‘How do you know? Have you met his parents?’

			‘Not yet. I’m meeting them next week.’

			‘And even if he isn’t a people trafficker, what if you haven’t got the right stuff for skiing? Just because you’ve got some tat out of TK Maxx doesn’t mean you’re equipped. You need thermals. Have you got thermals? Shall I send you some?’

			I was trying very hard to hide my disappointment that Jane wasn’t coming home for Christmas, and so I resorted to my default setting in times of emotional distress of online panic shopping.

			‘I bet you haven’t got the right sort of thermals,’ I insisted, as I scrolled wildly. ‘I’m looking at the John Lewis website now. Here, they’ve some nice merino wool things. And … and what about ski socks? Have you got ski socks? Oh, John Lewis don’t do ski socks, what about … oh, here we are, Nevisport. Have you even looked at their website for proper ski socks? You could get frostbite. Or hypothermia. You could lose a foot. You could die, or get caught in an avalanche. I’ve read all the Chalet School books, I know about avalanches. Have you thought about any of these things?’

			‘Just stop it. You always do this.’

			‘Do what?

			‘Catastrophise. And then you try to take over and take control.’

			‘I do not. I do not do either of those things. Just because I take the time to consider the worst-case scenario …’

			‘CATASTROPHISE.’

			‘… and then try to help.’

			‘Take over like a MASSIVE FUCKING CONTROL FREAK, MUM!’

			‘That’s so unfair. I’ve ordered you some thermals and ski socks, by the way.’

			‘I don’t WANT them. I TOLD you. I’ve sorted out everything I need, I don’t need you interfering!’

			‘I’m not interfering. I just don’t think you’ve thought this through properly, so don’t get annoyed with me because I’m helping.’

			And even though you are leaving me all alone at the Most Wonderful Time of the Year, because you’d rather piss off with your rich boyfriend and his stupid parents, I’m still helping, I thought sulkily to myself.

			‘Mum, don’t do this!’

			‘Don’t do what? You’re the one who’s just announced they’re not coming home. It’s not like you’ve ruined Christmas or anything!’ I snapped sarcastically.

			‘I haven’t ruined Christmas!’

			‘Hmmph. And what about New Year?’

			‘What about New Year?’

			‘Well, what are you doing? Are you coming home?’

			‘I DON’T KNOW! I don’t know what I’m doing. Maybe I’ll drop out of university and go from Verbier straight to Ibiza and join Persephone as a bloody shot girl.’

			‘No! No, you are not going to Ibiza to be a shot girl with your cousin!’

			‘I WILL IF I BLOODY WANT TO! WHY AREN’T YOU LISTENING, THIS IS MY LIFE!’

			‘Jane, I –’

			‘JUST LEAVE ME ALONE, MUM! And I haven’t ruined Christmas, that’s such a horrible thing to say to me!’

			‘Jane, please –’

			But it was too late. She’d hung up.

			I sat on the floor and cried for a bit. Was I really asking for so much? All I wanted was my family around me at Christmas, to hug my children and see them open their stockings on Christmas morning, and spend some time with them singing fucking carols and eating sodding mince pies and having the best and most fabulous and festivest Christmas EVER. And now Jane would rather go off to some bastarding Winter Wonderland IN ABROAD (where even was Verbier, I wondered dimly through my tears. Was it in France or Switzerland? I should probably find out so I at least knew where I was being abandoned for, lest it be like the time I thought Jane was going on a school trip to France and it turned out to be Belgium. She claimed that was not my finest parenting hour, but I pointed out that really, it was a very easy mistake to make, they were right next to each other, but Jane insisted that knowing what country your teenager is visiting is really the very minimum you should expect from a parent. Oh how times have changed, now she just swans off skiing with any Tom, Dick or Harry! Or Rafferty).

			I sobbed a bit more, and the dogs regarded me with consternation. Judgy, my beloved original rescue Border terrier – no longer in the first flush of youth but still as obstreperous and bloody-minded as ever – sneezed at me to encourage me to pull myself together and not forget about his dinner. He did not hold with emotions. Tears made his fur wet and he didn’t like that. Flora, my other Border terrier, who I’d adopted a couple of years before at the age of fifteen so she didn’t spend her final years in a shelter, and who was still going strong apart from some issues with a little leakage (but who doesn’t have that as they get older?), offered me an extremely manky Kong she had hidden from the others to cheer me up. And Barry, my giant horse dog, who had been quite large enough already when I originally brought him home – I’d been assured by the nice rescue lady that he was fully grown, only for him to proceed to grow and grow – cavorted through all his best tricks to try to make me laugh, until he stood on Judgy, who objected vociferously, and Flora, not entirely sure what was going on, flung herself into the fray as well. My self-pity party came to an end as I attempted to separate the snarling cloud of fur into three dogs. I doled out chew sticks, wiped my eyes and assured myself Jane would calm down and realise I was just trying to help, as I considered the practicalities of her festive abandonment.

			Should I change the turkey order to a smaller one? I decided not to. After all, Peter was definitely coming home, though he hadn’t confirmed his flight yet, despite eleventy fucking billion emails reminding him I needed to know what day he was coming so I could book the pantomime and arrange various other Festive Treats to make up for three months without him. Peter’s mouth has constantly gaped open like a baby bird’s, desperately searching for food from the day he was born. And since he was currently on a gap year travelling somewhere in Asia, whatever rations he was living on (mostly beer and tequila shots was what I could surmise from stalking his Instagram videos, though I comforted myself with the thought that at least the lime wedges with his tequila shots would keep scurvy at bay, and hopefully he was using the three jumbo boxes of johnnies I’d put in his bag, despite his objections, to keep Other Things at bay) were likely to mean he’d come home hungrier than ever and shovel the contents of my fridge into his ravening maw. In fact, I pondered, maybe I should order an extra turkey, just for Peter? Feed him up before he went off on his travels again?

			I tried to see the bright side of wonderful opportunities for Jane, of my unique chance to spend Christmas just with Peter, hearing about his travels and adventures, of log fires and board games without anyone shouting at their sibling to ‘die in a hole’. I could make this work. The magic could still happen. And then Peter’s email pinged into my inbox.

			Yo Ma,

			Gonna stay in Thaland for xmas is a beach party to go to hope your not mad theyres just loads going on I dont want to miss will save u money on flight to see u easter x

			Once I had managed to decipher this garbled missive (‘Dearest Mamma, I have decided not to nestle in the bosom of my loving famille for the festive period, as I shall instead be getting utterly off my tits on a Thai beach and possibly contracting a hopefully-not-penicillin-resistant STD. I do hope this in no way interferes with your doubtless careful and intricate plans and that it does not inconvenience or irk you. You see, Mother dearest, there is far more of interest here – mainly in the form of girls in bikinis and other things it is best I do not burden your delicate maternal sensibilities with – and I wish to make the most of my youth before I end up a desiccated husk like yourself. However, on the bright side, in the interests of economy and the environment, it is fewer flights to be undertaken, thereby improving your bank balance, my carbon footprint and the plight of the polar bears. I may, at some point in the not-too-distant future, see fit to grace you with my presence. All my love, always and forever, Your only son, Peter’) I wasn’t sure which was worse, Peter’s entire lack of punctuation, grammar or ability to spell, or the news he had just delivered.

			First no Jane, and now no Peter. I should really be glad for them both, I chided myself. For Jane, that she had found a super-loaded boyfriend, I mean, a lovely person to possibly spend the rest of her life with, although I had not yet been deemed fit to meet Rich Rafferty. And for Peter, that after years of lurking in his bedroom consuming superhuman quantities of Doritos and playing Dungeons & Dragons with his equally unsociable best friends Lucas and Toby, all three boys had managed to reinvent themselves at sixth-form college and had gone from pallid shuffling troll creatures into the party boys of their year. Obviously I was delighted for Peter that this had given him the confidence to travel the world before going to university, but at the same time I did occasionally miss the days when I knew exactly where he was (farting under his duvet and playing Minecraft), instead of having to send a barrage of texts enquiring if he was still alive and threatening to contact the British embassy in wherever he was if he did not respond to his loving and concerned mother IMMEDIATELY.

			An attempt to consult my beloved husband and Peter’s doting papa resulted in a response akin to the father in Swallows and Amazons when he said they would be better drowned than duffers and if they weren’t duffers they wouldn’t drown anyway. Simon thought Peter’s trip would be ‘character building’ and ‘good for him’. I suspect he was thinking both of the money that would be saved on his son’s flights and the much-reduced Christmas food bill. He was equally unconcerned about Jane’s defection with Rich Rafferty, and said something that sounded suspiciously like ‘overwrought and overreacting’, though when I coldly asked him to repeat that, he mumbled he hadn’t said anything. As if I’d overreact overwroughtly.

			‘You’ve spent the last twenty years trying to get some peace and quiet from the kids and wishing they’d bugger off,’ Simon pointed out. ‘And now they have, you’ve come over all earth mother and decided you want nothing more than them back at home!’

			‘Yes, well,’ I wailed. ‘That was when there didn’t seem to be any hope that they ever would grow up and bugger off! I only wanted a piss and maybe a bath without someone hammering on the door demanding things from me. I didn’t actually want them to go off to the other side of the world forever.’

			‘Verbier is only in Switzerland,’ Simon argued. Ah, Switzerland. Not France. Must remember that. ‘Even Thailand isn’t that far in this day and age. And it’s hardly forever; it’s only for Christmas!’

			ONLY CHRISTMAS! Simon knows nothing.

			I poured a glass of wine and sat sullenly by the fire – alone. Poor me, all by myself, on my own beside the fire when I should have been picking the perfect festive extracts from A Christmas Carol.

			‘How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless child,’ I muttered to myself.

			I should be glad, really. Oh Pollyanna, where art thou? I should embrace the simplicity that would come with a Christmas for just Simon and me. I should revel in the lack of mounds of potatoes to be peeled and the bickering over bread sauce and the panic about whether the famous jar of pickled beetroot my grandmother bestowed upon Christmas sometime around 1989, and that is reverently brought out and not eaten each year, has finally gone mouldy.

			I couldn’t deny that it was a nice prospect not to have to work through the complex negotiations with my immediate family – and Simon’s – about who, what and where was happening. Bugger all the UN diplomats trying to bring about peace in the Middle East – send in a woman with experience of keeping both sides of the family happy at the same time. In fairness, as my precious moppets grew older and more feral, the grandparents’ discussions about what was happening at Christmas turned more in favour of the festivities happening somewhere, anywhere else, rather than coming to them. Which meant more often than not that they came to us, for the Christmas Vision and the unopened pickled beetroot. Quite often, everyone came to us, as Simon’s parents had cunningly moved to France and so ‘Christmas is such a good opportunity to pop back home and see all our chums, you don’t mind us staying, do you?’ and no one really wanted to go and stay with Simon’s sister Louisa, who had six un-housetrained children and a tendency to recite poetry naked and try to perform ‘holistic’ healing rituals on you when you least expected it (one good thing about reiki, I always thought, looking at the filth under Louisa’s nails, was that at least it didn’t require her to touch you). And my own sister Jessica inevitably was quicker off the mark than me in coming up with an excuse as to why they couldn’t possibly host Christmas, generally due to her being far too Busy and Important.

			My parents’ divorce in my teens meant in theory that there were extra family groups who could potentially host Christmas, but when my late father was alive we were never quite sure who he’d be married to by Christmas, and more than once he’d found himself married to the sort of annoying woman who insisted on going on winter cruises, so hosting Christmas as well was seldom convenient.

			My mother, I suspect, would have liked nothing more than a nice winter cruise, but as she had snared her second husband Geoffrey on a cruise, somewhat against his will (I suspected), he’d subsequently refused to go on another one. Lacking the cruise excuse to wriggle out of Christmas, she instead insisted that she would be delighted to have everyone, but it would rather get in the way of the church flower rota, and of course Geoffrey and the cats had very sensitive dispositions and coped badly with change. So that left me. Well, Simon and me. But mostly me. And so every December I’d once again be belting out ‘Hark the Herald Angels’ and sobbing over ‘Silent Night’ while trying to cope with everyone else’s agendas, ideas, expectations, traditions, issues, anxieties, allergies or intolerances (unfortunately both food- and race-related in the case of my ghastly stepfather Geoffrey), and flinging mistletoe and holly around with wild abandon.

			But this year, to my astonishment, instead of the barrage of emails and phone calls either dropping heavy hints or blatantly inviting themselves, everyone had other plans! Simon’s parents Sylvia and Michael rang to say that they’d been invited to spend Christmas with some dear chums who had the most charming little bijou château in the Dordogne. Jessica and Neil and their own delightful offspring Persephone and Gulliver had decided that now the children were older, big Christmases were silly, and they’d be staying in London and spending Christmas by themselves, with caterers for Christmas dinner, obviously (Jessica was careful to drop that in). My widowed stepmother Natalia, whom Dad had married just before he died, was going home to her own relations in Russia (a pity, as Natalia was by far the sanest member of my family). Mum and Geoffrey would be going to Geoffrey’s daughter Sarah and her husband Piers, who had finally decided now their gifted and talented daughter Orla was nearly ten that possibly they could cope with Christmas, though Mum had tried to foist their four Siamese cats on me to cat-sit for the Festive Period. I pointed out that my three dogs would doubtless consider four Siamese cats nothing more than a delightful Christmas buffet, at which Mum huffed and sighed and said of course, if anything happened to the cats in the cattery then I really wasn’t to blame myself. And Louisa, in a twist no one saw coming, announced she’d reconciled with her appalling husband Bardo (we always referred to him as her ‘husband’, although no one was entirely sure about the legalities of the ‘hand-fasting ceremony’ they’d held to bless their union). She’d walked out on him over ten years ago when he tried to introduce a ‘sister wife’ to their relationship in the form of a mad rich American who’d been foolish enough to come to the ‘alternative retreat’ that they ran in Scotland, and therefore Louisa, Bardo and the six troll-pig children would also be spending a delightful Christmas en famille, in their yurt. Oh, and could Simon lend her £200 for petrol to get there, in the spirit of Christmas and all that?

			So, what bliss, I’d thought. Christmas – just Simon and me and Jane and Peter! No making bread sauce just for Geoffrey while Jessica had hysterics about gluten and carbs, no Louisa telling anyone who’d listen that she and all the children were vegan while the children went insane on Haribo and Louisa drank everything she could get her hands on before scarfing down twelve pigs in blankets while shitfaced. No Sarah asking if I was sure I had sterilised everything for Orla, because germs, while Orla toddled off to share a handful of purloined Bonios with my dogs. No hideous row between Mum and Natalia about Dad after Mum had hit the Gin & Its and insisted that everyone knew she’d been the only true love of Ralph’s life and she’d have been perfectly within her rights to contest that will, despite his divorcing her thirty years earlier.

			No. The most other people would be involved in our Christmas might be a very civilised tiny Christmas Eve drinks party with just my best friends: Hannah and her husband Charlie, and Sam and his husband Colin and their children, who most serendipitously are best friends with my children and it would all be MAGICAL and DELIGHTFUL AT LONG BLOODY LAST! And then Christmas Day with just the four of us. A turkey crown from Marks and Spencer’s. Hell, I thought, why not go wild and crazy and get the whole bloody lot pre-prepared from Marksies, to save me spending Christmas Eve peeling pounds of spuds while cursing Sir Walter Bloody Raleigh for having the bright idea to introduce the bastarding things to England, and thinking jolly well done to Good Queen Bess for having the fucker’s head chopped off, before flinging my potato peeler in the sink and declaring I could not do this anymore, and bolting outside to collapse on the bench at the back door and suck down the sweet sweet kiss of a Marlboro Gold while blessing the name of Sir Walter Raleigh for also bringing me fags, and perhaps he was in fact just very misunderstood. Instead I could just have a pile of little foil trays of overpriced love to be popped in the oven and served up with a flourish! So with wild abandon I’d ordered it all! In fact, I’d ordered it all so long ago I’d even secured a civilised Click & Collect slot on 23 December. Yay me, I’d thought – everything is sorted!

			But now, it seems, nothing is sorted. Never in all the years I’d sat outside clutching a cigarette and a large glass of wine, looking up at the stars and fervently muttering, ‘Starlight, star bright, first star I see tonight, I wish I may, I wish I might, have the wish I wish tonight, oh I WISH THEY WOULD ALL FUCK OFF,’ did it occur to me that I might be wishing away Jane and Peter too, and that they would also fuck off and leave me one day. What was I going to do? Obviously, since Simon was so unsympathetic, I decided the best thing to do would be to have another little glass of wine and see what everyone else’s children were doing and whether I could find either solace (or more likely schadenfreude) in their similar abandonment, or some kind of leverage for emotional blackmail to lure my babies home if everyone else’s cherubs were returning for Christmas.

			A quick WhatsApp to my friends’ group chat revealed that Peter’s travelling companions Lucas and Toby, the errant offspring of, respectively, my oldest friend Hannah and one of my dearest friends Sam, had also attempted this ploy. Toby had been given a hard no, as it was his grandparents’ golden wedding anniversary on 27 December, and he’d been told in no uncertain terms to get his arse on a plane no later than 23 December. Hannah was, like me, having mixed feelings about Lucas spending Christmas in Thailand.

			Hannah: It’s just so far! And he’s still my baby. Well, I know technically Edward is my baby, since he’s only four, honestly what possessed me to have another baby in my forties? Don’t answer that. Sambuca shots have a lot to answer for, as do second marriages. But Lucas is my baby too! And I know I’ve done Christmases without them when they were at their useless streak of weasel piss father’s but it’s not the same as Lucas being on the other side of the world on his own!

			Ellen: He’ll have Peter. If we let them do this. And probably a horde of nubile young women. How can we stop them doing this? I feel like if we force them to come home, they’ll only resent us. But if they don’t come home, we’ll just be worried sick and won’t enjoy Christmas. AND Jane’s not coming back either. What’s Emily doing?

			Hannah: Emily’s not told me she’s NOT coming, so I presume she is, though when and how I’ll no doubt be expected to psychically guess or something. Oh shit! Ellen, how much salt dough do you reckon it’s safe for a four-year-old to eat?

			Ellen: Um, probably none? That’s why it’s so salty.

			Hannah: Fuckadoodle do! I’m trying to make salt dough decorations for nursery with Edward so I’m a lovely festive crafty mummy and he’s just informed me he’s eaten all the Rudolphs while I was on my phone. I need to go google this. I can’t take him to A&E again – I exceeded my quota of reasonable visits when he stuck a dried pea up his willy at nursery, and they’re threatening social services if I come back. I’ll call you later!

			Poor Hannah, I thought, envisaging her frantically googling ‘excessive salt dough consumption in possibly demonically possessed four-year-olds’. Still, at least Edward, her little Late in Life Surprise, meant she had someone to make salt dough Rudolphs with! I was not a crafty person, but Christmas crafts were fun, I mused, looking sadly into the dusty abandoned craft box in the cupboard under the stairs, filled with dried-up glitter glues and lolly sticks and tissue paper and the crumpled remnants of my hopes and dreams. Simon passed through the hall and I asked him if he wanted to help me make mini salt-dough decorations to adorn our gift tags, like I’d seen someone do on Instagram.

			‘You said you were never ever touching bastarding salt dough again after the year you were up till 3 a.m. baking two hundred salt-dough decorations for the craft stall at the PTA Christmas Fayre,’ said Simon in confusion. ‘Why the fuck do you want to make salt-dough gift tags?’

			‘I thought it might be nice. And you might enjoy a spot of festive crafting with me,’ I retorted, trying to suppress the memories of that dreadful salt-dough night, because obviously I couldn’t back down now. ‘And then on the back, when they’re dry, we can write in my calligraphy pen I got from Poundland “Made by Simon” or “Made by Ellen” or “Made by Mummy or Daddy”, and the children and everyone else will know our gifts have been wrapped with love.’

			‘But why?’ said Simon. ‘Do you know how much bloody salt-dough tags will add to the postage? And they’ll probably break in the post. Come on, why are you taking this so badly? You weren’t that fussed when they didn’t want to come away with us in the summer, in fact you were quite excited about it. And now you’re getting your knickers in a twist about Jane going to Verbier and Peter staying in Thailand when you were perfectly chilled out about Peter going off to Xante with the rest of his sixth form and Jane going to Ibiza with Persephone. Well, until Persephone announced she was staying and being a shot girl.’

			‘That was different,’ I sighed.

			Oh, how could I make Simon understand? Summers were one thing. Despite my best Famous Five efforts at japes and frolics (why would my children never frolic satisfactorily in a seasonally appropriate way? Why? Did they refuse to do it just to spite me?), summers with your children when they were small weren’t fun, they were eight-week deserts of juggling child care and annual leave and extortionate holiday prices and endless whining for snacks and demands for what were we going to do today, and stupid sodding memes about only getting eighteen summers with your children so enjoy each and every one of them despite the fact that you’d spent a whole day refereeing World War III over a fucking ice lolly, but CHRISTMAS! Christmas is different. Your children are meant to come home for Christmas, arriving in a snowstorm just heavy enough to be festive without actually impacting anyone’s travel plans, tumbling through the door laughing, with rosy cheeks and arms full of presents, adorably clad in bobble hats and cosy scarves and tasteful woollen duffle coats, while I beam with maternal pride and welcome my chickadees back to the nest.

			I rather tearfully regaled Simon with this Lost Vision over dinner and he said he was cancelling the Hallmark movies channel.

			‘This is our chance for us, Ellen,’ he said. ‘Come on. What’s that bloody book you’re always on about, some orphan who’s irritatingly jolly no matter what happens and finds something to be glad about?’

			‘Pollyanna?’

			‘Yes. Where’s your inner Pollyanna?’

			‘Pollyanna got run over by a motor car and was crippled at the end,’ I said dolefully.

			‘Really? That was the ending? A crippled child? Why do you always tell me this book is uplifting?’

			‘Well, she miraculously learnt to walk again, and her joie de vivre and positive outlook caused that to happen, but she still got run over! Surely in a just world, the little girl who brought joy to the sorrowing hearts of an entire town wouldn’t get run over in the first place!’

			‘Pull yourself together, Ellen,’ Simon ordered. ‘Enough of this self-pity. Like I said, this is our time now! We’ve spent twenty years sacrificing our cash, our sanity and our sleep to bring up our children. You always said the aim of raising children properly was to turn them into resilient and independent adults, and now you’re upset that they’re doing exactly that, when surely it’s a sign that we’ve done something right and we should give ourselves a pat on the back.’

			‘Jane doesn’t think I’ve done anything right,’ I said sadly. ‘She called me a catastrophising control freak who always interferes. And anyway, I don’t want them to be resilient and independent at Christmas! Can’t they just do it for the rest of the year, and then at Christmas be overcome with their need for their darling mama and return to the bosom of their loving family, so we can roast chestnuts over an open fire and sing carols round the piano, and laugh and laugh and be merry?’

			‘I mean it, I’m cancelling the Hallmark channel tomorrow,’ said Simon. ‘And we don’t have a piano. And the year you tried to make us roast chestnuts over an open fire, Peter had to go to A&E with second-degree burns. And every year, every single year, darling, you start December wittering on about Festive Visions and joy and goodwill and obsessively creating Pinterest boards full of weird flower arrangements with bits of holly and you cover the house in ivy and mistletoe shouting that you are DECKING THE FUCKING HALLS, and then the dogs try to eat it and invariably there’s an expensive vet bill, and you get more and more annoyed with everyone for not being in line with your Festive Vision because you are a bit of a control freak –’

			‘I’m NOT.’

			‘Until you culminate in your now traditional Christmas Eve meltdown where you take a bottle of Baileys and the dogs and sit in the garage crying hysterically about how much you hate everyone and watching It’s a Wonderful Life on your phone until I lure you in with promises of helping you peel the potatoes while we listen to Carols from King’s, and then you talk through the whole thing without listening to it while complaining bitterly about how much you hate both our families and how ungrateful everyone is and how much you wish it was just you and me, well, usually actually you say you wish it was just you and then add me as an afterthought to be polite, either spending Christmas on a tropical beach somewhere or in a decadently luxurious country house hotel, where the roaring log fires and potato peelings are someone else’s problem and you can just waft about elegantly, drinking martinis.’

			‘I cried in the garage with the Baileys once.’

			‘You do it every year.’

			‘I do not. And I most certainly do not talk through Carols from King’s.’

			‘You talk through everything. Every film, TV and radio programme. That’s not the point, though. The point, my darling, is – this is our chance to do this. To do the beach Christmas, or the country house hotel Christmas. There was always some reason before. Too expensive, the kids had things on, family was insisting on descending. But now, it’s just us. We can do whatever we want!’

			‘We can’t,’ I objected. What a stupid idea. What if the children unexpectedly came home and I wasn’t there? They would be left out in the snow, starving and freezing to death like the Little Matchgirl. Hallmark never made that into a Christmas film!

			‘We CAN.’

			‘We can’t. I’ve ordered the food from Marks and Spencer’s. I ordered it in October.’

			‘Well, cancel it.’

			‘I can’t cancel it, I’ve paid a £40 non-refundable deposit. Anyway, it’s not Christmas without M&S Mini Beef Wellingtons.’

			‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, freeze it then!’

			‘But I’m not collecting it till late on the 23rd. So we’d have to travel on Christmas Eve. Flights would be extortionate. Things would go wrong, we’d end up being those people on the news spending Christmas in Heathrow. Some bastard would make us have a singalong and talk about the Blitz Spirit to the news people.’

			‘That would probably be you. Stuck in an airport on Christmas Eve, you wouldn’t be able to help yourself organising the other passengers into some sort of Festive Vision, to cheer everyone up and make the best of things. But then you’d probably end up nicking a bottle of Baileys out of the closed Duty Free and going to cry in the corner because people were still thwarting your Festive Vision.’

			‘Also, there are no fires in airports to read A Christmas Carol beside, are there? Not like at home,’ I pointed out.

			‘What? Why would you need a fire? And you hate Dickens.’

			‘No, I don’t.’

			‘Yes, you do.’

			‘Not A Christmas Carol.’

			‘You’ve never read it. You’ve only seen the Muppets movie version.’

			‘I just don’t think Christmas away is right,’ I wailed. ‘It wouldn’t be the same, all hot and sandy and foreign and no turkey or crackers or really expensive dates with bits of almonds in to break your teeth on. It wouldn’t be like at home!’

			‘Well, what about my suggestion for a really swish hotel then? One with velvet curtains and actual antiques? The sort we could never go to when the kids were little because they’d break things or steal things? You could collect your wretched M&S order and shove it in the freezer, and we could go on Christmas Eve. That would be pretty bloody in keeping with the fucking Festive Vision. It would be like home, only better.’

			I considered this suggestion, trying to find the flaws. I was very discombobulated by this whole notion of going away by ourselves somewhere nice for Christmas. Going away at Christmas meant discomfort and other people’s houses and rules, and possibly sleeping on a deflating blow-up bed and trying to find a loo for a discreet poo after too much rich food without anyone knowing it was you who had pooed. To go away in luxury with lavatories aplenty in which to poo at will was decadence and not at all in the Spirit of Christmas.

			‘There will be people,’ I pointed out.

			‘I know.’

			‘But you hate people.’

			‘I’ll put up with people to give you your perfect Christmas.’

			‘It’ll be expensive.’

			‘I know.’

			‘But you hate spending money.’

			‘For you, my darling, I’ll do anything to make you happy.’

			‘What do you want?’ I demanded, immediately suspicious of such compliance in the face of Simon’s well-known miserliness and loathing of the human race.

			‘I told you, I just want you to be happy.’

			‘And …?’

			‘And … I might have accidentally tumble-dried your favourite cashmere jumper! What!’ he protested, as I opened my mouth to roar with fury. ‘At least I’m admitting it. It did cross my mind to just put it in your drawer and let you think you’d put on weight. And I’m being a good and kind and loving husband by trying to make Christmas magical, so you can’t be angry with me.’

			‘I can,’ I said sulkily. ‘Anyway, we can’t go away for Christmas. We can’t leave the dogs.’

			‘Get a dog-sitter. Put them in kennels.’

			‘Not at Christmas! Judgy loves Christmas. He’d be furious. Opening presents is his favourite thing. And Flora is too old for kennels, and what if she dies? And Barry? Well, poor little Barry, how you can abandon Barry at Christmas?’

			‘Last year the local primary school borrowed him to star as the donkey because he’s so enormous. You can hardly call him “poor little Barry”.’

			‘Yes, but he has issues. He’ll be sad enough that Jane isn’t coming home, let alone if we desert him at Christmas too. They’ll know, all of them. We’ll just have to stay here.’ I sighed, then I brightened. ‘Though if it’s just us, we could do all the things the magazines suggest at Christmas. I saw this article once, years ago, that suggested about four different changes of clothes. I remember it so clearly! You got up in satin pyjamas, and then wore black palazzo pants and a simple white silk T-shirt for Christmas morning –’

			‘A T-shirt! On a morning in December!’ said Simon in outrage. ‘Imagine the heating bill. And as for sitting in your pants …’

			‘Palazzo pants!’ I attempted to explain, as Simon huffed. ‘Well, why don’t they just SAY nice trousers then?’

			‘Oh, for God’s sake. You own seventeen fleeces, every single one in black or unidentifiable sludge colour – why would anyone listen to your opinions on fashion? Shut up! So after your palazzo pants and white silk T-shirt, you laugh merrily and change into a cashmere jumper, well, you do if your husband isn’t a useless arsehole who tumble-dried yours, and some nice boots and jeans, and you trip off joyously to the pub for a mulled wine with Local Characters –’

			‘The Local Characters in our Local Pub are all the Local Drug Dealers,’ Simon objected.

			‘Well, they won’t be on Christmas Day,’ I snapped. ‘They’ll be bucolically adorable. And then you come home, cheeks a-glowing –’

			Simon sniggered at this.

			‘SIMON! Don’t be vulgar about the FESTIVE VISION! You come home and the Christmas lunch is all magically ready and you change again into something velvety and impossibly chic and simple and have your Christmas dinner and then probably some carol singers come round and you give them mince pies and the whole thing is completely FUCKING FESTIVE! But I don’t know if it would work with just the two of us. Is that enough people to be festive? Because I have dreamed for years of changing out of my palazzo pants into a cashmere jumper and going to the pub on Christmas Day!’

			‘You’ve never mentioned it,’ said Simon.

			‘Well, how could I? There was never any time to keep changing clothes. There were hundreds of people to be fed and diplomatic negotiations to tiptoe through, and Louisa’s glass to be kept topped up, because she is marginally more bearable drunk than sober, and Jessica’s OCD to be managed and Geoffrey to be kept away from Natalia lest he either made a pass at her or racist comments or both. But this year it was going to be just us, and they’re both old enough to drink and so I hoped I could put on my cashmere jumper and we could all go to the pub and drink mulled wine and BE FUCKING FESTIVE. TOGETHER.’

			‘Is that really your greatest Christmas wish?’ asked Simon doubtfully. ‘To wear a cashmere jumper to the pub on Christmas Day?’

			‘Yes. Well, not just the cashmere. All of us, crunching across the frosty fields, the mulled wine, the lot. And now I don’t even have the cashmere jumper!’

		

		
			Saturday 2 December

			The more I thought about it, the more Simon’s suggestion of a lovely Christmas getaway – just the two of us – appealed far more than multiple outfit changes (think of the laundry on Boxing Day) and a visit to the local to raise a glass of Christmas Cheer to the Local Characters. These included Big Ron, who sat in the corner and was inclined to give you his disturbing views on Brexit while offering to sell you ‘Charlie, cheap, special price for you love, ’cos I likes you’. Flattered though I was to have somehow earned Big Ron’s approbation, I was always forced to decline, but that didn’t deter him in his generosity.

			On one occasion he overheard Hannah and me complaining about her useless ex Dan, and informed us he could have Dan ‘offed’ for forty quid. I’d be lying if I said we weren’t quite tempted, especially when Big Ron went on to add, ‘Course, for that sort of price, you can’t expect anything too quick and clean. One of the apprentices. The lads gotta learn somehow, don’t they?’ We nodded politely and said, ‘Quite’, before making a hasty exit. I did very much want to ask more about the ‘apprentice murderers’, but I didn’t want Big Ron to think I was a timewaster by pretending to be interested in his ‘services’. I wasn’t convinced Big Ron in a Santa hat, offering his special Christmas snow, was really in keeping with the Vision I’d nurtured so carefully all these years. Also, the Vision definitely involved tripping across picturesque frosty fields in one’s good boots, and like most fields in reality as opposed to in glossy magazines, the ones between us and the pub are distinctly muddy, and the farmer has a habit of muck spreading on Christmas Day, for reasons we’ve never quite been able to grasp. It takes a lot of White Company candles to cover the eau de pigshit wafting in gently every time one of the dogs wants out for a pee.

			The Christmas hotel idea, though, was by far the easiest to adapt to the Vision, especially if it did have rustic beams (to hang mistletoe from for Simon to kiss me under, much more romantic than hanging it off the hall light fitting while he muttered of fire risks) and velvet curtains. There was something very festive about velvet curtains. Also, I reasoned with myself, what could be more Christmassy than two weary travellers arriving at an inn for Christmas? It was the Christmas story! Not that I wanted to be consigned to a stable; I wanted the roll-top bath and four-poster bed experience, thank you very much, not a straw bale and a manger.

			I therefore took myself off to google for ‘perfect Christmas hotels’. After a brief tussle with the search engine, which kept trying to fob me off with ‘best Christmas hotels’ when I did not want ‘best’, I wanted BLOODY PERFECT, I found it. It was beyond perfect. A delicious little manor house nestling in glorious countryside, offering YOUR OWN CHRISTMAS TREE and decorations and a ‘complimentary gift’ under your tree (it would almost certainly just be extra shower gel like they had in the bathroom, but that was not the point) and carol singers and even the option of board games and a TREASURE HUNT on Boxing Day, and oh frabjous day, it was simply meant to be! There was a pub, owned by the hotel, open only to residents on Christmas Day, just a nice brisk walk through the gardens and down the driveway, just crying out to be strolled to in a cashmere jumper after changing out of your palazzo pants and before putting on your chicly elegant yet festive velvet frock! This was probably exactly the place that the magazine writer had in mind when she wrote that bloody article all those years ago that has haunted me ever since! It was really too good to be true. Somewhere this perfect was surely booked up months, if not years ago. But look! ONE room left. Well, suite. Quite a large suite. But actually, the price wasn’t that bad really, when you took into account everything that was included. Rather reasonable, in fact! I peered closer. Ah. I hadn’t spotted that pesky last zero on there. That was quite … eye-watering. But then again, could you put a price on perfection for a mother
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