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We are driving through a perfect village. I mean it: if you were to imagine the prettiest of English villages, this is how it would look. Thatched pub, hanging baskets filled with winter pansies, a boutique window hand-painted with the white silhouettes of Christmas trees.

‘It’s so … perfect,’ I marvel, realising I sound like someone who’s never been let out of the city before.

Ben chuckles. ‘It is, I guess. It’s all very tidy and well-behaved.’

‘There’s no litter,’ I add. ‘Not one bit of it.’

‘No, well, there are committees that patrol that kind of thing. A dropped fag end and you’re looking at two years. A take-away carton and you’ll be shot …’

I smile, wondering how it was to grow up around here. The only teenagers I’ve spotted were hanging out in a good-natured group. There were hugs and laughter and girls tossing their hair about, photogenically, as if in a film. I haven’t noticed any aimless loitering. It’s the kind of village where you might expect to see a young, attractive couple laughingly carrying a real Christmas tree through the streets.

We drive past an old-fashioned butcher’s, a cheese shop and a shop selling ‘curios and collectables’. The shops are subtly decorated for Christmas with artful arrangements of natural foliage. No fake snow or tinsel. There’s nothing as brash as the six-foot flashing plastic Santa – I mean flashing in both senses of the word, i.e. he opens his red coat to expose a furry reindeer G-String – which currently fills the window of the 99p shop round the corner from my house. There’s been a little snow this morning. When we left my South London street where I live it had already turned to grey mush; here it has speckled the slate-tiled rooftops and pavements in icing-sugar white.

‘Are you sure your parents are okay about me coming?’ I ask, with a twinge of anxiety.

Ben glances at me from the driver’s seat. ‘’Course they are. You keep asking me that. There’s plenty of room, there’ll be tons to eat …’ 

He’s just not getting it. It’s not space I’m worried about, or going hungry; Ben’s parents have a vast country home with turrets and topiary and sweeping grounds tended by a gaggle of staff. I can’t imagine we’ll be left to forage for a packet of crisps. In fact, Ben has already filled me in on his mother’s dedication to creating the perfect Christmas, kicking off sometime around March: the turkey personally selected from some rare-breed farm – when it’s still in the egg, probably – and the cake made and laid down (or whatever you do with fruit cake) many months before Christmas. I am intimidated by Clara’s Christmas cake and I haven’t even met her yet.

‘I just wish I knew them a little bit,’ I explain. ‘Christmas feels like a big deal, you know? It’s pretty intimate. They might prefer it just to be family—’

‘They love having people to stay,’ Ben says firmly. ‘They’re very sociable.’

‘Yes, but I’m not just people, Ben …’ We have left the village now. I gaze out at undulating snow-dusted fields.

‘Look,’ he cuts in, a trace of exasperation in his voice, ‘they’re a bit batty – I’ve already told you that – but they’re generous people and they’re going to love you. I mean, how could they not?’ He reaches out to squeeze my hand.

I mull this over. Maybe he’s right, and my edginess is more to do with my own, rather pathetic hang-ups – specifically, never having spent any significant amount of time with properly posh types before. The past three years, I’ve spent Christmas with my housemates, Kate, Jamie and Tom; we’ve cobbled together a ramshackle lunch involving much shrieking and sloshing of wine. We’ve spent the day dancing and drinking and playing pop quizzes with the aid of Jamie-compiled playlists. I’ve loved them. They’ve reminded me of my own family Christmases when my own parents were alive: cheap and cheerful affairs, all Buck’s Fizz, Woolworth’s tinsel and a supermarket bird. One year we didn’t have a bird at all. Dad bought a gammon joint from Iceland.

But perhaps it’s time to grow up – to discover what a lavish country Christmas is all about. I am 34 years old, and have been seeing Ben since the scorching hot August bank holiday when we fell into conversation outside a Soho pub. And I have to admit, I was flattered when he asked me to his parents’ for Christmas. ‘I think it’s time,’ he said, as if preparing to present me to royalty. And do I still want burnt roast potatoes and rowdy celebrations with housemates when I’m 40?

‘Daisy’s pleased you’re coming,’ Ben adds.

‘I’m glad she’s going to be there,’ I say truthfully, my spirits rising at the thought of spending time with his little girl.

‘Me too. You know she’s spent the last two Christmases with her mum. I really missed her. It was pretty bleak …’

‘Must’ve been,’ I say.

‘I can’t tell you how happy I was when Louisa said she was going to New York this Christmas …’

I nod. ‘Is it weird for you, though? Her having a new boyfriend?’

‘Of course not,’ Ben says with a snort. ‘It’s a bloody relief. He’ll keep her occupied. You know how difficult she’s been …’

‘Uh-huh …’ Ben has filled me in on the acrimonious divorce, the wrangling with Louisa over money and property and access to six-year-old Daisy, their only child. And to think, I’ve been withering on about being nervous of spending a few days with his parents … Grow up, I tell myself silently, taking in Ben’s handsome profile: the aquiline nose, fine cheekbones and full lips that I have an urge to kiss every time I look at them. His hair is dark and wavy, his eyes an intense shade of indigo I’ve never encountered before, and edged by the most luxurious lashes I’ve ever seen on a man. ‘He’s so good-looking it hurts my eyes to look at him,’ Kate teased, the first time he’d been round to our place.

‘You know Daisy loves you,’ Ben adds.

I smile. ‘I’m really glad. She could have been difficult; I wouldn’t have blamed her …’

‘She’s always asking about you. Wasn’t it great that day we took her to down to Sandwich Bay?’

‘Yeah. Didn’t she love the sea? I’ve never known anyone so desperate to run into the water.’

‘Louisa would’ve been horrified,’ he says, laughing.

‘By Daisy paddling?’

‘God, yeah, especially in October …’

‘But why?’ I ask. ‘It was a gorgeous day.’

Ben smirks. ‘Oh, you know, the usual hazards – the sea being too cold and unhygienic and full of, I don’t know, jellyfish, seaweed, killer sharks …’

We’re both sniggering now as Ben turns right into a long, narrow drive. Bright winter sunshine flickers through leafless trees as the house comes into view.

‘My God, Ben,’ I mutter as we park next to a gleaming dark green Bentley on the large, gravelled crescent. Although Ben has shown me pictures, none have conveyed the sheer size and grandeur of the place.

We climb out of his car. ‘I know,’ he says with a trace of embarrassment. ‘Pretty impressive, isn’t it? Quite a pile …’

‘Just a bit,’ I chuckle.

‘Crazy really. Far too big for the two of them, but they both reckon the only way they’ll ever leave it is in their coffins.’ He squeezes my hand reassuringly as the glossy black front door opens. Daisy appears first, white-blonde hair flowing as she shrieks with joy and hurls herself at her father, then turns to envelop me in a shyer hug.

‘I’ve been waiting ages for you to come!’ she announces.

Ben laughs. ‘I drove as fast as I could, sweetheart.’  

She grins as Ben’s parents step out to greet us: Clara, impossibly elegant in a cream shift, a pale grey cashmere cardigan draped over her shoulders; Charles more rumpled in a huge, ratty-looking fisherman’s sweater and fawn corduroys with well-worn knees.

Ben hugs them. ‘Mum, Dad, this is Anna …’ 

Clara blinks at me. ‘Oh! Nice to meet you, Anna.’ She glances at Ben. ‘It’s just, we didn’t expect …’

‘Anna’s been looking forward to meeting you,’ Ben cuts in.

‘I have,’ I say brightly. ‘What a lovely house …’ And what a dumb thing to say: like being shown a friend’s new mobile phone and remarking, ‘Wow, it can do so many things!’ I mean, ‘house’ doesn’t do it justice. It’s more like a stately home. I’ve never been in one before where I haven’t had to buy an admission ticket.

We unload copious bags from the boot and all head into the enormous panelled hallway. Ben introduces me to Nell, an elderly golden retriever who presses, winningly, against my legs. I ruffle the soft, warm fur behind her ears, gazing around me in awe. Antlers are mounted on the wall beside the sweeping staircase; real antlers, from slain deer. There are gloomy oil paintings – portraits, mostly, of aristocratic types, plus the odd landscape in murky greens and browns. As I’m led through the house, I can’t help but wonder, what didn’t Clara expect? That I’d be coming for Christmas? Surely Ben hasn’t just sprung me on them …

‘Let’s have coffee in the drawing room,’ Charles suggests, leading us along the hallway to a room filled with chesterfield sofas and antique furniture. Drawing room. Again – and without wanting to sound as if I grew up regarding bread and dripping as a fantastic treat – I have never encountered anyone who has a drawing room before. 

As Clara glides off to fetch coffee, Ben and I arrange ourselves on one of the three sofas, while Charles occupies an armchair by the bay window which looks out on to the sweeping grounds. I sit bolt upright with my knees pressed together, hoping to convey the impression that I am utterly relaxed and find myself in rooms like this all the time.

The dark, polished floorboards are scattered with faded rugs. There is a grand piano and shelves of leather-bound books and vases filled with red, velvety flowers I don’t know the name of. In pride of place, in front of the window, stands a Christmas tree: the biggest I have seen outside a department store – only, it’s real (of course), and bedecked in coordinated silver and purple decorations. Beautifully wrapped presents are stacked around it.

‘So,’ Charles says, as Nell settles into her basket in the corner, ‘good drive?’

‘Yes, no problems,’ Ben replies. They start discussing our journey, as if the route from South London to Little Winterden has changed beyond all recognition since Ben’s last visit. I look down at Daisy, who has squeezed on to the leather sofa between her father and me.

‘I like your shoes, Anna,’ she offers. 

‘Oh, thank you. I bought them specially …’ 

‘Aren’t they lovely, Grandma?’ she says as Clara appears with a tray of coffees.

‘What’s that, darling?’ Clara asks.

‘Anna’s shoes. I love them!’

‘Er, yes,’ Clara says, eyeing them as if they were splattered in horse shit. She places the tray on the coffee table beside a stack of board games: Scrabble, Monopoly, Risk. I glance down at my shoes, and see them through Clara’s eyes: strappy heels, as red as the Christmas flowers in those huge vases – a bargain, I’d thought, my heart performing a little somersault of delight as I snatched them in New Look. Not especially comfortable, admittedly – but so festive. ‘Very sexy,’ Jamie had said when I’d brought them home. God, they look cheap in this room.

‘D’you know what I’m getting for Christmas?’ Daisy asks.

I smile. ‘Lots, I expect. Did you write a list for Santa?’

‘Erm, yes, I asked Father Christmas for a musical box, a scooter and a bead-making thing …’ Whoops, they say Father Christmas here, not Santa.

‘Sounds great,’ I say. ‘I wish I’d done a list …’

‘And I’m going to wake up very early tomorrow,’ she enthuses, ‘so I get to see Father Christmas. I want to see him in my room, so I’m not going to sleep at all …’

‘Oh, but you must!’ Clara exclaims, pouring our coffees from an ornate china pot. ‘Otherwise you’ll be exhausted. Mummy wouldn’t want you to be tired and crotchety and spoil the day …’

I glance at Ben, whose expression is impassive. ‘She’ll be fine,’ he says, ‘won’t you, Daisy? But, yes, Grandma’s right. You should probably get a little sleep tonight …’

‘Can I stay up a bit later than normal? It’s Christmas Eve!’

‘Of course you can,’ Ben says, stroking her hair. 

Clara frowns. ‘But Louisa said Daisy’s bedtime is eight o’clock …’

‘We do let her stay up a bit later sometimes, Mum,’ Ben points out. 

‘We have movie nights,’ I explain. ‘We watch Aladdin, Snow White and Peter Pan – all her favourites …’

‘Yeah,’ Daisy enthuses, swinging her legs. ‘And Anna makes these special things with, um, little squares on them …’

‘Potato waffles,’ I explain. ‘Daisy loves them.’ 

‘Oh,’ Clara says, looking startled. ‘I didn’t realise you’d met Anna before, Daisy …’

‘Yeah, ’course I have,’ she retorts. ‘She’s my friend.’ 

Clara turns to me. ‘So, er, you’re there sometimes, when Ben has Daisy at the weekends?’

   Yep, pushing my illicit Bird’s Eye waffles and youth-corrupting Disney movies. ‘Sometimes I’m around,’ I say lightly. ‘I enjoy it. I love children. I work in a nursery actually, in Brixton, five minutes away from my house …’ As I prattle on, conscious of Clara’s pale blue eyes upon me, and Charles’s baffled gaze from the armchair, I realise how wrong this must seem: their beloved son’s girlfriend living in Brixton rather than Belgravia, and having an ordinary job which involves wiping bottoms and making up industrial-sized jugs of Ribena. I catch Clara looking me up and down. I had highlights yesterday; they came out a bit brassy this time, although the hairdresser did say they’d ‘tone down’ in a week or so. I glance down at my H&M dress – black with tiny white flowers, maybe slightly too short for my age – and wonder if that looks cheap too.

‘Anna’s great with Daisy,’ Ben says firmly.

‘And where are you from, Anna?’ Clara wants to know.

‘Um, well, as I said, I live in Brixton, in a house share – there are four of us …’ 

‘You have flatmates?’ Charles exclaims, enunciating the last word as if to say, ‘You have scabies?’

‘Yes. Well, housemates actually. I mean, we have an upstairs.’ I emit an awkward, barky laugh. ‘We’re good friends,’ I plough on. ‘We’ve known each other for years, since our early twenties – since college – and it came to the point where we all wanted to buy places, but you know what it’s like, the prices …’ I grind to an abrupt halt. This house has eleven bedrooms. There’s a proper wine cellar, a scullery (whatever that is) and a separate cottage somewhere in the grounds, for guests. Of course they don’t know what it’s like. ‘So we, um, all chipped in and bought a place together,’ I finish, sensing sweat prickling at the underarms of my synthetic dress.

‘You’re not from London, though,’ Charles remarks, ‘originally?’ 

‘No, Yorkshire. Originally.’ I use the silver tongs to drop two sugar lumps into my coffee.

He nods. ‘I thought I detected an accent …’

‘Anyway, Mum,’ Ben cuts in briskly, ‘tell us what you and Dad have been up to …’

Clara’s expression brightens as she launches into what a triumph the Christmas dance was this year, and how she’s taken the helm of the Little Winterden In Bloom Society: ‘We’re sure to win next year. How could we not, when you see how little effort they make in Haverton Brook and Sorley-on-the-Marshes?’ Although in her late sixties, Clara could be a decade younger; she has the kind of finely honed bone structure which keeps everything perky. There is barely a line on her face. Charles possesses the distinguished features and deep, booming tones of an elderly stage actor; in fact, Ben has told me that he made his money in ‘investments’, although the house has been in the family for generations.

As they fall into discussing Clara and Charles’s forthcoming skiing holiday, I glance at the framed photos arranged on the ornately carved table beside the tree. There’s a rather formal portrait of Daisy, hand propping up her chin, like a movie starlet, and Ben, at around seventeen years old in a regulation school photo, smiling crookedly with hair askew, no doubt the one all the girls fancied. There’s Charles in a tweed hat, clutching an enormous fish on a riverbank, plus wedding pictures, all of Clara and Charles and friends or relatives of a similar vintage … No, not all. There’s one at the back, by far the biggest picture, so it’s visible above all the others. It’s of Ben and Louisa, his ex.

He looks dashing in a black jacket and white shirt, and she’s a vision of wholesome beauty in a simple white, strapless dress and a veil, for God’s sake. It’s a bloody wedding photo! There are blurs of confetti, unless I’m mistaken and there happened to be a flurry of blossom. Have Clara and Charles forgotten they divorced last year, and haven’t actually lived together since Daisy was three? I look away. Some kind of powerful force drags my gaze back to stunning Louisa with her elongated green eyes and little swoopy-up nose and plump, lightly glossed lips.

I sip my coffee from the fine china cup and place it back on its saucer. ‘Could I use your bathroom please?’ I ask Clara.

‘Yes, of course. Ben, would you show Anna where it is?’ A quick glance at the photo as we leave the room confirms that Ben has barely changed in the past seven years. And that the few snapshots I’ve seen of Louisa in more ordinary situations – clutching a drink at a party, reclining on a picnic rug – didn’t do her justice. 

‘You okay?’ Ben asks as we make our way upstairs.

‘Yes, I’m fine.’ I muster a tense smile. ‘It’s just … a bit weird, you know?’

‘What is?’

‘Well, that wedding picture, for a start …’ 

He chuckles. ‘Pretty glamorous in their day, weren’t they? Mum reckons she’d had proposals from four different men before Dad asked her …’

‘No, I mean the one of you and Louisa.’ 

‘Oh.’ He exhales. ‘Oh, yeah. Sorry about that.’ 

We’ve reached the landing. An elaborate silver chandelier hangs from the panelled ceiling. I wonder, briefly, how many staff are required to keep everything gleaming around here.

‘Here’s the bathroom,’ Ben mutters, indicating a door to our right. ‘Or there’s the en suite in our room, if you’d prefer …’ 

‘Is it always there?’ I cut in.

‘What, the en suite?’

‘No, the photo…’

‘Yes, of course it is. You don’t think they put it out specially for you coming, do you? They’re not that twisted, Anna!’

I stare at Ben. I’ve never seen him so awkward and defensive before. Usually so at ease with himself, with a confidence I can only marvel at, he seems to have reverted to being the sixth-form boy in the school photograph. Sweat is beading on his forehead. 

‘That’s not what I was suggesting,’ I mutter.

‘Of course it’s always there,’ he says, regaining his composure. ‘At least, I assume it is. You know how things become so familiar you just stop seeing them?’

I study his face. I can’t imagine I’d ever ‘stop seeing’ a huge framed picture of myself and an ex, even if my parents were still around to display one. Not that there’s been anyone significant enough to warrant a lavish photographic display. I have never lived with a boyfriend, although Ben mooted recently that I might ‘tear myself away from the gang’ and move into his smart three-storey townhouse in Clapham at some point in the near future. I reminded him that the four of us own our place together. ‘Couldn’t you let out your room?’ he asked. ‘I mean, there must be a way out.’ For some reason, I have yet to tell Jamie, Kate and Tom about this possible development.

‘Sorry,’ I murmur, sensing my cheeks burning. ‘I didn’t mean to make a thing of it. I s’pose I’m just a bit on edge …’

He kisses my cheek. ‘Look, it was a pretty big deal, my getting married. I suspect they’d given up hope. Maybe that’s why they can’t bear to put it in a cupboard or something …’

‘You were only twenty-nine,’ I remind him.

‘Yeah, and that’s decrepit by their standards. And they liked Louisa. They know her parents, our families were kind of entwined …’

How fantastically cosy … God, what’s wrong with me? It’s their house, they can display whatever they like. They could have Louisa’s wedding dress mounted in a glass box and hung over the fireplace if they wanted. They could make a fancy mosquito net out of her veil. 

‘I just feel a bit uncomfortable,’ I add. 

Ben’s face softens. ‘Look, I know they’re a bit stiff. They probably don’t know how to be with you. I haven’t brought anyone back since Louisa and I split up. But they’ll warm up, and it’ll be fine …’

‘What did your mum mean when she said, “I didn’t expect …”’

Ben looks baffled.

‘When we arrived,’ I prompt him. ‘She looked a bit shocked …’

‘I’ve no idea,’ he says with a shrug.

‘You did tell them I was coming, didn’t you?’

‘Of course I did!’ he exclaims. ‘D’you really think I’d just spring you on them?’

‘No idea,’ I say truthfully, because in fact I don’t know what to think.  

In the vast bathroom I sit on the loo, figuring that maybe it’s normal in these circles to display wedding pictures, even post-divorce. And maybe it’s me who’s weird, and not properly grown-up, still living with friends like a student. 

I get up and study my reflection in the gilt-edged mirror above the wash basin. Cheap hair, cheap dress … even my red lipstick looks wrong. It seemed perfect when I chose it, but maybe there is a difference between budget lippy (Rimmel in this case) and the posher brands. Perhaps I look as if I’m trying too hard. In that wedding picture, Louisa looked as if she was hardly wearing any make-up. And Clara isn’t either. She doesn’t need to. When you have that natural elegance thing going on, you just have to be.      

In fact, the only person I feel comfortable with here is Daisy, who loves my shoes – because all six-year-old girls love postbox-red footwear with a bit of sparkle to it. I suspect Daisy has taken a shine to me because I remind her of Kelly, her nanny, who I met once, when she brought Daisy to Ben’s house: a cheery girl with bouncy ginger hair and a strong Geordie accent. Daisy obviously adores her. ‘Kelly baked cupcakes with me,’ Daisy reported, still smelling of sugar and fun.

I make my way back downstairs, deciding I need a plan to get me through the next few days. Be positive – that’s all I have to do. Smile lots, offer to help, maybe swap my red shoes for black flats. ‘Pin on a grin,’ as Kate always says, prior to nervy situations – and charm Ben’s parents with my sunny personality (ha!). And I shall face Louisa, my predecessor, head-on: I’ll prove that I’m fine with her exquisite elfin face being on display. There’s no point in moaning, and it’s not actually Ben’s fault. He’d probably feel equally out of sorts if I could spirit him back to the terraced house I grew up in in Barnsley.

Everyone is chatting companionably when I re-enter the drawing room. Clara disappears to the kitchen and calls Charles through to help her, and soon a lavish late lunch is assembled in the adjoining dining room. Although Clara rebuffed my offer of help in the kitchen, I am starting to feel less anxious. Perhaps she prefers guests to relax and enjoy themselves. I think about our Christmas Eves back in London, with far too many of us buffeting about in our cramped kitchen as we make fiery curries and slug beer, and quickly push the thought away.

‘Look, more snow!’ Daisy yelps, spinning round from the table.

‘Fantastic,’ Ben says. ‘It’s cold enough for it to lie tonight. It’s definitely going to be a white Christmas …’

‘Can we go out and play?’ she asks.

‘Great idea,’ I exclaim, a shade too enthusiastically. Yes! Let’s get the heck out of here, away from the awkward silences and Clara’s quick glances – which she thinks I don’t notice – as if I’ve been letting off a series of farts as we’ve worked our way through a spectacular selection of cold cuts, game pies and various mayonnaise-slathered accompaniments. 

‘I don’t want you getting cold, Daisy,’ Clara says. ‘Mummy said you’ve had a nasty virus …’

‘But I’m all better now.’

‘Wouldn’t you rather stay indoors?’ Charles suggests.

‘Please, Grandpa—’

‘Of course we can play out, Daisy,’ Ben says firmly. ‘We don’t often get proper snow like this.’ He’s right: it’s falling in fat, soft flakes and, by the time we’ve helped to clear away the plates, the lawn – which stretches as far as the eye can see – is blanketed in white.

‘Well,’ I say, clearing my throat, ‘maybe I should get changed into something more suitable.’ I laugh, but no one laughs back.

‘I’ll show you to your room,’ Clara says, making minimal small talk as we make our way upstairs.

‘Bet Daisy’ll be up at five in the morning tomorrow,’ I say lightly.

‘I do hope not,’ she replies, pushing open a door into a lavish bedroom furnished with brocade and drapes.

‘Oh, this is lovely,’ I exclaim. In fact, it’s a little chintzy for my taste, but I can’t deny how spectacular it is, with its uninterrupted view over the sweeping grounds.

‘I hope you’ll be very comfortable,’ Clara says pertly. ‘If there’s anything you need, just ask.’

‘Thanks. I’m sure there won’t be.’ She glides off, presumably to join Charles, who we left showing Ben recent additions to his wine collection. No £4.99 Blossom Hill here. I also registered the huge collection of single malt whiskies and exotic gins when Charles opened the oak cabinet in the dining room. I’ve never seen so many posh spirits outside a hotel bar.

I step out of my flimsy dress and kick off my stripper’s shoes. Pulling off my black tights, I stop for a moment to appraise my festive push-up red bra and lacy knickers bought specially for this trip. I wonder how Ben will feel about getting up to anything tonight, in his parents’ house. I can’t imagine it’d be a problem. From what I can gather, both his parents’ and Daisy’s rooms are about a quarter of a mile away, in the east wing. I can’t help smiling as I tug on jeans and the Rudolph sweater with a pom-pom nose I’d bought for a laugh, thinking Daisy would like it. I jam on my bobble hat, zip up my flat boots and find Ben waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs.

‘Hey,’ he says, kissing my cheek, ‘a Christmas jumper. You look gorgeous, country girl. You’re actually glowing…’

I smile. ‘Thanks. I’m, er, probably just a bit hot …’ Having enthused over my sweater, and musing over whether Father Christmas will bring her one, Daisy charges out ahead of us into the snow-covered gardens.

‘It’s so beautiful,’ I gasp, and it is; it’s a storybook garden, the lawn petering out into woodland and, beyond that, white-topped hills. 

We launch into a rowdy snowball fight – Ben has borrowed his dad’s big, waxy jacket – ducking in between neatly clipped shrubs.

Nell ambles out to join us as the snowball fight morphs into a game of hide-and-seek.

‘Feeling better now?’ Ben asks, as we give Daisy a few moments to run off and hide.

I nod. ‘I’m fine. Sorry if I was a bit moody earlier.’

Ben rubs his gloved hands together. ‘Guess you just felt under scrutiny.’

‘Just a bit,’ I agree, deciding not to mention the wedding photo again.

‘I know what you mean. It was like that for me, you, know, first time I came round to your place …’ 

I frown at him. ‘You felt scrutinised?’

‘Yeah!’ He laughs. ‘Well, Kate was fine. The guys were obviously a bit suspicious, though. I mean, Tom did take the piss—’

‘That’s just Tom,’ I say with a shrug.

‘What does he do again?’

I’ve already filled him in on what my housemates do for a living, but never mind. ‘He’s a chef.’

‘And what about the other one?’

‘You mean Jamie? God, Ben. You’ve met him about ten times! He manages a bar, remember? That place we had lunch at, by the canal …’

‘Oh yeah,’ he says. ‘Well, he’s always seemed a bit weird around me.’

‘Weird in what way?’ I exclaim.

Ben shrugs. ‘Kind of … hovering. Bit awkward. Not knowing what to do with himself …’

‘He’s probably scared you’re going to lure me away,’ I laugh, teasing him.

‘… And break up the happy family,’ he chuckles. My heart quickens as he pulls me close and kisses me, long and hard, on the lips. God, he is sexy. Clara’s probably watching right now from the drawing room window with a sherry in her hand, and I don’t care.

‘Come and find me!’ Daisy’s voice cuts through the crisp air. Ben and I scamper off in different directions to find her. It’s obvious, of course, where she’s hiding, as her footprints lead into the wooded area to the left. But Ben and I search dutifully, pretending she’s left no trace.

As I wander back towards the house, making a big show of checking behind the wood shed, Clara appears at the front door.

‘Where’s Daisy?’ she asks.

‘Oh, it’s okay, we’re just playing …’ 

‘I couldn’t see her from the house …’

‘Well, no, we’re playing hide-and-seek,’ I explain. ‘I’m sorry. Were you worried?’

Her tiny diamond stud earrings sparkle like tinsel. ‘I suppose it’s all right. Another ten minutes, though, okay? It really is getting very cold …’

‘Erm …’ I pause. ‘I suppose so. I hadn’t really noticed. It’s just, she’s having so much fun …’ 

‘Well, we’re going to play indoor games soon,’ she says firmly, leaving a waft of sweet perfume as she strides back inside.

Daisy squeals with laughter as Ben finally ‘finds’ her, and we swing her between us across the lawn.

‘Grandma says it’s indoor games time,’ I remark with a smile.

‘Aw, no!’ Daisy cries.

Ben grimaces. ‘Bit of a family tradition, I’m afraid. And I have to warn you, they’re very competitive …’ 

‘I don’t want to play indoor games,’ Daisy announces. ‘They’re boring, Daddy …’ She turns to me. ‘D’you think there’s enough snow for a snowman?’

‘Maybe,’ I say, catching Ben glancing anxiously at the house. ‘Do we have time, d’you think? Before the indoor games commence?’

‘Guess so,’ he says, although his eyes are telling me, Please, let’s just go in, it’ll be easier … And, somehow, some of the fun has gone out of the day, as Daisy starts to roll the beginnings of a snowman. It’s barely the size of a pumpkin when Charles’s voice booms out: ‘Ben? Could you come here, please?’

Like an obedient child, Ben hurries towards his father. I watch as Charles takes his arm and guides him swiftly into the house.

‘Perhaps we’d better go in too,’ I tell Daisy.

‘In a minute, when we’ve finished the snowman …’

‘But look,’ I point out, ‘it’s not really working. It’s powdery snow. It won’t stick …’ 

‘Anna!’ Ben shouts from the house. ‘Please hurry up!’

I grab Daisy’s mittened hand.

‘Aw,’ she groans, ‘it’s not fair …’

‘We’ll finish it off,’ I murmur as we stride towards Ben. ‘You’ll have the best snowman in the whole country by tomorrow, I promise.’

I hadn’t realised that games were such an almighty deal at Ben’s family home. By 6 p.m. I have been thrashed at Risk – being unable to grasp the tactics necessary for world domination – and thoroughly bankrupted in Monopoly. Daisy, who lost interest ages ago, is colouring in, with rapt attention, at the table. Family friends Mary and Roger have joined us, and soon the drawing room begins to fill with guests for what appears to be quite a gathering.

‘I didn’t realise there was a party tonight,’ I tell Ben. ‘Should I go up and change again, d’you think?’

‘God, no, it’s all very casual …’ He is greeted by an enormous woman with a shock of white hair, wearing a sort of flowing kaftan.

‘Benjamin,’ she booms, ‘my darling handsome boy. How are you?’

‘Great, Aunt Kitty! It’s so good to see you …’

‘I hear you’ve brought a girl with you? Let me see!’

‘Er, maybe later,’ he blusters, briefly catching my eye, but making no move to call me over. My stomach twists. I look down at my Rudolph sweater and wish I’d put on something smarter. Ben got it wrong when he said it was a casual thing. But then, it might seem even odder if I disappeared to change now the party’s started.

I sip my drink at the window as a couple of teenage girls, clad in proper, black-and-white waitressing outfits, bring a host of dishes to the sideboard which runs along an entire wall.

By seven, the room is milling with guests, most of Clara and Charles’s generation. Without exception, everyone is knocking back wine, gin, champagne and scotch at an impressive pace.

Fortifying myself with a quail’s egg canapé, I sidle up to a friendly-looking couple who are admiring the silver decorations on the Christmas tree.

‘Oh, they’re holders for real candles,’ I remark, not having noticed before.

‘That’s right,’ the woman says. ‘Wait until they’re lit at midnight. It’s quite a spectacle …’ She smiles expectantly.

‘I’m Anna, Ben’s girlfriend …’

‘Lovely to meet you,’ she says warmly. ‘Is this your first time here?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’re from London?’

‘Yes, but from Yorkshire originally,’ I say, relaxing as we fall into easy conversation. I learn that Henry and Joan owned an actual castle, until running costs rocketed – ‘The place was crumbling around our ears, darling,’ Joan explains – and they handed it over to the National Trust.

‘We now live in the annexe,’ she adds with a rueful smile.

‘That must be strange,’ I remark, ‘seeing visitors trooping in and out of what was your home every day …’

‘It gets to the point when a property like that is just a headache,’ Henry remarks as Ben arrives at my side.

‘We’ve been getting to know Anna,’ Joan says, squeezing his arm. ‘What a lovely girl. A beauty. We’d heard you’d met someone, Ben …’

‘… but Clara didn’t know much about her,’ Henry adds. He pats Ben’s shoulder. ‘Keeping her under wraps, were you?’

‘Uh, not exactly,’ Ben says flushing, and scuttling away as Clara waves him over to greet another guest.

‘Well, I can see why he’s fallen for you, Anna,’ Joan says, her voice fuzzy with booze as she lowers her voice. ‘Ben had a terrible time with Louisa. I shouldn’t say this – I mean, I’m probably speaking out of turn here …’

‘Joan,’ Henry hisses.

‘Oh, come on,’ she retorts, her piled-up hair a little wonky now as she drains her glass and motions for Henry to top it up. ‘Dreadful woman. So neurotic and needy! You know, I don’t think he ever loved her. Clara sort of threw them together. She was the right sort of girl – good family – and, of course, she was stunning. Every young man in the county was after her. I don’t blame Ben for going along with it …’ 

‘I don’t know that it was like that,’ I say quickly.

Joan’s lips are set in a firm line. ‘She was just a dizzy blonde, nothing to say for herself …’

‘Joan!’ Henry cuts in, more firmly this time.

This is becoming too much. It doesn’t feel right, running down Ben’s ex when she’s gazing out at us from that solid silver frame. Maybe it’s just the drink talking. Although my housemates will be pretty ‘lively’ by now – Jamie’s potent punch is delicious – it’s startling to see so many people of Ben’s parents’ age getting so pissed, so quickly, especially as I’m sober. Someone has already knocked the vase of red flowers off the piano, and Nell is lapping up a spillage of blue cheese dip from the floor.

As I glance around the room, wondering who to talk to next, it’s Louisa’s face I see – smiling, radiant, on her wedding day. We are polar opposites. While I am a curvy brunette – ‘gorgeously womanly’, according to Ben – she is a slip of a thing, all pale hair and sharp angles. I wonder if any of the other guests find it odd that the photo is on display.

I head for the buffet and load a plate with the most carb-laden offerings, piling it high and tucking in. Everything is delicious, and eating seems better than standing around looking for someone to talk to, as if I’ve wandered into the house by mistake. The truth is, I’m never very comfortable at parties where I don’t know anyone. I know Ben, of course, but he’s being manoeuvred around the room by his mother as if on a strictly scheduled meet-and-greet. I wish Daisy hadn’t been whisked off to bed a couple of hours ago. She’d talk to me. Someone starts playing the piano – probably Chopin or Handel, I know virtually nothing about classical music. I picture Jamie, trying to maintain some semblance of order throughout his pop quiz, and I’m hit by an intense wave of missing him.

Slipping out to the hallway, where I can check my phone without appearing rude, I quickly scroll through my texts. From Tom: How’s it going? Did you knock their socks off with those shoes? From Kate: We need to know how you’re getting on! What are the parents like? Is there a butler? Nothing from Jamie. Probably too busy, or pissed.

‘Thank you, Sally, I think we’re finished here now.’ Clara’s voice in the kitchen gives me a start.

One of the waitresses passes me in the hallway as she makes her way to the front door. ‘Enjoy the rest of the evening,’ she says brightly.

‘Thanks,’ I reply with a smile.

She leaves, and I’m revving myself up to rejoin the party when I catch Ben’s voice, along with his mother’s. Sounds like they’re having a rather tetchy exchange in the kitchen.

‘I don’t know what you mean, Mum,’ he says hotly. ‘Honestly, I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about …’

‘Oh, come on, Ben. I know you. You’re trying to make a point …’

‘A point about what?’

‘A point about proving that you’re over her, that you’ve met this, this woman…’ My stomach lurches. I feel physically sick. As if sensing my discomfort, Nell pads towards me as I flump down on to the bottom stair.

‘I don’t want to talk about this, Mum,’ Ben mutters.

‘Look, I know she’s pretty, and I’m sure you have fun together …’ 

‘Daisy loves her,’ he cuts in.

‘Yes, well, Daisy loves everyone. Like that Kelly girl. She likes anyone who gives her lots of attention. I just have to ask you …’ Clara pauses. ‘… Is this a serious thing, Ben? Not talking marriage, are we?’

I stroke the top of Nell’s head. She twists around to lick my hand. Ben or his mother might come out of the kitchen, and anyone could wander out of the drawing room and find me sitting here, the party pooper who’ll never fit in. I don’t care. I just need to be by myself for a few moments. Despite the babble of voices in the drawing room, the house feels very still.

‘I don’t know what it is,’ comes Ben’s voice.

‘I mean,’ his mother goes on, ‘I can see she’s good with children, but I hope it’s not giving you any ideas …’

‘What, to have another baby?’ Ben laughs scornfully.

‘Yes. Does she want to have children?’

‘We haven’t really talked about it.’

‘Please tell me you’re not thinking of starting another family …’  

There’s a beat’s silence, then Ben replies, ‘No, Mum, I can promise you, I’m not going to have a child with her.’ 

I feel as if I’ve been punched. My phone vibrates in my hand, making me flinch. Another text from home, this time from Jamie: We miss you! We love you! Hope you’re having fun. Oh, sure I am. There’s more murmuring in the kitchen, too hushed for me to make out the words. Then Clara’s voice rings out: ‘Well, I have to tell you, Benjamin, I’m very relieved about that.’

I stand up, aware of a sudden movement at the top of the stairs. Daisy is standing on the landing in a white lacy nightie, clutching an old faded bear.

‘You’re awake!’ I whisper, hurrying upstairs towards her.

She nods blearily. ‘The piano woke me up. And all the shouting …’

‘It is quite loud,’ I agree. ‘Everyone’s just chatting and having a nice time. But try to sleep, sweetheart …’ 

‘Father Christmas hasn’t been yet.’

I smile. ‘No, but he’ll be here soon. It’s very late …’ 

‘Can I come downstairs?’

‘No, love, I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

‘Can we finish the snowman?’ she asks, brightening. ‘The snow might be sticky enough now …’

I shake my head. ‘It’s dark, Daisy, and it’s gone eleven. Come on, you can show me your room if you like, and I’ll tuck you in.’

She smiles as I take her warm, sticky hand, leading me along the landing to the furthest door. The room is in darkness apart from a small, glowing nightlight at floor level, shaped like a fairground carousel. Daisy clicks on her bedside lamp. If a six-year-old girl were to draw her perfect bedroom, it would be this room: curtains and duvet cover patterned with fairies; brightly coloured bunting strewn above the sleigh-shaped bed. A red, fur-edged stocking hangs from the bottom of it.

‘I love your room,’ I exclaim. ‘You’re such a lucky girl.’

‘I know,’ she says, grinning. ‘Will you read me a story?’

I hesitate. I’m not sure that keeping Daisy awake for longer than necessary will boost my popularity where Clara is concerned, but it’s only 11.15, and maybe a couple of picture books will help to settle her.

‘Okay,’ I reply. ‘What’s your favourite?’

She giggles. ‘Grandma doesn’t like it …’

‘Why not?’ I say, intrigued, as she delves into the wooden trunk filled with books beside her bed.

‘She says it’s silly.’

   Good, let’s bloody read it then …

‘I can’t find it,’ Daisy mutters, pulling out books and tossing them behind her on to the cream spotted rug.

I examine the ones she’s discarded. ‘What about this? We read it all the time at the nursery …’ But no: my every suggestion is shunned as, having emptied the trunk, she starts searching her room for the only book that will do. I try to help, even though I haven’t a clue what I’m looking for.

‘What’s it called, Daisy?’

‘I told you, it’s a surprise! It’s so funny …’ She opens her dressing-up box and flings out fairy and princess costumes. From the bottom of her wardrobe comes a hail of soft toys and games.

‘We’d better tidy this up,’ I say ineffectually as she rummages through the drawers of her dressing table. The piano is pounding away now, no longer polite classical music but a ham-fisted rendition of ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’ with a cacophony of out-of-tune singing.

‘How about checking under your bed?’ I suggest.

‘Yeah!’ While she burrows around, I start to gather up the discarded books, replaying Clara’s remark: As long as that’s all it is. 

A fling, did she mean? I.e. just someone to shag on a Friday night? I think about how stressed I was over choosing presents for Ben’s parents (for her, a necklace from Accessorize. Accessorize! What was I thinking? And a bottle of whisky for Charles, who possesses so many rare malts, a bottle of fairly bog-standard Scotch is the last thing he needs). And I replay Ben’s remark: I can promise you, I’m not going to have a child with her. My eyes mist with tears, and I blink them away before Daisy notices. 

Another thought hits me. It’s December-the-sodding-twenty-fourth. It might be silly at my age to love Christmas Eve, and to be overexcited about the day to follow. But that’s how I am – how we all are, my housemates and me. And this year, I’m not looking forward to Christmas one bit.

I am, I realise with a start, completely dreading it.

This is wrong. I have never felt like this about Christmas. The one after Dad died, when I was 23, Mum, my sister and I made an enormous effort to make it special. When Mum died four years ago, Jamie, Tom and Kate transformed the festivities into a project of astronomical proportions – not making a cake months early, or decorating the tree in perfectly coordinated fashion, but in buying the biggest, tackiest, fibre-optic tree they could find, thinking – rightly – that it’d make me laugh, and filling our home with tinsel and candles and delicious things to eat.

We were broke that year but pooled our meagre resources to cobble together a fantastic lunch. I’d never have imagined that over-boiled carrots and a slab of incinerated port-and-chestnut stuffing could taste so delicious. Tears prick my eyes as Daisy’s bare feet emerge from under her bed.

I can promise you, I’m not going to have a child with her …

   Someone is belting out ‘Ding Dong Merrily On High’ in the drawing room. But Clara’s words still ring in my ears.

‘Found it!’ Daisy scrambles out, clutching a rather battered, dusty old paperback.

‘Oh, The Twits! I know that one …’

‘It was stuck behind the radiator,’ she explains.

‘Maybe it fell there,’ I suggest. Or maybe Clara hid it, because it’s ‘silly’.

   The two of us clamber on to her bed, and Daisy snuggles beneath the fattest, squidgiest duvet I have ever encountered as I start to read.

‘There you are!’ Charles, red-cheeked and shiny, clicks on the dazzling ceiling light and marches into the room.

I lurch upright, taking a moment to figure out where I am. On a sleigh bed. The Twits lies open on the duvet.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Charles,’ I bluster, trying to flatten my hair and scrambling off the bed. ‘Daisy asked me to read to her …’

‘In the middle of the night?’

‘Well, it was just gone eleven when I came up. She’d woken up; the music had disturbed her …’

‘I heard the piano, Grandpa,’ she says meekly, blearily opening her eyes.

‘You should be asleep, dear,’ he says, his tone softening as Ben, looking decidedly squiffy, wanders into the room.

‘We were all wondering where you’d gone, Anna. What are you doing?’ 

‘Daisy asked for a story,’ I mutter. 

‘Dad,’ Ben says, draping an arm around his father’s broad shoulders, ‘it’s okay, we’ll be down in a minute …’ Charles gives me a quick, undecipherable look before leaving the room.

At Daisy’s bedside, Ben hugs Daisy goodnight. ‘Come on, darling, it’s so late. Father Christmas will be on his way now …’

‘Will he?’ she breathes.

‘Definitely.’ He kisses her forehead and plumps the duvet around her, then clicks off the bedside light.

We leave her room and start to head downstairs. Halfway down, I stop. ‘You know,’ I start, ‘I think I might just go to bed, Ben.’

He frowns. ‘But you can’t! It’s nearly midnight …’

‘What d’you mean, I can’t?’

‘That’s when Mum lights the candles on the tree. It’s our tradition, it’s important, we’ve done it since I was a boy …’

‘Er, okay,’ I mutter, remembering Kate’s pin-on-a-grin tip as we make our way into the drawing room. Everyone is completely inebriated now, and Clara is attempting to light the tiny white candles in their holders on the huge fir tree without setting her hair alight. The room is filled with heady perfume and the smell of expensive cigars.

Catching a whiff of burning pine, I weave my way between guests towards Clara. ‘Can I help you with that?’ I ask.

‘No, no, it’s fine,’ she says distractedly as Charles strides over and snatches the lighter from her.

‘You’d better have a sit down, Clara,’ he snaps.

To my left, a cluster of people I haven’t met yet are admiring the framed photos on the table. ‘Wasn’t Louisa a beauty?’ an elderly woman says.

‘Was?’ laughs a man with a thick grey moustache. ‘You say that as if she’s dead, Margaret …’ 

‘Shame about the divorce …’ 

‘I know,’ he says with genuine regret. ‘Lovely girl …’

‘A natural mother.’

‘… Not a selfish bone in her body …’

Edging away from the Louisa Appreciation Society, I make my way out of the room and upstairs, and into our bedroom where I clean my teeth in the en suite, and consider removing my make-up but think, sod it. Instead, I just tear off my boots, jeans and ridiculous Rudolph sweater before flopping – still in festive knickers, bra and cheap red lipstick – into bed.

I must have fallen asleep instantly because one moment I’m watching snowflakes drifting past the window and next, the door has opened and Ben is tottering in.

‘Well, that was fucking rude,’ he mutters, unbuttoning his shirt.

I remain silent. Snowflakes are still falling, soft and illuminated by the purplish moonlight.

‘You might have said goodnight to everyone,’ he adds, tugging off the shirt, his shoes, then his trousers, which causes him – I’m ridiculously pleased to note – to bang his hip against the sharp corner of the dressing table.

‘I’d had enough of the party,’ I murmur.

‘Oh, so you are awake then! So what was that all about?’

‘What was what about?’ I sit up, reaching for my phone on the bedside table and typing a short, succinct text.

‘Who are you texting?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘That’s charming, that is,’ he blusters, making his way to the en suite and peeing noisily, then coming out and landing heavily on the edge of the bed, where he wrestles with his socks. Pants are last. He does, admittedly, have an extremely eye-pleasing body.

I place my phone back on the bedside table. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I say. ‘What’s charming, exactly? I mean, what have I done?’

He bundles himself into bed, taking care not to make physical contact with me. ’Well, actually, I don’t know where to start. You obviously didn’t want to come here. You made that clear in the car. And you’ve hardly made an effort with my parents, have you? I mean, I know they’re a bit stiff. But they did ask you not to keep Daisy outside in the snow for too long, and then you woke her up and read stories …’

‘I didn’t wake her up,’ I snap. ‘The noise disturbed her. D’you think I’m the kind of person who wakes up sleeping children in the night?’

‘I don’t know what kind of person you are.’ Oh, for crying out loud. ‘And then you fell asleep,’ he snaps, ‘in Daisy’s room. Are we that boring to you, Anna?’

I lie very still, wondering whether moonlight is always this beautiful soft mauve colour, or if it’s only like this in the country. ‘I’m going to sleep,’ I say, turning away. Ben tosses and turns and grunts for a few minutes before he, too, lies still.

I’m not asleep, though. I’m dazzlingly awake on Christmas Eve, as Daisy probably is too – but, in my case, not because I hope to glimpse reindeer. I’m lying here with eyes wide open, because my boyfriend of five months told his mother: that’s all it is. 

I peer round to study Ben’s slumbering form. You can see how handsomely chiselled he is, even in this shadowy light. A Hugh Grant type, or a straight Rupert Everett. He has affable charm in spades, and has been insanely generous to me. Before Ben, I’d never had oysters, or proper vintage champagne (rather than supermarket stuff) or an orgasm in a suite at the Savoy (an overnight stay was my birthday present). He has treated and spoiled me and taken the bold, brave step of bringing me here for Christmas. Surely he had some idea of what his parents would make of me?

His breathing has settled into a slow, steady rhythm.

‘Ben.’ I nudge him.

He flinches. ’Uh?’

‘I overheard you and your mum talking in the kitchen.’

‘Mmm,’ he murmurs.

‘I heard her say, as long as that’s all it is…’

He kicks a leg free from the duvet. ‘Don’t know what you mean.’

‘Neither do I. Were you playing it down, pretending it’s just a casual thing between us, because that’s what she wanted to hear?’

‘Go to sleep …’

‘Or did you mean it, Ben? And if you did, why did you ask me to move in with you?’

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ he mutters, clearing his throat, which turns into a series of chesty coughs.

‘Ben, I need to know—’

‘Just leave it!’

‘And I heard you saying you’ll never have a child with me … did you mean that too?’

‘For God’s sake, Anna,’ he snaps, ‘just bloody well let me sleep.’ He shuffles to the furthest edge of our Olympic-sized bed, and within seconds he is snoring.

All is quiet as I slip out from under the covers. I don’t go to the countryside often – I have no reason to, really – and had never realised how very hushed it is, and how every sudden sound – the bark of a dog, the hoot of an owl – seems to pierce the darkness.

And by God, it is dark out there, I note, glancing out of our bedroom window as I pull on my jumper, jeans and boots, and quickly bundle my other possessions into my zip-up bag.

I creep out of the room and tread lightly downstairs. It’s nearly 2 a.m.; I heard the last of the guests leave an hour or so ago. I step into the drawing room, expecting to see glasses and plates and buffet remains strewn everywhere, but the only evidence of the party seems to be a tall glass, half full of what looks like flat G&T, perched on a lace doily on the piano. The staff have already done their work.

I glance at the photo of Ben and Louisa. She looks joyous, I decide. Of course she does – she was only 26 (she – like me – is three years younger than Ben), and their wedding was a lavish affair, as far as I can make out, held here in the grounds of the house.

I prowl around the huge room, breathing in the pleasant scent of sweet cigar smoke. Spotting a large, leather-bound album on the table, I place my bag at my feet and open it to the first page.

It’s Ben and Louisa’s wedding album. It definitely wasn’t out earlier; someone must have been looking through it tonight. How very festive! The pages are of the quality, creamy type – almost as thick as cardboard – and the pictures have been neatly mounted with old-fashioned golden photo corners. The album opens with the same shot as the framed one on the table. On the next few pages are various portraits of Ben and Louisa; all stiffly perfect, Louisa smiling brightly with her perfect teeth on show. There are reception shots of numerous guests, a close-up of a three-tier cake, decorated with tiny lemon flowers, and a black and white shot of Ben and Louisa dancing on the lawn.

I continue flicking through pages until I spot one of Clara, grinning broadly and gripping Louisa’s arm. Louisa’s smile is different this time. It’s sort of … frozen. You can see the veins in her neck and a rather alarmed glint in her eyes. On the next page is another of the two of them. Instead of her wedding dress, Louisa is wearing an elegant pale blue sleeveless dress, and Kate Middleton shoes – high, glossy and beige. Clara’s arm is linked through Louisa’s. Her other hand resting on Louisa’s stomach. Although small and neat, the bump is clearly visible.

Again, Louisa’s expression is hardly that of the radiant bride. It’s actually saying, fuck, get me out of here. Well, I know that feeling.

I make my way through to the hallway and to the front door now, finding the keys in a wooden bowl on a shelf. There are several locks. It takes a few moments’ fiddling, during which Nell ambles towards me, sniffing around me with great interest, before I manage to open the door.

I step out into the cold night. The last thing I see, before I close the door behind me, is Nell’s rather quizzical face.

The outside lights have been turned off, but the moon is casting enough silvery light to make me visible to anyone who might happen to glance out from any of the numerous front windows. Unlikely, though. They were all pretty pissed and will be out for the count. Thank God for Charles’s extensive collection of fine wines, whiskies and gin.

My breath mists as I stride along the lawn, away from the house. A few metres ahead sits something that looks like one of those carved stone balls you see perched on walls, either side of an ornate wrought-iron gate. It’s the beginning of our snowman, blurred by a fresh fall of snow. I place my bag on the ground and start to roll it. My gloves are somewhere in the depths of my bag, but it doesn’t matter: this won’t take too long. Daisy was right: the snow is now perfect for making a snowman.  

I check my watch. The moon is shining brightly as if it has been turned up a notch. I keep rolling and rolling, until the ball is too heavy to push anymore and my fingers are stinging with cold. I roll another ball for a head and place it firmly on top of the body. I rummage about in the bushes for stones for eyes, plus brittle twigs for a nose and a mouth. Then I delve into my bag for my bobble hat and pull it onto the snowman’s head.

When I glance back at the house, my heart judders. Someone is looking out, watching. I freeze, my mind conjuring up a myriad of excuses as to why I’m out here in the middle of the night, building a snowman with my packed weekend bag at my feet.

The small figure waves, silhouetted against the yellowy light in her bedroom.

Daisy. So she’s still up, waiting for Santa. I wave back, then turn away as my phone bleeps with a text. He said he’d text when he was at the end of the drive. I stop and read it just to make sure, because I still can’t quite believe he’d drive all the way from London just because I was having a lousy time.

I’m here, it says. Love J x.

The snow crunches as I make my way along the drive, wishing I had a torch, and still amazed that Jamie had decided to not bother drinking on Christmas Eve. That was a first. Me too. No one realised I was clutching a glass of sparkling water with a slice of lemon in it all night.

His ancient Mini is in view now. I run towards it as, seeing me, he jumps out and pulls me in for a hug.

‘You’re here,’ I exclaim. ‘I can’t believe you’ve done this for me …’

He laughs and brushes hair from my face. ‘It’s nothing.’

‘But what about the party at home? I mean, it’s Christmas Eve! It’s always our favourite night …’

‘Not without you, it isn’t,’ Jamie says. Then he kisses me, as gently as a falling snowflake, on the lips.

‘Oh,’ I say, smiling.

‘Um … is that allowed?’

I laugh as he picks up my bag and drops it onto the back seat. ‘God, yes. Jamie, I don’t know what to say …’

We climb into the car. He starts the engine and pulls out into the dark country lane, which will take us through those picture-perfect villages until we are back in London again, in time for Christmas morning.

‘You don’t have to say anything,’ he says, fiddling the rather temperamental stereo until a corny Christmas songs comes on. ‘Ten points if you can name this,’ he adds.

I smile. ‘I can’t think, Jamie. I can’t actually play this right now. Um … I’ve got something to tell you.’

‘What is it?’ he asks, looking concerned. He pushes back his light brown hair distractedly. ‘Don’t say he’s asked you to marry him?’

‘God, no,’ I exclaim. ‘No, it’s not that. I … I’m pregnant. I did the test yesterday.’

‘My God,’ he murmurs, then his face breaks into a grin. ‘That’s amazing, Anna. That’s fantastic news. You’ll be a brilliant mum, you know that …’

‘I’m really happy,’ I say. ‘It’s mad, I know – and I’ll be doing it on my own …’

‘On your own? What d’you mean? What about Ben?’

‘What about him? I’m not with him anymore. I don’t love him, Jamie …’

‘But what does he think? About the baby, I mean?’

‘I haven’t told him yet. It was going to be his Christmas surprise …’

His fingers wrap around mine. ‘Oh, darling. It’ll be fine. No, better than that. It’ll be brilliant!’

‘I know,’ I say, unable to stop smiling. ‘I know it will. It just feels right.’

Jamie’s eyes shine as he looks at me. ‘And you won’t be doing it on your own,’ he adds. ‘You have me, you have all of us. We all love you, Anna. Me especially. But maybe I shouldn’t say that …’

‘You’re allowed to say it,’ I say, laughing. ‘You can say it as often as you like …’

‘I will,’ he says, squeezing my hand tightly. ‘But first, let’s get you home.’
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February 14, 1997

Dear Fraser,

Happy Valentine’s Day! Sorry this is late. You see, a few of the girls at work got flowers today and that made me think of you.

It also made me wonder why your phone number’s unavailable. Perhaps it’s broken? And maybe you’ve injured your hand and haven’t been able to write? If so, I sympathise. I know you don’t handle pain well. I’m still smirking at the memory of you being agonisingly constipated after wolfing that massive bag of toffees on the train to Amsterdam.

Surely, though, phone issues aside, you could have got in touch somehow? You know – just to tell me you’re okay and haven’t died (maybe you ARE dead? But then, wouldn’t someone have tracked me down and let me know?). In fact I don’t really think of any of that. You know what I do think? That you’re scared, Fraser. You’re a terrified boy who – despite all your promises – has decided to run away.

BLOODY COWARD!!!

Honestly, I didn’t expect this from you. ‘It’ll be fine,’ you told me, that day when we drove down to Brighton. ‘It’ll be amazing. I’m so happy. Please don’t worry about a thing.’ Do you remember saying all that? The ensuing silence suggests you were lying through your very nice, very posh teeth.

So I’ve made a decision. I’ve stopped hoping you’ll get back in touch at some distant point and throw me a crumb of support. I’m not scrabbling around like a fat pigeon, waiting for your scraps. You were right – our baby and I will be just fine. We don’t need you.

Goodbye, Fraser.

Charlotte

PS Actually, I wish I could be a pigeon for just long enough to shit on your head.

*

February 19, 1997

Dear Charlotte,

I hope this finds you well. My name is Arlene Johnson and I am Fraser’s mother. After receiving your charming letter he wishes to have no further contact with you. I trust you will find both the enclosed cheque and small gift useful, and sincerely hope that there will be no further correspondence between yourself and my son. Please remember that he is only 19 years old and has a promising future ahead of him.

Yours,

Arlene

Enclosed:

1 cheque for £10,000

1 packet Chirpy Nut and Seed Mix For Wild Birds

*

February 23, 1997

Dear Arlene,

That was kind of you, trying to pay me off. Thanks, too, for reminding me of Fraser’s age. I am aware of how old he is. I’m only 21 myself and some might say I have a promising future too. The last time I saw him, we drove down to Brighton in the middle of the night and sat on the seafront watching the sun coming up. He seemed very happy about the baby. We both were. It might not have been planned but we decided we could make it work and that we wanted to be together.

Obviously, he’s had a change of heart. I’d be grateful if you could ask him to contact me. I know he’s a very capable boy and I’m sure he could manage to write a letter himself instead of getting his mummy to do it for him.

Charlotte

Enclosed: 1 torn-up cheque. Perhaps you could use it as confetti, when Fraser marries a more suitable (preferably un-pregnant) girl?

*

February 28, 1997

Letter returned to sender. No further correspondence.


Chapter One

Present Day

‘Hey, beautiful!’ the blond boy yells, nudging his friend. They watch, admiring, as the shopping crowds mill around us. There are more glances as we walk: some fleeting, others more direct. All this attention isn’t for me; Christ no, that hasn’t happened since Madonna vogued in a gold conical bra. Even then, it pretty much amounted to a bloke up some scaffolding yelling, ‘Your arse looks like two footballs!’ I’d adoredmy stretch jeans until that sole cruel comment killed the love affair stone dead. Not that I’m the kind of woman to take any notice of construction workers’ remarks. I mean, I’ve only festered over it for twenty-three years …

Anyway, of course it’s not me who’s causing virtually every young male in this over-heated shopping mall to perform a quick double-take. I am thirty-eight years old with wavy, muddy brown hair that’s supposed to be shoulder-length but has outgrown its style, yet isn’t properly long – it’s just long-ish. That’s what my hair is: ish. I am also laden with copious bulging bags, like a yak. Judging by the odd glimpse in mirrored surfaces, I note that I have acquired a deathly pallor beneath the mall’s unforgiving lights. I also have what the magazines term ‘a shiny breakthrough’ on my nose and cheeks.

The cruel lighting, of course, is not detracting from my daughter Rosie’s beauty. Leggy and slender, with a cascade of chestnut hair which actually gleams, like polished wood, she’s marching several paces ahead, lest someone might assume we’re together. Faster and faster she goes, on the verge of breaking into a trot, while I scuttle behind, tasked with carrying the shopping. Incredibly, Rosie doesn’t seem to notice the glances she’s attracting from all these good-looking young males. Perhaps, when you’re so often admired, you simply become immune to it.

I stop, dumping the bags on the floor and checking my hands for lacerations while she courses ahead. ‘Rosie!’ I call after her. ‘Rosie – wait!’ While there are no open wounds, I have acquired a callous on my left palm from lugging Will’s birthday presents through the mall. Sure, I could have bought them online, but when we stumbled upon a closing down sale earlier, I couldn’t resist grabbing a quality turntable, headphones and speakers (yes, I am transporting speakers – i.e., virtually furniture) at bargain prices.

At first, I comforted myself with the thought that my husband will enjoy unearthing his vinyl collection from the loft, and be able to re-live those heady, music-filled evenings of his youth. Now, though, I’m concerned that Will, who’s been without gainful employment for six months, might view my purchases as ‘something to fill your copious spare time’ – type gifts – i.e., faintly patronising, and not something I’d have thought of buying when he was busy being a senior person with an environmental charity. It’s his birthday tomorrow; he’ll be forty-one. I have already stashed away a blue cashmere sweater and the delicious figgy fragrance he likes. Maybe that was enough. I don’t want him to think I’m festooning him with presents because I feel sorry for him … oh, God. Things were so much simpler when he went off to work every day, either by Tube to his Hammersmith office or off in his car to some marshy bit of London, with his waders and big waxy jacket stashed in the boot. He doesn’t even have his own car anymore. He sold it, saying, ‘I don’t need it, do I? So what’s the point of keeping it?’

‘Better for the environment anyway,’ our son Ollie added, in an attempt to cheer him up.

Through the shopping crowds I glimpse Rosie in her baggy red top and skinny black jeans which make her legs even longer than they really are. They are limbs of a foal, or a sleek gazelle. She canters past Gap and Fat Face with her hair billowing behind her before performing a swift left turn into Forever 21.

Please, no – not Forever 21. The shop is vast, almost a city in itself, with its own transport system (about fifty escalators) and populated by millions of hot-cheeked teenagers snatching at skirts in sizes that didn’t even exist (six! four!!) when I was that age. Size ten was considered tiny then. I’m what’s commonly termed a ‘curvy’ fourteen: neatish waist nestling between ample hips and sizeable boobs, which aren’t quite the blessing one might imagine. In the wrong kind of outfit, they make me look as if I have one of those huge German sausages – a kochwurst, I believe they’re called – stuffed up my top. Or a bolster, like you find on posh hotel beds. Those weird cylindrical pillows you never know what to do with and end up throwing on the floor. Chest-wise, I have to be careful with necklines so as to avoid a stern matronly look. Yes, a big rack can be sexy in the right context. Too often, though, it gives off an ‘I am unfazed by bedpans’ sort of vibe.

I peer through the enormous glass frontage of Forever 21. It’s packed in there, virtually a scrum, as if these highly-charged girls are terrified that the supply of sequinned T-shirts and iridescent leggings is about to run dry. I can imagine the pained looks I’d attract if I dared to hobble in with my sacks of stereophonic equipment, never mind tried to enter the changing rooms and try anything on. They’d probably call security and wrestle me out of the building.

I hover at the doors with my bags clustered around my feet, like someone who has unexpectedly become homeless. I’ll never find Rosie in there. She might as well have gone to China. Another woman, presumably a mother, loiters nearby, pursing her lips and stabbing irritably at her phone. There’s also a scattering of boys and men, all waiting, presumably wondering what the heck their girlfriends and daughters have been doing in there for eighteen hours.

After what I regard as an acceptable browsing period, I call Rosie’s mobile. No answer. I actually don’t know why she has a phone – or at least, why I pay the contract for it. It’s supposed to enable us to stay in contact. When she was younger, she’d constantly call and message me while she was out. These days, she texts me about once a month. They usually say ‘ok’ or ‘yeah’, although she does still put a kiss, for which I’m grateful.

A woman strolls by with a little girl who looks about seven years old. ‘Shall we go for ice cream, darling?’ the woman asks.

‘Yeah,’ the girl enthuses. ‘Can we go to that place where they sprinkle Smarties on?’

‘Of course,’ the woman replies, causing a wave of nostalgia to crash over me. How excited she is, out shopping with her mum, like Rosie used to be with me. I’d only suggested coming here so we could spend some mum-and-daughter time together, because I know she prefers shopping malls with their weird, artificial atmosphere and piped music to actual streets with proper weather and pigeons and sky. But I’d imagined that we’d at least stroll around together, and stop off for hot chocolate and cake.

My phone rings, and I snatch it from my jeans pocket. ‘Mum, where are you?’

‘Outside Forever 21,’ I reply.

‘Come in!’ she commands.

‘It’s okay thanks, darling. I’ll wait here.’ I would rather spear my own eye than enter the Emporium of Cropped Tops.

‘Mum, please—’

‘I need at least a week’s warning to go in,’ I explain. ‘I have to rev myself up for it and get special breathing equipment. I’m sure the atmosphere’s thinner up at the top, the fifth floor or whatever it is, where the underwear is—’

‘Mum, something’s happened!’

‘What? Are you okay?’ I grab at my bags, realising it’ll be quite a feat to carry them all while clutching my phone.

‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ Rosie says.

‘Where are you exactly? What’s happened?’

‘You’ll never believe this, Mum. I’ve been scouted!’ What pops into my mind is the actual Scouts, which Rosie chose over Guides because they did all the fun stuff like camping and cooking on fires. She was a tomboyish, outdoorsy kid who shunned pink. She never used to gallop ahead, or spend an entire morning choosing a nail polish. ‘What d’you mean, scouted? Are you sure you’re okay?’

‘Yeah, just hurry up. There’s someone here from a model agency and they want to do pictures …’

Ah, that kind of scouted. Nice try, I decide, finishing the call. So a random stranger’s trying to sweet-talk my daughter with that old ‘could be a model’ line? I can imagine how that goes. All she has to do is come along to his ‘studio’, which happens to be a dingy flat with filthy net curtains above a fried chicken shop …

The security man eyes me in the manner of a suspicious immigration officer as I barge my way into the store. I stride up the escalators, barely noticing the weight of my carrier bags now.

I arrive, panting, at the summit of Forever 21 and scan the floor for a man with paedo glasses, smiling too much and telling Rosie she has a great future ahead of her. I’m fine – well, sort of – when boys of her own age look at her. Of course they do: she’s a lovely girl. I’m aware that teenagers are supposed to find each other attractive and, while there’s been nothing serious yet, she’s never short of attention from boys. I’m okay with that – truly. Honestly. Well, mostly…What I’m not fine about is the idea of some fifty year-old perv with nicotine fingers and winking gold jewellery thinking he can take advantage of my daughter …

No sign of her anywhere. My hair seems to crackle as I push it out of my face, probably due to the static electricity generated by millions of nylon knickers and bras.

‘Mum! Hey, Mum, over here!’

I turn and spot Rosie, who’s waving excitedly. Beside her stands a tall, slim and elegant woman – late-forties perhaps – in a cream linen jacket and faded skinny jeans, her ash-blonde hair scooped up artfully into a tousled bun. Not quite the chicken-shop perv I had in mind, but we’ll see …

‘Hi.’ I stride over and look expectantly at the stranger.

‘Hi,’ she says, fixing on a wide smile, ‘I’m Laurie and I work for a model agency called Face…’

‘I’m Charlotte.’ I dump the bags at my feet and shake her hand.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ she goes on, ‘but I spotted your daughter a few minutes ago. We’ve been chatting.’ She casts Rosie a fond glance, in the manner of a glamorous aunt, before turning back to me. ‘I really think she has the potential to be a model.’

‘Really?’ I wipe a slick of sweat from my upper lip. ‘Well, you see, she’s still at school …’

‘Yes, she told me. That’s fine, lots of our girls are. I love her look, the stunning blue eyes and dark hair … it’s very dramatic.’ She turns back to Rosie. ‘You have fantastic bone structure, sweetheart. I can’t believe you’ve never been scouted before …’

‘I’m not really sure,’ I say firmly. ‘We’d need to think it over.’

‘Oh, of course,’ Laurie says, addressing Rosie again: ‘How tall are you, darling?’

Rosie frowns. ‘Er, what would you say, Mum? About five-foot-eight?’

‘Yes, around that,’ I reply, noticing Laurie looking her up and down. This is more unsettling than the admiring looks she was attracting in the mall. She is sizing up my precious firstborn as a commodity, a thing, tilting her head this way and that, as if my daughter were a bookshelf and she’s trying to imagine if she’d fit in that corner behind the sofa.

‘I’d say more like five-nine,’ she observes, ‘at the very least. And you said you’re sixteen, Rosie?’

‘Only just,’ I cut in.

‘Mum,’ Rosie splutters, ‘I’m seventeen in August. That’s next month!’ She cuts me from her vision. ‘I’m actually nearly seventeen.’

‘I still think it’s a bit young,’ I remark. ‘And anyway, she has a lot on at school over the next few months—’

Rosie emits a dry laugh. ‘Yeah, like the summer holidays. That’s what I’m doing over the next few months. I’ve nothing planned at all. We’re not even going away, are we, Mum?’

‘We might,’ I say defensively.

‘Well, this is exactly the age we like them to start,’ Laurie cuts in, delving into her tan leather bag for a business card which she presses into my palm. ‘Some join us even younger, but of course they’re always chaperoned on castings and jobs … Okay if I take a quick picture, Rosie?’

‘Er, sure,’ she replies with a shy smile. Don’t ask me, then. I’m only her mother.

I squint at the card as Laurie takes the shot with her phone. She seems genuine; it says Laurie Piper, Head Booker, Face Models, not Creepy Weirdo Who Prowls Around Shops Where Teenagers Go. The agency is in Long Acre in Covent Garden, not some godforsaken suburb I’ve barely heard of. In fact, with her cool grey eyes and pronounced cheekbones, Laurie has the air of an ex-model herself. ‘That’s beautiful,’ she enthuses, studying the image on her phone. ‘Such a fresh, pretty face.’

‘Thank you,’ Rosie says, blushing. Oddly enough, whenever I tell my daughter how lovely she is, she fixes me with a rather beleaguered, you’re-only-saying-that sort of look.

‘So,’ Laurie goes on, ‘perhaps you’d both like to think it over? Give me a call and pop into the agency sometime for a chat. You can meet the team and we’ll explain how everything works …’

‘Okay,’ Rosie says brightly.

‘I’m really not sure,’ I tell Laurie, irritated now that she doesn’t seem to have listened to a word I’ve said. ‘Next year’s really important for Rosie. She needs good grades in her A-levels because she’s hoping to do a veterinary degree …’

‘Huh?’ Laurie says distractedly.

‘Rosie wants to be a vet,’ I explain.

‘Mum, it’sfine!’ Rosie throws me a pleading look.

‘Don’t worry about that,’ Laurie says. ‘We can always work around school …’ What the hell does that mean? ‘… And we nurture our girls. We’re like a surrogate family really …’

She doesn’t need a surrogate family!

‘Anyway,’ Laurie adds, turning back to my daughter as if I’ve conveniently melted into the shiny white floor, ‘lovely to meet you. Do think it over, won’t you?’

Rosie grins. ‘I definitely will.’

‘Bye then.’ We watch her striding towards the escalator.

‘God, Mum,’ Rosie breathes. ‘I can’t believe you did that.’

‘Did what?’

‘Went on about me wanting to be a vet!’

I frown, prickling with hurt. ‘I didn’t go on. I just mentioned it. You’ve been saying for years that that’s what you want to do. She can’t just expect you to drop all your plans—’

‘She doesn’t. Weren’t you listening? She said they work around school.’ She lets out an exasperated gasp as we step onto the escalator. ‘I can’t understand why you’re not happy for me.’

Oh, for crying out loud. ‘I am. Of course I am. You’re lovely and you’d make an amazing model. But I just think, I don’t know …’ I scrabble for the right words. ‘I didn’t think it’d be your kind of thing.’

She blinks at me. ‘Why not?’ How can I put this – that I can’t imagine my bright, sparky daughter fitting into a vacuous, appearance-obsessed world? Maybe that’s unfair, and the truth is that I just don’t want her to do it, because it’s scary and unknown and, actually, I’d prefer things to stay the way they are. ‘You think I want to be huddled over my books all my life,’ Rosie mutters.

‘No, I’m not saying that. But you’ve got loads going on, love. I don’t see how modelling will fit into all of that.’

We fall into silence as we leave the shop. I glance at Rosie, feeling guilty for dampening her excitement. ‘I just think it’d be fun,’ she murmurs finally.

‘I’m sure it would be,’ I say.

She musters a small smile. ‘Sorry for being snappy.’

‘It’s okay. And I don’t want to be a killjoy, you know. It’s just, I didn’t realise agency people worked that way …’

‘You mean scouting girls? ‘

‘Yes.’

‘Well, Kate Moss was scouted,’ she says, taking a couple of carrier bags from me without even being asked. ‘That’s how they find new models.’

‘What, by prowling around shops?’

She laughs. ‘Laurie wasn’t prowling, Mum. You’re so suspicious! She was really nice.’

‘Yes, she did seem nice, but, you know … we’ll have to see.’ As we make our way out of the mall, I try to figure out how to put her off modelling without spoiling what was clearly a thrilling encounter for her. The truth is, what’s so lovely about Rosie is that there’s so much more to her than the way she looks. She excels at school, even in the subjects she struggles with, because she works hard. Yes, she can be rather spiky at times, but isn’t that part of being a sixteen year-old girl?

As we drive home, I try to imagine her dad’s reaction to today’s encounter. Will’s handsome, strong-jawed face shimmers into my mind, and it’s not awash with delight. He’s very protective, and I know he regards the fashion industry as a load of fluff and nonsense. Rosie’s too smart for all that, he’ll decide. He was pretty taken aback when she started to fill the bathroom with a baffling array of skincare and hair products. ‘She’s just a normal teenage girl,’ I explained.

Plus, while he may have been persuadable at one time, Will has become rather grumpy of late. I can guess why; he is stressed about our precarious finances. Until January, he was employed by Greenspace Heritage, a charity which protects wildlife and its habitats within the M25. Unfortunately, the new Director’s views were at odds with Will’s. While my husband felt it was all about encouraging the public to enjoy London’s hidden wildernesses – i.e., to get messy and have fun – the boss believed they should focus on negotiating corporate deals to bring in huge injections of cash. And so Will was ‘let go’ from the job he’d loved, and which had consumed him for the past decade.

‘Something’ll come up,’ he keeps saying, which is having the opposite effect of reassuring me. I’ve become conscious of treading carefully around him – of picking my moment before asking anything even faintly controversial. For instance, while I know he’s applying for jobs, are any interviews likely to happen in the near future – i.e., at some point this year? I can’t help worrying that his redundancy pay-off must have all but run out by now. ‘There’s enough in the joint account isn’t there?’ he asked tersely, last time I raised it. Yes, there was, just about – thanks to my full-time job. However, we both know I don’t earn enough to keep the four of us long-term.

In fact, occasionally I wonder if it’s not Will’s redundancy, but something far scarier that’s driving us apart: that, quite simply, he’s stopped fancying me. I caught him glancing at me the other night as I undressed for bed, and he didn’t look as if he were about to explode with desire. By the time I’d pulled off my bra – a sturdy black number capable of hoisting two porpoises to safety from an oil-slicked sea – he was already feigning sleep.

I lay awake for ages, studying the back of his head. Do we still love each other? I wondered, not for the first time. Or are we only together for the kids, or because we’re too old or scared to break up and start all over again? It’s not that I expect full-on passion all the time, not when we’ve been married for thirteen years. But, more and more often these days, I find myself wondering, is this as good as it gets?

I glance at Rosie as we make our slow journey home through the outer reaches of East London. ‘You do remember it’s Dad’s birthday tomorrow?’ I prompt her.

‘God, yes.’ She pulls a horrified face.

‘You haven’t bought him anything?’

‘Sorry, Mum. I was going to today, but after we’d met Laurie it went right out of my mind …’ First whiff of modelling stardom and she forgets her dad’s birthday. Not good.

‘Could you make him a card, at least?’

‘Yeah, of course,’ she replies, pausing before adding, ‘D’you think they’ll take me on?’

So she really wants to do this. ‘Let’s see what happens. Maybe it’s best not to get too excited about it.’

‘Why not?’ she exclaims. ‘It is exciting, Mum! Why are you being so negative?’

‘I’m not, Rosie. We just need to think about what it might mean for you. And of course,’ I add, trying to sound as if it’s no big deal at all, ‘we’ll have to talk it over with Dad.’


Chapter Two

We arrive home to find Ollie, who’s eleven, poring over his laptop at the kitchen table. ‘This is so cool, Mum,’ he announces without shifting his gaze from the screen.

‘Lovely. Anyway, hello, hon. Had a good afternoon?’

‘You didn’t even look!’ I glance over his shoulder – he’s studying a rather professional-looking microscope, with numerous levers and knobs – then stash the bags containing Will’s presents out of sight in the cupboard under the stairs.

Ollie shares his dad’s passion for science and nature – triggered, I suspect, by the sweetly entitled ‘field trips’ Will used to take the kids on, from which they’d return all excited and mud-splattered and present me with larvae and bugs. Sometimes he’d take them off camping for a couple of days. While Ollie still ventures out with him occasionally, Rosie hasn’t pulled on her waders for several years now. Maybe, I reflect, Will feels redundant in more ways than one.

I wave at him through the kitchen window. He grins from our back garden – his arms are laden with bits of shrub – and motions that he won’t be a minute. ‘I’d love this for my birthday,’ Ollie muses, still peering at the screen.

‘We’ll see, love. But it’s not until December and Dad’s is tomorrow, okay? So it’s slightly more urgent. Hope you’ve remembered.’

‘Oh! Yeah, yeah,’ he says blithely as Will strides in, dispenses a quick kiss on my cheek and says, ‘I’ll just get cleaned up. Did you have a good time at the shops?’ Without waiting for an answer he bounds upstairs.

Rosie, who’d wandered off to see her rabbit, emerges from the utility room with him snuggled in her arms. Sixteen she may be, and the proud owner of a Babyliss hot brush, yet she still adores her pet. Guinness is getting on a bit now, and Rosie insisted we took him to the vet (I suspect she wanted an excuse to nosey about at the surgery) for a bunny MOT. Being unable to find anything wrong with him, the vet suggested that perhaps he shouldn’t spend all his time outdoors, for which he charged a £45 consultation fee. And so Guinness now ‘divides his time’ between a luxury hutch and adjoining run in the garden, and a large hay-filled box in our utility room.

‘Where’s Dad?’ Rosie asks, stroking back Guinness’s ears.

‘Having a shower,’ I reply. ‘He’s been gardening all day.’

‘Can’t wait to tell him!’ Her eyes are shining, her cheeks flushed with excitement.

‘Tell him what?’ Ollie mutters, zooming in for a closer look at the microscope.

‘I was scouted today.’

‘What?’ Ollie turns to face her. ‘By a model agency, you mean?’ Christ, even he is familiar with the term.

‘Yeah,’ Rosie says with a grin.

‘Like, they reckon you could be on the cover of magazines and stuff?’

‘Yes, Ollie.’

‘You, with your funny little sticky-up nose?’ He jumps up from his seat and mimics a supermodel strut across the kitchen. With a gasp of irritation, and with Guinness still clutched to her chest, Rosie stomps up to her room.

‘What’s up with her?’ Ollie asks.

‘Oh, she’s just excited and thinks you’re not taking it seriously.’

He pushes back choppy dark hair from his grey-blue eyes. ‘But Rosie’s not interested in modelling. It’s a crap job, Mum. They’re a load of bitchy anorexics—’

‘You can’t say that,’ I retort, still amazed that he has any awareness of the business at all. ‘You don’t know anything about it. Neither do I …’

‘Who’s a bitchy anorexic?’ Will strolls into the kitchen, all fresh and smelling delicious from his shower.

‘No one,’ I say quickly.

‘Dad, look at this,’ Ollie pipes up, beckoning him over to the laptop. Will peers at the microscope.

‘Yeah, that looks great. That’s pretty serious kit.’

‘… It’s got incident and transmitted illumination,’ Ollie explains, ‘and look how powerful that eyepiece is …’

I watch them, flipping from one image to the next, whilst attempting to communicate silently to Ollie that he mustn’t blurt out anything about Rosie being scouted today. That modelling thing, I urge him, please do not speak of it until I can be sure that Dad’s in the right sort of mood. In fact, I’m pretty certain he’ll view modelling as completely wrong and ridiculous for his beloved Rosie. Whenever I explain to anyone that Will isn’t her biological dad – she was eighteen months old when we met – I quickly point out that he is her dad in every other possible way. He’s been a brilliant father to her. Some women go for charm or money or incredible prowess in bed. I realised I’d fallen madly in love with Will Bristow when he appeared at my flat with the wooden toy garage he’d built for Rosie, complete with an actual working lift, for her collection of toy cars.

‘I know she’s not old enough for it really,’ he said apologetically, ‘but I had some wood kicking about and got a bit carried away …’ Sure, my heart had already been flipped by his wide, bright smile, his deep blue eyes and lean, delicious body. But it was that lift, that you wound up and down with a tiny handle, which made me realise that this kind, rather shy man, who cared about plants and the dwindling red squirrel population, could quite possibly be the love of my life.

Will glances up from the laptop. ‘What were you saying about bitchy anorexics?’

‘Oh, nothing, hon. We’ll talk about it later.’ I throw Ollie a don’t-say-anything look, then delve into a carrier bag and thrust him a present – the mini silver Maglite torch he’s been after.

‘Aw, great! Thanks, Mum!’

I smile, watching him admire its powerful beam. He is less enthusiastic about his other gift, and merely flings it over a chair. ‘Ollie,’ I prompt him, ‘could you admire your new sweatshirt, please? It’s for school. You said you needed one and I actually went into Hollister for that, because Maria said they do the nicest ones for boys and you complained that the last ones were thin and cheap-looking.’ I blink at him, awaiting gratitude. ‘I could have just gone to BHS,’ I add.

‘Uh-huh,’ he mutters.

‘D’you realise it’s completely dark in Hollister?’ I continue. ‘It’s like venturing down towards the earth’s core. They should issue miners’ helmets with lamps on for us ordinary people who don’t have special night vision …’

Ollie smirks. ‘It’s meant to be dark, Mum.’

‘Yes, I realise that. If I’d bought your torch before I went in, then I wouldn’t have been stumbling about, treading on people’s feet. Also, I can’t believe the looks policy they have in there. I mean, all the staff look like models …’ Damn, the M-word pops out before I can stop it.

Ollie turns to Will. ‘Guess what, Dad …’

Please, do not speak of it …

‘What?’ Will asks.

‘Rosie’s gonna be a model!’

Oh, bloody hell…

Will frowns at me. ‘Huh? What’s going on?’

I grab his hand and smile broadly. ‘Nothing, darling. Nothing’s going on. Well, not much. Come and show me what you’ve been doing in the garden and I’ll tell you all about it.’

It worries me, as we step out into the warm July afternoon, this occasional tendency I have of addressing Will as if he were about eight years old. It started after his redundancy, and I’m only trying to be supportive and kind. However, I fear it can come out sounding as if I might try to check his hair for a nit infestation, or arrange his pizza toppings to make a face.

Will seems more relaxed as we sit side by side on our worn wooden bench in the late afternoon sunshine. We bought this place – a redbrick terrace in dire need of an upgrade – when Ollie was a toddler, figuring that two children with limitless energy really needed a lawn to run about on. What we’d failed to realise was that if you own a garden, you actually have to garden it. But we’d had our hands full with the children and our jobs, and the previous owners’ immaculate borders soon ran amok, much to the consternation of Gerald and Tricia next door.

‘It’s fine,’ I’d say, whenever one of them peered over the fence and asked what our ‘plans’ for it were. ‘You don’t want precious plants with kids running about. We far prefer it like this.’ I talked as if it were an actual lifestyle choice, and not sheer neglect, that had made our garden that way. It grew even more jungly – with Tricia making the occasional barbed comment that we might ‘get someone in to, you know, give you a hand’ – until Will found himself with acres of time to tackle it. And when he’s not gardening, he’s out on his bike, foraging for wild food in the leafy pockets of East London; we’ve had elderflower, sorrel and armfuls of watercress. He’s turned into quite the hunter-gatherer, and it suits him. He looks like the kind of man who, should you find yourself trapped on a mountain in a freak storm, would be capable of knocking up a sturdy shelter from a couple of sticks and a bread wrapper and cook a hearty meal out of some lichen.

‘So,’ Will says now, shielding his eyes from the sun, ‘what’s this about modelling?’

‘Oh, a woman from an agency spotted Rosie in Forever 21 and said she has potential. It’s not a big deal …’

‘Forever 21?’ Such places don’t feature on Will’s radar.

‘Clothes shop the size of Belgium. I wouldn’t recommend going in without a ration pack and some kind of paper trail to help you find your way back out …’

‘Well,’ he says, ‘I hope you told her where to get off.’

I look at him, momentarily lost for words. ‘Of course I didn’t. D’you honestly think I’d speak to anyone like that?’

Will shrugs. ‘What did you tell her then?’

‘I didn’t tell her anything. It’s not as if she was offering Rosie an actual job or a contract or however they do it. I mean, she wasn’t about to drag her off by her hair and throw her onto a catwalk …’ He flares his nostrils, a relatively new habit of his. ‘Anyway,’ I add, ‘I said we’d think it over.’

‘What is there to think about?’ Will asks. ‘You know what the modelling world’s like …’

‘No, I don’t,’ I say firmly, ‘and neither do you.’

He turns to me, eyes guarded. ‘Well, I can imagine. Half a tomato a day, hoovering up a ton of coke—’

‘What?’ I splutter. ‘That’s a bit of a leap, isn’t it?’

‘I don’t think so. And what about photographers preying on young girls?’

Deep breath. Keep calm. Focus on the blue haze of cornflowers. ‘Well, yes, I s’pose that does happen occasionally …’

‘And you’d be okay with that, would you?’

‘Of course I wouldn’t. God. What a thing to say, Will!’ I glare at him, knowing he’s only acting this way because he’s concerned, and wants the best for Rosie. However, he wasn’t snippy like this when he had barely a moment to himself, often working evenings and weekends if Greenspace required it. And, whilst I’m hugely impressed that he’s learnt how to make food shoot up from the earth, I also worry that he’s become a little … anchorless.‘Face is a proper agency,’ I add huffily. ‘The woman gave me her card.’

‘Oh, her card! She couldn’t have faked that then.’

‘You’re suggesting she prints up bogus cards to lure girls to her office?’

Will shrugs again. ‘Maybe.’

I clamp my back teeth together and fix my gaze on our unlovely shed which is huddled, slowly sagging and rotting, at the bottom of the garden. ‘Look,’ I say carefully, ‘this obviously means a lot to Rosie. You should have seen her – she was thrilled to bits. I’m not madly keen on the idea either, but I think it’s only fair to let her visit the agency so we can find out what it’s all about.’ Will slides his gaze towards me. ‘It’s just a chat,’ I add. ‘I know you’re being protective, but surely you realise I’d never say yes if I thought she was going to be exploited in any way …’

Will digs a trainer toe into the gravel path. ‘Sorry. You’re right. I’m just being a jerk.’

I link my arm through his. His arms are lightly tanned, his skin warm to the touch. ‘No, you’re not. You’re her dad and you love her and just want to keep her safe.’

He musters a smile. ‘Wonder what Mum’ll have to say?’

‘God, yes, I hadn’t thought of that.’ Gloria, my mother-in-law, was a beauty queen in the 70s and she’s coming round later for dinner. I can’t decide whether her input will be helpful; she’s never seemed especially keen to discuss her glamorous past. But maybe, as it concerns Rosie, she’ll be happy to offer advice.

Then it hits me: my friend Liza’s daughter, Scarlett, appeared in a couple of catalogues before going to university. So she’ll have a more up-to-date view of modelling than Gloria does and, more importantly, she’s brilliant company and gets along with everyone. I call her to invite her to dinner and, thankfully, she sounds delighted to come. Diluting the mother-in-law effect, I think it’s called.
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