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Sun-faded, handmade bunting fluttered in the breeze. The floral triangles artfully framed the patio door that led out to the small but stylish deck, the prequel to a minute patch of grass that only Londoners (and very ambitious estate agents) would dare describe as a garden. There was a slim border around the edge of the garden that in February boasted delicate snowdrops and in March hosted stout daffodils and tulips; sadly the roses never took. There was only one tree, a birch tree, and on close inspection it became apparent that even it didn’t belong to the Hamilton family but was, in fact, rooted in their neighbours’ garden. It was not pruned and, like an errant and curious cat, it had jumped the fence and adopted them. The overhang effectively took up a third of their space but the Hamilton girls were all too happy to nurture and call it their own. Nurturing, in this instance, took the form of adorning it with vast amounts of white fairy lights that caused the burdened branches to bow and scrape.

There were several pretty pastel-coloured lanterns lined along the garden walls. Like the fairy lights, the lanterns would come into their own after dark, they’d glow beautifully later that evening; everyone was expecting it to be a long party.

Their last party.

Eloise glanced at the barbecue that was beginning to sizzle tantalisingly. She reassured herself that the table was stacked with cheerfully coloured plastic plates, beer and wine glasses and that there was a huge tub of ice tucked neatly underneath. People did not eat from sagging paper plates at Eloise’s events, she always hired in. She tutted as she noticed a small and incongruous assortment of discarded toys scattered about, including a slightly deflated football, a cracked plastic bucket (with turrets) and a doll that had clearly had the dubious ‘benefit’ of being victim to one of her daughters’ make-over sessions – she was bald and wore glitter eye shadow on her protruding plastic belly. These toys had obviously fallen beneath the children’s notice and had not made it into the packing boxes. It had been a ruthless cut. Other than the abused toys the effect was perfect. Just what Eloise had hoped for. The bunting, fairy lights and lanterns said whimsical, yet fun and inviting. She always worked hard at recreating the sort of tableaux that might be seen in glossy magazines.

The Hamiltons threw a lot of parties. They always had. They were party people through to their souls. The house-warming party – way back when – had been legendary. They’d bought food from the Bluebird food emporium and only served champagne (which set a precedent for all their subsequent dos). The Bluebird didn’t have a food emporium now; it had been replaced by a frighteningly exclusive designer shop that sold expensive clothes and, somewhat disconcertingly, chandeliers. Eloise frankly preferred it if a shop did one thing or another and she was always baffled when they didn’t abide by this rule. Of course, John Lewis sold both clothes and chandeliers but only very ordinary versions of both, which upset her less. Over the years, Mark and Eloise had thrown lavish Christmas, birthday, Easter and summer holiday parties here in Muswell Hill. The accent on the impressive catering had been modified on occasion. For a while, when the girls were tiny, the sushi was swapped for mushy but they’d continued to serve champagne and El always took care to do something notable; a bubble machine, colour themes, a magic show, a bouncy castle (squeezed into the postage stamp-sized garden). She once hired a lady who gave manicures and another who gave massages for one of her birthday parties, and they’d had pole-dancing lessons in the sitting room for their tenth wedding anniversary (Eloise still harboured vague feelings of disquiet about that one; she thought the guests loved it and she hoped they knew she was being ironic). Yes, the Hamiltons’ parties were something of an event among their many friends. Eloise was known for her attention to detail and generous hosting. She wouldn’t want to disappoint. Especially not today. First impressions, last impressions. It’s what it was all about.

Of course, this wasn’t going to be their last party ever, at least, God, she hoped not. But it was their last here in their Muswell Hill home. The home Mark and Eloise had bought when they married. The home that they’d scampered back to following the hospital births of their three babies. Eloise could barely recall the tiny, precious, overwhelming bundles when she looked at the faces of the confident girls, now aged eleven, nine and seven. This was the home that, in a constant attempt to be ahead of the curve and impressive, they’d initially decorated with oxblood red and royal blue, then with impractical ghostly white hues and finally muted taupe and complementing mauves. Would the next owners redecorate? The thought caused Eloise to gasp. Probably, she admitted to herself. Face facts.

Eloise didn’t hold the fanciful notion that a house was one of the family; not exactly. But she did think of it as the backdrop for the family, the safety net. It was the measure of their aspirations (their debt), their triumphs (their disasters). It had acquired a personality of sorts and, certainly, a pulse.

And Eloise had loved it here. Loved being here. Being in the true ‘to be or not to be’ sense; the sense of existing, living. Here. They were moving out. Not just out of the street or even out of Muswell Hill but out out. Out of London. Out of the M25 concrete girdle and, frankly, she was terrified. Yes, of course she knew there were other places to live in the world. She was aware that there were almost seven billion people on the planet and the last census showed that only approximately seven million of them lived in London, but the problem was . . . the truth was . . . she wasn’t sure there were other places for her to live in the world.

By contrast, Eloise’s husband Mark had wanted to move out of London practically since the day he’d moved in. His heart was in Dartmouth where he’d grown up; bobbing on boats, clambering over hills and paddling in the sea. Yes, Eloise realised that, put like that, a Dartmouth life did seem idyllic – probably was idyllic and exactly where their family ought to be – but she’d grown up in the urban jungle and she maintained it had never done her any harm. Mark always raised an eyebrow when she said as much but resisted mentioning the fact that, following a spate of violent break-ins in their road, she slept with her handbag and the fact that she couldn’t swim – water terrified her (unless it was the sort she was sluiced with at a state-of-the-art spa). He didn’t need to say these things; they were a deeply intimate couple who knew one another inside out and as such they understood the value of not pointing out one another’s frailties on too regular a basis.

Eloise was a Londoner, born and bred, and that was fundamental and formative. If she was to be cut wide open, the traditional system of nerves and arteries wouldn’t be revealed, rather it was more likely that the Tube map would be found. She knew the roads, the parks, the shops, and the signature of the individual zones that made up the whole. She could describe in detail the fastest way from any London destination to any other. It was her party piece. If someone were to say, ‘Tate Britain to Camden Market’, she’d say, ‘Exit Tate Britain, six-minute walk to Pimlico Tube station (nine-minute if you were an out-of-towner), take the Victoria line – five stops – change at Warren Street, a further two stops on the Northern line, get off at Camden Town station and the market is just a few minutes’ walk along the high street.’ And that was not even a route she’d deigned to follow for over a decade (she was rather more Islington High Street than Camden Market now). London was what Eloise knew. What she was.

Mark had long since argued that Londoners were some of the most closed-minded people on the planet because they didn’t want to travel the world. Eloise always counter-argued that was because London was the destination, it was the world.

‘Where else can you find streets with dozens of different cuisines, numerous places of worship for various denominations, couture as diverse as the sari, the mini, and the burka and yet still expect a decent cup of Earl Grey?’ she’d demand.

Mark also often commented in passing that it would be nice not to have to park his car approximately two miles away from his home because of the overly enthusiastic yellow-line daubing that the local council seemed to indulge in. He’d frequently mentioned that it might be grand to have a garden where the trees were actually rooted.

‘But there are beautiful parks in London,’ argued Eloise.

‘Yes, but trying to secure a space in one of them, any time from April to late August, requires SAS tactics and foreign office diplomacy skills.’

It was true that sometimes when they were picnicking on Hampstead Heath, they’d had to sit so close to other families that it looked as though the two families were dating or even mating. ‘Space is at such a premium in London,’ Mark had stated, with increasing regularity, over the past year or so.

‘Proving I’m on to something with my theory that everyone wants to live here,’ Eloise would counter swiftly.

‘But the problem isn’t just in the parks, streets, Tube, bars, shops and schools, we’ve run out of room in our house too.’

Eloise couldn’t deny this. When they’d moved in they’d had so much space, entire spare rooms, but they’d since stuffed those rooms with babies and, well, plastic things. Mark was a solicitor and as such he often needed a space to work from when he was at home so they’d had to turn the box room into an office. There was room for his desk, books and files although when El took him a cup of coffee she did find it a bit claustrophobic, especially if the cats followed her. It was such a small room that some might call it a large cupboard – indeed, before all the breeding, they’d used it as a cupboard.

The girls had two bedrooms between the three of them. Officially, Poppy and Erin, the younger two, shared one and Emily, the eldest, shared the other with the toys (and spare jackets, boxes of old CDs, books, photo albums and the camping equipment). Over the past year Emily, in particular, had become increasingly resentful of how everyone’s possessions seemed to smudge and bleed into someone else’s personal space, and her resentment had often taken the form of her flinging her family’s things out of her bedroom window. El had been particularly embarrassed when the elderly gentleman who lived next door returned a bundle of her greying knickers; they’d been in a laundry pile that had found itself on the wrong end of one of Emily’s tantrums.

‘We need more space,’ was the sentence Mark uttered most frequently (that or maybe ‘Have you seen my iPad?’). Eloise finally stopped arguing with him and simply sighed.

‘I know, you’re right. You almost always are, which, frankly, can be as annoying as it is useful. I don’t think any of us could bear to live through Emily’s teenage angst years without at least two more rooms to which we might be able to run for cover.’

‘Fact is, we simply can’t afford two more rooms in London. Last time I checked we didn’t have a spare several hundred thousand pounds in loose change hiding down the back of the sofa,’ stated Mark. ‘And then there’s the school problem.’

‘Well, yes,’ Eloise had admitted.

‘I just think that kids should go to schools that don’t require either a criminal record or a trust fund as an entrance prerequisite,’ Mark had mumbled.

Emily was due to start secondary school next academic year. The local primary school was fantastic, full of focused, ambitious, worthy, funny, education-is-important types, but sadly Emily didn’t get into the secondary school the Hamiltons had been hoping for. Disappointingly, she’d been allocated her sixth choice; an alternative that required a bulletproof vest as part of the uniform. Eloise had been secretly and unrealistically hoping that the girls might be privately educated once they reached secondary school. This plan depended on a lottery win; Eloise didn’t even do the lottery. Mark’s salary as a solicitor was decent but could never cover school fees; sometimes El had difficulty making it stretch to cover babysitters – London was so expensive.

Then the phone call came. Mark’s father, Ray, was also a solicitor, the managing partner of a small practice in Dartmouth. He was long past the age of retirement but took pride in the fact that his name hung above the door and he employed two other solicitors. Ray had always harboured the dream that his son would one day take over the little practice and make it a family business; maybe one of the girls would follow on in time. So last spring, the same day as Eloise had received the letter to say that Emily would need to be fitted for a bulletproof vest as well as netball shoes, Ray had rung to make Mark an offer. Ray wanted his son to carry on the family business. He was willing to sell it at a steal.

‘I had no idea you were ready to retire, Dad.’

‘Well, I am. I need to spend more time with your mother.’

‘Very romantic.’

‘Something like that. Will you consider it?’

‘Of course.’

‘You’d be doing me a favour, son.’

Mark doubted this. From his viewpoint all he could see was the life raft his father was flinging at him. He could do the same work in Dartmouth that he was doing in London but it would be his practice. His profit attached to his reputation. He relished the challenge.

Mark quickly worked out that if they sold up their three-nearly-four-bedroom terraced house with storage problems, a temperamental boiler and signs of damp on one of the connecting walls, they could buy a fine example of a mid eighteenth-century Grade II Listed house in Dartmouth. To be precise (and Mark always was), they could buy a house with all the original features (flagstone floors, moulded plaster cornicing and window shutters), enough bedrooms (one with an en suite), a reception room, a dining room, a kitchen/breakfast room, a family bathroom and a cloakroom. Their new home would have river views from most south-facing windows and from the sizeable rear garden. The estate agent didn’t mention the free babysitting that they’d benefit from but Mark knew that would be thrown in.

Eloise had made token verbal objections but she’d bowed to the inevitability of the economic sense.

‘I’ll miss my gym.’

‘You can get fit walking along the beach. You won’t need a gym.’

‘What about the girls’ tennis classes, fine art classes, pony club?’

‘El, you don’t need a class to enjoy those things. We need to simplify our lives. It will be good for us. All the Sunday supplements agree,’ he’d added with a beam. He knew Eloise was a devotee of Sunday supplement magazines.

So, Eloise finally agreed to sell up; it seemed a no-brainer after roughly fifteen years of Mark campaigning, two bottles of wine and a particularly surprising but satisfying orgasm.

She worried whether that made her sound weak.

Or shallow.

Or both.

Or, perhaps, simply married. Eloise wondered whether it was just her or did other women agree to things that they didn’t really want to do just because they didn’t want to look like spoilsports in the face of their husbands’ overwhelming enthusiasm? In the past she’d found herself agreeing to a snowboarding holiday when she’d known before they’d arrived in the French Alps that it was just an expensive way to get bruises and mind-numbingly cold. She’d even once agreed to a sponsored bungee jump but that was a long, long time ago.

Despite her passion for London Eloise had to admit to a tiny bubble of excitement gurgling somewhere deep inside her. She reasoned that since she had agreed to move, the only sensible way forward was to throw herself entirely into her new life which, after all, shouldn’t be too difficult because she liked Dartmouth very, very much. The Hamiltons usually visited five or six times a year. Eloise loved to stand on the embankment (a safe distance from the edge) and watch the endless streams of fishing and pleasure boats teem in and out of the harbour. She couldn’t fail to appreciate the rolling hills, the vivid, rugged shorelines, the town’s quaint cobbled streets. She had no problem at all with moving closer to her in-laws, whom she loved very much.

Her father-in-law, Ray, was an old-school gentleman who kept his own counsel and was never anything other than impeccably polite and hospitable. He’d worked faithfully and discreetly to service the legal needs of most of Dartmouth’s inhabitants for years and was well respected in the community. The couple lived modestly but then, rather splendidly, spent most of their cash on flamboyant holidays. They liked to go on world cruises. Eloise thought this was particularly brilliant as not only did such hols prove that her in-laws had wide interests but also the cruises provided an endless source of easy conversation. If chatter ever faltered all El had to say was, ‘I can’t imagine waking up to the sun glinting off Sydney Opera House’, and Ray would pick up the mantle.

‘Fine sight, and I was actually breathless when I caught my first glimpse of Hong Kong Harbour. Breathless. And as for taking my first steps on the Great Wall of China . . . tremendous. Tremendous.’

Eloise earned extra brownie points whenever she asked to see Ray’s photo albums. He handled the leather books, with acid-free tissue paper, like newborns. She’d make the appropriate ‘oh’s’ and ‘ah’s’ and he considered her to be the perfect daughter-in-law. Which, on the whole, she was.

Mark’s mother, Margaret, also adored Eloise although it had taken longer to win Margaret round as she’d carefully weighed up whether Eloise was good enough for her only child. Eloise had been patient, she understood that mindset. Now Prince William was married, Eloise couldn’t see anyone ever being good enough for any of her girls and even if Wills had proposed to one of them she’d have worried about the potential problems that may have resulted because of the big age gap. Margaret had been a sterling granny from the moment Eloise had seen the little blue line on the pee stick. Eloise’s own mother already had three grandchildren by the time Emily had been born, so while she’d clearly been pleased and proud, she’d been immune to the charms of a baby blowing bubbles with its own spit and she’d refused to declare Emily a genius for rolling over at just four months; instead she’d smiled approvingly and said her development was normal. Normal! Eloise had barely been able to speak to her mother for several weeks after such careless cruelty. Anyway, her mum’s involvement with the girls was limited as, just after Poppy was born, Eloise’s parents emigrated to Portugal, to enjoy a sunny retirement. Margaret readily stepped into the role of surrogate mum and supreme granny. She had genuinely viewed every gasp and gurgle that fell from the rosebud lips of her three granddaughters as significant historical moments; most of which she’d recorded in her diary and on camera. Margaret was kind, patient, generous and good with the washing machine. She was a lovely lady to be around.

Besides, Eloise (a die-hard shopaholic) had to admit she was excited because if she was going to be living in the country she was entitled to drive a 4 x 4. They were going to buy a BMW X5 and she was ecstatic. Eloise dreamt about new car smell. A new house meant new furniture, new crockery, new bedding, and new tea-lights. Yay, lots of shopping! Although her best friend, Sara, had somewhat tactlessly pointed out that opportunities to spend, spend, spend would be limited. Unless you were looking for fishing hooks or pastel-coloured prints of boats, then Dartmouth wasn’t necessarily the place to flex plastic. Mark maintained this was a good thing. He’d repeatedly pointed out that their mortgage would stay almost the same. ‘Same’ in this case was still a stretch, so Eloise wasn’t to get ‘carried away’. Eloise was currently assessing exactly what was the definition of ‘carried away’. For example, would it be classed as carried away if she repainted every wall and bought a few new scatter cushions? Probably not (as long as no one ever found out that the paint was Farrow and Ball and the scatter cushions were White Company). Would it be classed as carried away if she threw out every stick of furniture they possessed and dashed to Heal’s for replacements?

Possibly.

Eloise glanced around the garden and took a deep breath. It was not the money or the upheaval or even the sentimental attachment to their house that was stabbing her in the gut and causing a scratching feeling in her throat, meaning there was a definite threat of tears tonight. The most difficult part of leaving London was that she was moving away from all her friends; her giddy and amazing friends. Sara, her old colleagues, her school-gate mum friends, the friends she’d made at her book club, upholstery class and the gym and her brother Ed and sister-in-law Fran all lived in London. To be accurate, these people all lived within three Tube stops of Eloise. She had a village here, a community here. She was finding it hard to accept that she’d agreed to leave it all behind.

‘I know what you are thinking.’ Mark’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

‘I was just wondering whether I need to bring out more chairs. The stripped deckchairs will look brilliant but they take up so much room,’ Eloise bluffed.

Their home was sold. Their new house was bought. There were one hundred and forty-four boxes of packed belongings languishing upstairs waiting for the removal men to arrive on Monday; there was nothing more to be said on the matter.

‘Yeah, chairs, that’s what I thought you were thinking about,’ said Mark. Eloise didn’t believe him, he didn’t believe her, but this gracious pretence was love. Mark stood behind his wife and wrapped his arms around her, she leaned her head back against his chest. He was six foot one and she was only five four so he could cradle her comfortably. He put his lips close to her right ear and his warm breath made her shudder. After so many years this, Eloise’s friends assured her, was miraculous. He whispered, ‘You’re doing the right thing, El. Thank you.’

She didn’t know what it was exactly, maybe it was something about the husky, sincere tone of his voice, or maybe the way the sunlight caught on the hairs of his tanned forearms, but she knew that he was correct again. She was doing the right thing.
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‘Are you ready?’ Charlie popped his head around the bedroom door. He flashed Sara a broad smile but since he and Sara had been together for seven years she knew that the smile was strained and his patience was stretched. He’d already asked this question three times in the last hour and a quarter. They’d been fashionably late when he’d first asked, now they were just plain rude. ‘Eloise is on the phone. She wants to know if we’re going to be much longer.’ Charlie ignored Sara’s frantic hand gestures that clearly indicated she couldn’t face talking to Eloise at that moment and he passed the phone to his wife.

‘Hi. You’re late,’ stated Eloise flatly.

‘I don’t want to come,’ Sara replied with equal frankness, the sort reserved for closest friends.

‘Sara!’

‘I’ll miss you. If I come I admit defeat. It’s over, that’s it, you’re off.’ Sara wondered whether Eloise could hear the tears in her voice.

‘I can’t have a party without you. If I don’t have a party, I can’t leave,’ said Eloise gently.

‘My point, exactly.’ Sara wished she didn’t sound like a rejected child, friendless in the playground, but she felt like one.

‘But I’ve got to leave,’ Eloise murmured; she was using the same tone she’d used when she’d broken the news to Emily and Erin that there was no Father Christmas.

‘I know.’

‘Please, Sara. I need you here.’

Neither woman spoke for a few seconds while Sara dug into her reserves of determination.

‘OK.’ Sara hung up and handed the phone back to Charlie.

‘So we’re going?’ he asked hopefully. He’d thought Eloise might be able to motivate Sara even though he’d failed to do so.

‘Suppose, but I don’t know what to wear,’ Sara groaned as she flopped back on to the king-size bed, lying with her arms and legs spread wide on the eggshell-blue three-hundred-thread sheets that had cost a fortune and (happily) felt as though they did. She was only wearing her underwear. Sara didn’t suffer from stretch marks or post-pregnancy flab as many other women did, nor did she have a Caesarean scar and she did enough aerobics and yoga to defy time and gravity. Sara was aware that she had the body of someone about a decade younger than she actually was; people were forever commenting that she looked terrific for her age. Her height helped. She was five foot eight and she’d never been afraid of it. She didn’t understand why some tall girls slouched. She walked with a ramrod straight back. She knew the compliment that she looked good for her age was genuine (whether it was given generously or grudgingly) but, either way, it was a compliment that she struggled to accept as gracefully as she should. The truth was, Sara would have willingly worn a bit of fat if it was the sort of fat that came about because of mindlessly eating up the leftovers off the kids’ plates or if it was the sort of fat that simply wouldn’t shift after the birth (no matter how much breastfeeding had occurred).

There were no kids’ plates in their house and Sara had never felt what it was like to have a tiny baby’s mouth clasp on to her nipple; she’d never had the opportunity to nurture in that intimate and raw way. That was why, despite the fact that she was nearly naked and spread-eagled, Charlie knew she wasn’t being provocative. It was not the right time of the treatment cycle to have sex and they only ever had sex when a doctor said they could. Anyway, whilst she was definitely in a mood, she wasn’t in the mood. Quite the opposite.

‘What do you wear for your best friend’s leaving party? A shroud? Certainly black,’ Sara commented sulkily.

Charlie’s eyes swept round the room and he clocked the piles of discarded clothes that his wife had tried on and cast off; they were liberally scattered across the usually pristine and minimalist bedroom. The beautiful and expensive garments had a strangely spiteful and angry air about them, they were a bit like chickenpox on a child’s soft skin – glaring, obvious, unwanted.

He didn’t ask what was really wrong although it was clearly unreasonable for a grown woman to be sulking because she was having a clothes crisis. He knew what was wrong.

Eloise’s leaving party was insult to injury. Both Charlie and Sara had been to enough of Eloise’s parties to know what to expect. This party, like all her other parties, would no doubt be stylish and memorable and impressively OTT. There’d be obscene amounts of delicious food and decent drink, a swathe of beautiful, individual decorations and an outright glut of interesting, impressive friends.

All of whom would have a Walton-size family.

The place would be heaving with screaming babies, sticky toddlers, precocious kids and sulky teens and none of them would be Charlie and Sara’s. That’s what was really wrong. That was always wrong. Sometimes, when Sara was feeling blue she tried to pretend it was because of something more mundane; she might say she’d had a tough day in the office, or she’d lost her Oyster card, or (like today) she couldn’t find the right thing to wear for an important event but, in fact, it was never any of those things that caused her bad moods. They were doing their fourth round of IVF and the pressure was insane.

Charlie carefully sat down on the edge of the bed. Nowadays, he often circled Sara as though she was a wild and unpredictable animal; it wasn’t a sex game – it was fear. ‘What about this?’ he asked tentatively, as he bent and scooped up a scarlet strappy dress which was usually considered to be one of Sara’s favourites.

‘Hate it,’ she muttered. It was not Sara who replied, actually, it was the human menopausal gonadotropin; this was the drug that a few weeks ago she’d injected into her body every day, for a week. The hormones in HMG stimulated the ovaries to produce and mature eggs for successful ovulation. Too much information? Sara shared that much and more with old ladies at the cheese counter in the supermarket. She found it difficult to talk about anything else nowadays. She wanted a baby. What else was there for her to say?

Sara believed that the hormones meant that nice Dr Jekyll became a snarling Ms Hyde almost the instant the cold steel needle punctured her skin. Charlie didn’t accept that his wife’s often hideously unreasonable behaviour was all due to the drugs she was ingesting. He thought that the instant transformation proved that Sara’s reaction was psychological. She was blind with anger, frustration and desperation and therefore she was irrational. Sara feared he might be right. All she knew for certain was that she was often a tearful, stressy, bitter woman who made Snow White’s stepmother look calm and sorted; whether this was because of drugs packed with hormones or because she was so livid at her insanely disappointing body, the result was the same.

She was hell to live with.

They both missed the old Sara.

Sara glanced at Charlie and caught him in a rare unguarded moment. Normally he froze his face into an expression which was supposed to look buoyantly optimistic and eternally unconcerned; in this instant she saw him as he really was – weary and worn. Fragile.

Pity and affection flooded through her body and Sara tried to rally. They’d learnt to do this for one another; it was a delicate balancing act. It was like being on either end of a see-saw – if one sank, the weight and strength of the other kicked in and pushed the despairing partner back up. Sara hated to think what would happen if either one got sick of this exhausting balancing act, and stood up and walked right away. She remembered the throbbing pain through her coccyx when she was a kid, when the see-saw crashed to the ground if the other kid stopped playing. She couldn’t begin to imagine the pain if Charlie walked away.

Sara took a deep breath in and then breathed out, slowly. She visualised expelling the negative thought as Dr Alison Glover said she must. Sara thought Dr Glover was the best doctor she’d seen so far and there were many to pick from. Dr Glover exuded calm and patience. Her huge brown eyes were at once reassuringly intelligent and yet eternally sympathetic. She was one of the most earnest and respected professionals in her field but she had a holistic approach to the process that sometimes bordered on the hippy. Dr Glover had said Sara must start thinking more positively because if she were to become pregnant she wouldn’t want the baby bathing in negative thoughts, would she? The image was a seductive one. So, even though Sara’s legs felt as though they were encased in cement boots, she stood up and forced one foot in front of another. Left right, left right. As she pulled on the scarlet dress she tried to offer up a reasonable explanation for her wallowing. Sara hadn’t the energy to consider whether it was truly pathetic that the kindest thing she managed to do for her husband nowadays was lie.

‘I’m going to miss Eloise so much, that’s why I’ve been so funny about going to this party. How can she do this to me?’ She forced some humour into her voice and then added, ‘Will you zip me up?’

‘You mustn’t take Eloise’s decision to move to Dartmouth so personally,’ said Charlie, tactfully choosing to accept that it might be her friend’s move that was leaving Sara so low. ‘You must see that she’s not abandoning or rejecting you.’

‘I know. Obviously, on a rational level, I’m aware that she’s not rejecting me, that we are both grown-ups and we have to make independent decisions.’ Sara grabbed a chunky necklace and popped it round her neck, added several heavy bracelets and slipped her feet into her shoes. She ran her hand through her bobbed, chestnut-brown hair and then undertook her final but signature act of preening; she applied a slash of scarlet lipstick. Sara was never seen without it. She had chubby cheeks, despite being generally slim, and the startling red colour punctuated her face and, she believed, stopped her looking like a hamster. Sara took a cursory glance at her reflection. She looked fine. Charlie beamed, thrilled that she was finally ready and that there was a chance that they might get to the party and actually have a good time. Good times were no longer guaranteed and therefore all the more precious.

‘She has her family to think of. Imagine it. A childhood in Dartmouth. The girls are so lucky.’

He hadn’t meant to but Charlie had just punched his wife in the gut and the pain pin-balled around her head and heart. She would miss Eloise, she wasn’t lying about that, but she’d miss Emily, Erin and Poppy even more. Sara adored the girls. She never arrived at their house without bringing little gifts of sugary sweets, glittery pencils or stickers and she’d happily take them to the park or play games with them, even after Eloise’s deep reserves of energy and patience had been used up. The girls accepted her treats and time willingly enough, but they had doting parents and were used to being the centre of everyone’s attention. Eloise was the most grateful for Sara’s affection and the extra pair of hands she provided. Sara would occasionally be called upon to make tea for two of the girls, while Eloise took the third to the doctor’s or an optician’s appointment. Sara and Charlie occasionally babysat so that Eloise and Mark could have a night out. Few of Eloise’s other friends were ever available to do this sort of favour, as they all had children of their own to manage.

‘It’s really, really kind of you,’ Eloise had always gushed on these occasions.

‘No problem at all,’ Sara had reassured her. ‘Think of me as an auntie. I know it’s sometimes difficult to get sitters and with your parents living abroad and Mark’s parents living in Dartmouth you don’t have much help. You go out and enjoy yourselves.’ Secretly, there was nothing Sara liked more than to be curled up in Eloise’s couch with Charlie and the girls. She considered it practice for when she’d have her own family.

If.

As Charlie and Sara walked towards Eloise’s house it became clear that the party was well and truly underway. The upstairs windows were wide open and jazzy lounge music drifted down the street; bursts of adult laughter and childish screeches of delight (or feigned fear) erupted spasmodically. They had to slam the enormous silver knocker against the glossy black door three times before anyone was aware of their arrival. Eventually, Mark flung open the door and launched a broad, relieved smile their way. As he kissed Sara and gave Charlie a manly but warm back slap, he gushed, ‘Thank God it’s you two. If it had been the Robinsons with their four little buggers I think I might have run away.’ He pointed his thumb behind him and rolled his eyes with good humour. ‘There are more kids in there than adults and, to be honest, it is manic bordering on dangerous.’

Sara had to remind herself that Mark wasn’t being insensitive. In his boyish way, he was trying to make her feel particularly welcome.

Still, she wanted to claw his eyes out.

He opened the door wide so that Charlie and Sara could shuffle past him into the long thin hall and as they did so he dashed out on to the street, muttering something about nipping to the corner shop to get some Tabasco sauce for the Bloody Marys.

Charlie and Sara loitered in the hallway for a moment. Neither of them was particularly confident in social situations such as this. Charlie didn’t enjoy meeting large groups of Londoners who, within moments of shaking hands, invariably demanded to know what he did for a living. He was a plumber. A good one. Reliable and honest enough. But that didn’t seem to cut it with the people he met at this sort of party. Mark and Eloise were the type of couple who had exciting friends. They knew countless stirring writers, influential politicians, important journos, rich bankers and interesting TV producers, many of whom had been invited to the party. Charlie and Sara were pretty sure Mark and Eloise only knew one plumber.

Eloise used to work in advertising but had given it up when she had Emily. In theory Sara supported a woman’s choice to work in or out of the home after childbirth but in reality she was surprised to find that she was a bit irritated by the fact that Eloise didn’t have to work. Sara had given quite a lot of thought to how much Mark must earn to support them all, and of course his parents had deep pockets; the latest offer to hand over the solicitor’s practice for not much more than pocket money proved as much. Eloise occasionally said she missed the buzz of the trendy Soho office but Sara noted that she obviously didn’t miss it enough to actually go back to grafting. Eloise kept up with her old colleagues by having lunch in expensive, widely reviewed restaurants so Sara fully expected the party to be stuffed full of pushy brand managers and earnest market researchers. The people who worked in advertising were easy to spot as they were the ones speaking a foreign language. A language scattered with phrases such as ‘early adopters’, ‘brand integrity’ and ‘statement platforms’. The women in advertising drank beer and swore like sailors, the men wore purple knitwear and if they talked to Charlie at all it was to ask him to come and look at their leaky tap.

Sara tried to comfort herself with the thought that Charlie numbered amongst the sexiest men at this party. He had the most stunning green eyes that were flecked with gold and sparkled when he laughed; he worked out and so had resisted the cliché of becoming a tubby plumber, too hefty to get into most London en suites. He had dark curly hair and from the moment Sara had seen it, all she’d wanted to do was run her fingers through the said curls. Sara tried to catch Charlie’s eye; she wanted to receive and bestow a look of mutual support. He avoided her glance. He preferred to pretend that there was nothing that could faze them in Eloise’s sitting room.

Eloise suddenly appeared in the hallway; she flung her arms around Sara and yelled, ‘At last! Here you are! Now the party can really begin.’

Eloise was surrounded by little girls with bunches and small boys with bruises, who were mobbing her. All of them were demanding something or other – ice-cream bowls, the TV remote or the loo. Erin and Poppy were among the rabble but they paused in their stream of demands to plonk gratefully received kisses on Sara and Charlie. As always Sara gasped at their beauty and felt a tug of love and longing in her chest as she hugged them to her. Eloise dealt with all the kids’ requests and the baying crowd eventually melted away as she led Charlie and Sara through the sitting room towards the garden.

As expected, the house was full of bright and bubbly people quaffing champagne and nibbling the delicious canapés that were being passed around by Emily and her friends; tempting scallops wrapped in Parma ham, halloumi with chilli and mini goat’s cheese tarts were proffered and accepted. Instantly, Sara knew that Eloise had employed caterers because, despite having many talents, she was a self-professed disaster in the kitchen. Sara had sometimes found herself wondering whether Eloise made such a big deal about just how terrible a chef she was because she relished rejecting an element of the stay-at-home-mum stereotype. Sara was not a good cook either but she rarely drew attention to the fact. She believed there were enough people in the world who were keen to point out others’ faults; why help them along?

Eloise slipped through the guests, asking everyone whether they had enough to eat or whether they needed their glass refilled. She introduced Sara and Charlie to a number of people and, with helpful tact, reminded both parties if they’d met before.

‘You remember Sara and Charlie Woddell, don’t you, Josh? You last met at Mark’s birthday party.’ Eloise bestowed a smile on everyone, like a film star walking the red carpet; she didn’t appear to be in the least bit concerned about leaving London. Sara thought El was probably counting off the moments until she had a place for her solid oak, wall-mounted wellington rack. The women had hunted high and low for a rack that had enough spikes to accommodate five sets of boots.

As Sara had expected (and dreaded), there were children everywhere. Some were sprawled in front of the TV, others were huddled around a Wii or iPod, there were a few eavesdroppers dotted between adults, keen to glean something useful from an inappropriate conversation and those with a sweet tooth were hovering near the enormous five-tier cake stand that was crammed with brightly decorated cupcakes. Sara was not so desperate for a child that she was incapable of distinguishing between good kids and the ones that would end up resting at Her Majesty’s pleasure. She noticed the kids who were sulking, sniping and nipping, but it didn’t diminish her appreciation of the ones with the cute smiles and adorable chubby legs, which of course was the type she was planning on producing if the IVF worked this time. When Sara saw a dimpled knee it took all her self-control not to swoop down and kiss it. She realised that kissing the legs of strangers’ kids would be deemed as inappropriate so, on the whole, she played safe and kept her distance.

Sadly, most people interpreted Sara’s self-restraint as a sure sign that she was not very maternal and generally quite standoffish. She knew lots of people thought she and Charlie didn’t have kids because she had prioritised her career above and beyond raising a family. Eloise had never assumed as much and had always been sympathetic to Sara’s situation. It was one of the reasons Sara had become so close to El. Sara didn’t have any other friends who were quite so sympathetic and supportive.

Charlie noticed his wife’s gaze lingering on a cheeky-looking red-haired boy and he quickly suggested he’d go and find some alcohol. Eloise had struck up a conversation with some guy who could do with a shave, although Sara instantly forgave him his slovenly appearance when she clocked the plump baby he was bouncing on his knee. A lump of longing, as indigestible as coal, sat in her throat. Worried she might not be able to control her ever-threatening tears, Sara turned away and headed out into the garden on her own.

Sara soon found herself jammed between two practically indistinguishable women, wearing Boden, blond bobs and benign smiles. One introduced herself as mumble mumble, Lucy’s mummy, and the other woman said she was called something ending in the letter ‘a’ and was the mum of Dana and Harry. Sara quickly gathered that Lucy and Harry were in Poppy’s school class. Eloise had been a school rep for Poppy’s class for the last two years and, according to the blonde ladies, she’d been a marvel.

‘We’re going to miss her so much, aren’t we?’ said Lucy’s mother, sadly shaking her head with regret.

‘Absolutely, I was hoping she’d stand as Secretary next year, or even Chair,’ added Harry’s mum.

‘Oh yes, she would have made a marvellous Chair.’

Sara didn’t tell them of the times Eloise had occasionally commented that her role as class rep was a thankless, endless task. Sara wondered whether El considered leaving the role behind as one of the advantages of leaving London; maybe even a deciding factor. She didn’t have a chance to say as much because suddenly the conversation moved on and, before she knew it, Sara was fielding the inevitable question of how she’d met Eloise and Mark.

‘Through my husband’s work,’ she said vaguely.

‘Is your husband a solicitor too?’ asked Harry’s mum. Sara could see how this conclusion had been drawn. She considered whether she should explain that Mark and Charlie met when the Hamilton boiler blew up. Like most Londoners the Hamiltons had endured mice, spasmodic patches of damp and, for a brief period, living next to noisy, argumentative neighbours. They had not been too worried about any of that but Mark and Eloise did see hot water as an essential. In desperation Mark had turned to the Yellow Pages and Charlie had responded swiftly to the call-out. Mark had been so grateful for Charlie’s efficiency that he’d suggested, while the central heating was beefing back up to full capacity, that he should take Charlie for a thank-you drink. Sara had since learnt that Mark and Eloise often invited people for drinks or to dinner or out for a coffee. They were both confident that their invites would always be accepted and they always were.

Mark and Charlie got on like a house on fire (which in boy terms meant they supported the same football team and both enjoyed a curry). On hearing Charlie was new to the area Mark had insisted that Charlie call his wife to ask her to join them in the pub. After they’d had a couple of pints Mark suggested they all go back to theirs so that Sara could meet Eloise and their girls.

‘You’ll love her. Everyone does,’ he’d said with a confident beam. Then, almost as an afterthought, he’d added, ‘And she’ll love you. She loves everyone.’

Sara hadn’t expected to love Eloise. On the short walk from the pub to the Hamilton home she’d imagined that Mark’s wife would be one of those over-confident, overwhelming types because her husband’s introduction was nauseating. However, Sara found that after just fifteen minutes in Eloise’s company she was indeed intoxicated.

Eloise, a warm, generous and spontaneous hostess, didn’t resent her husband getting tipsy with the plumber and his wife while she made tea for three young girls. She’d called Charlie her knight in shining armour, she’d insisted on giving him a sizable cash tip, and then she’d practically demanded that they stay for supper. Eloise filled the kitchen with compliments and (despite her claims that she was an appalling cook) she produced big batches of pasta and an irresistibly wholesome and simple tomato sauce. They’d quickly drunk a bottle of Merlot and then Mark had nipped to the local off-licence to get a second bottle. The evening had passed in a haze of excited chatter and loud laughter. When finally they’d left, Sara had a list of useful contacts that Eloise insisted would be invaluable (including the number for the most wonderful chap who framed pictures at very reasonable costs and the best fishmonger for miles). They had also received an invite to return on Sunday for lunch. Eloise had said she’d invite a bunch of neighbours, a spontaneous welcome party for Charlie and Sara.

Sara had thought Eloise was too good to be true. Her perfect figure, manners and family must be faulty on some level, she reasoned. How was it possible that Eloise had managed to reach her mid-thirties and yet be so full of excitement, optimism and bonhomie? But as one invite led to the next and then to the next, as the weeks rolled into months and then, finally, years, Sara had found nothing in Eloise’s character or actions to suggest that the petite, blonde, friendly woman was less than perfect. Eloise was generous, patient, pretty and bright. She darted around like a small fairy sprinkling magic dust on everyone she met. Sara noticed that people clustered around Eloise as though she carried an invisible, enchanted umbrella that might protect them from the big bad world. Sara had huddled under that charmed brolly for four wonderful years and she didn’t know how she’d cope without it.

Sara didn’t rush to clear up the blonde ladies’ assumption that Charlie was a solicitor. As it happened, Lucy’s mother lost interest in the conversation before Sara had to explicitly state that Charlie was a plumber. Sara had noticed that people did that a lot nowadays; questions were asked without an answer being genuinely demanded or expected and, even if one was delivered, it was rarely listened to.

Lucy’s mother started to talk about a nasty rash on Lucy’s front bottom. Sara was aware that it was not this woman’s fault that, after approximately 130,000 years of the existence of Homo sapiens, humankind had failed to come up with a dignified name for female genitalia, but she really couldn’t help but roll her eyes when Blondie repeatedly uttered the words ‘front bottom’.

Harry’s mother clocked Sara’s expression and chuckled unconvincingly. ‘Are you one of those mums who find the slightly twee nomenclature tedious? Do you call your little girl’s parts her vagina?’ she asked without any sign of irony, embarrassment or hesitation.

‘I don’t have a little girl,’ Sara replied.

‘Penis, then?’

‘I don’t have a penis.’

The blonde women giggled; they carried on laughing a little longer than necessary and they tried to catch one another’s eye without meeting Sara’s. No doubt they had her down as a ‘character’. People expected to meet ‘characters’ at Eloise and Mark’s parties; characters of varying degrees of amusement and acceptability. Sara wondered whether the blondes had categorised her as mad or eccentric; she knew it all depended on how wealthy they’d decided she was. Lucy’s mum had checked out Sara’s Chloé handbag. A Chloé handbag might earn her the privilege of being classed as an eccentric; if she shopped at Primark they’d feel more comfortable dismissing her as bonkers.

‘I meant are you the sort of mother who refers to her son’s willy as a penis?’

‘I’m not any sort of mother,’ Sara stated bluntly, and the words ripped at her heart. Her comment was almost too much for the ladies to compute. Sara could practically see the cogs in their minds whirring as they wondered whether she was objecting to being labelled as a particular type of mum. It was true that mum labelling was rarely complimentary. The presuming adjectives usually included words such as obsessive, fussy, pushy or neglectful; even alpha had become a derogatory term. Sara was perplexed. How could she know this and still long to join the club? It took a moment but then Harry’s mum cottoned on to the fact that Sara didn’t have any children.

‘Are you trying?’ she asked boldly.

Sara checked her watch. She’d known these women for about seven and a half minutes which seemed to be the required length of time people needed to have been introduced before they asked this sort of intimate question. Sara thought that she probably ought to be offended but in fact she was always delighted to have the opportunity to talk about the subject that was forever on her mind.

‘Currently enduring my fourth round of IVF,’ she replied frankly.

‘Poor thing.’

‘Oh dear.’

Both women patted her arm. She was swaddled in their sympathy and concern. In that moment she loved them with a sudden but intense love.

‘After I had Lucy, I tried to conceive for nearly two years. No luck. So I had IVF and then we got twin boys. Tom and Eddie.’ Lucy’s mum beamed at Sara, certain she’d just delivered a message of hope.

‘First round?’ Sara asked.

‘Yes!’

Sara stared at Lucy’s mother, who was also the mother of Tom and Eddie, and she hated her. It was a cold and certain hate that sliced ruthlessly through Sara’s body. She had Lucy, she didn’t need more. Why was her IVF successful? Why weren’t these things fair? Suddenly Sara wanted to throw her drink over the beaming blonde or slam her stiletto into her exposed flip-flop-shod foot. She’d have liked to have slapped her or hunted around for one of her babies to snatch him up! This woman didn’t need three children! But, through superhuman control, Sara managed simply to say, ‘If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ve just spotted someone I know who I ought to say hello to.’ Then she walked away, quickly, before they saw the angry tears brimming.
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