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1


Leena


‘I think we should swap,’ I tell Bee, bobbing up into a half-squat so I can talk to her over my computer screen. ‘I’m bricking it. You should do the start and I’ll do the end and that way by the time it gets to me I’ll be less, you know …’ I wave my hands to convey my mental state.


‘You’ll be less jazz hands?’ Bee says, tilting her head to the side.


‘Come on. Please.’


‘Leena. My dear friend. My guiding light. My favourite pain in the ass. You are much better than I am at starting presentations and we are not switching the order of things now, ten minutes before our key client stakeholder update, just like we didn’t switch at the last programme board, or the one before that, or the one before that, because that would be madness and quite frankly I haven’t a bloody clue what’s on the opening slides.’


I sag back into my chair. ‘Right. Yes.’ I bob up again. ‘Only this time I am really feeling—’


‘Mmm,’ Bee says, not looking up from her screen. ‘Absolutely. Worst ever. Shaking, sweaty palms, the lot. Only as soon as you get in there you’ll be as charming and brilliant as you always are and nobody will notice a thing.’


‘But what if I …’


‘You won’t.’


‘Bee, I really think—’


‘I know you do.’


‘But this time—’


‘Only eight minutes to go, Leena. Try that breathing thing.’


‘What breathing thing?’


Bee pauses. ‘You know. Breathing?’


‘Oh, just normal breathing? I thought you meant some kind of meditative technique.’


She snorts at that. There’s a pause. ‘You’ve coped with way worse than this hundreds of times over, Leena,’ she says.


I wince, cupping my coffee mug between my palms. The fear sits in the hollow at the base of my ribs, so real it feels almost physical – a stone, a knot, something you could cut out with a knife.


‘I know,’ I say. ‘I know I have.’


‘You just need to get your mojo back,’ Bee tells me. ‘And the only way to do that is to stay in the ring. OK? Come on. You are Leena Cotton, youngest senior consultant in the business, Selmount Consulting’s one-to-watch 2020. And …’ she lowers her voice, ‘soon – one day – co-director of our own business. Yes?’


Yes. Only I don’t feel like that Leena Cotton.


Bee’s watching me now, her pencilled brows drawn tight with concern. I close my eyes and try to will the fear away, and for a moment it works: I feel a flicker of the person I was a year and a half ago, the person who would have flown through a presentation like this without letting it touch her.


‘You ready, Bee, Leena?’ the CEO’s assistant calls as he makes his way across the Upgo office floor.


I stand and my head lurches; a wave of nausea hits. I grab the edge of the desk. Shit. This is new.


‘You OK?’ Bee whispers.


I swallow and press my hands into the desk until my wrists start to ache. For a moment I don’t think I can do it – I just don’t have it in me, God, I’m so tired – but then, at last, the grit kicks in.


‘Absolutely,’ I say. ‘Let’s do this.’


*


Half an hour has passed. That’s not an especially long time, really. You can’t watch a whole episode of Buffy in that time, or … or bake a large potato. But you can totally destroy your career.


I’ve been so afraid this was coming. For over a year now I’ve been fumbling my way through work, making absent-minded slip-ups and oversights, the sort of stuff I just don’t do. It’s like since Carla died I’ve switched my writing hand, and suddenly I’m doing everything with my left, not my right. But I’ve been trying so hard and I’ve been pushing through and I really thought I was getting there.


Evidently not.


I honestly thought I was going to die in that meeting. I’ve had a panic attack once before, when I was at university, but it wasn’t as bad as this one. I have never felt so far out of my own control. It was like the fear got loose: it wasn’t a tight knot any more, it had tendrils, and they were tightening at my wrists and ankles and clawing at my throat. My heart was beating so fast – faster and faster – until it didn’t feel like part of my body any longer, it felt like a vicious thrashing little bird trapped against my ribcage.


Getting one of the revenue numbers wrong would have been forgivable. But once that happened the nausea came, and I got another wrong, and another, and then my breathing started coming too fast and my brain was filled with … not fog, more like bright, bright light. Too bright to see anything by.


So when Bee stepped in and said allow me to—


Then when someone else said come on this is laughable—


And when the CEO of Upgo Finance said I think we’ve seen enough here don’t you—


I was already gone. Doubled over, gasping, quite sure I was about to die.


‘You’re OK,’ Bee’s saying now, her hands gripping mine tightly. We’re tucked away in one of the phone-call booths in the corner of the Upgo offices; Bee led me here, still hyperventilating, sweating through my shirt. ‘I’ve got you. You’re OK.’


Each breath is coming in a jagged gasp. ‘I just lost Selmount the Upgo contract, didn’t I?’ I manage.


‘Rebecca’s on a call with the CEO now. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Come on, just breathe.’


‘Leena?’ someone calls. ‘Leena, are you all right?’


I keep my eyes closed. Maybe, if I stay like this, that will not be the voice of my boss’s assistant.


‘Leena? It’s Ceci, Rebecca’s assistant?’


Gah. How did she get here so fast? The Upgo offices are at least a twenty-minute tube ride from Selmount headquarters.


‘Oh, Leena, what a mess!’ Ceci says. She joins us in the booth and rubs my shoulder in nagging circles. ‘You poor little thing. That’s right, cry it out.’


I’m not crying, actually. I breathe out slowly and look at Ceci, who is wearing a couture dress and a particularly gleeful smile, and remind myself for the hundredth time how important it is to support other women in business. I really, fully believe that. It’s a code I live by, and it’s how I plan to make it to the top.


But women are still, you know, people. And some people are just awful.


‘What can we do you for, Ceci?’ Bee asks, through gritted teeth.


‘Rebecca sent me to check you’re all right,’ she says. ‘You know. After your …’ She waggles her fingers. ‘Your little wobble.’ Her iPhone buzzes. ‘Oh! There’s an email from her now.’


Bee and I wait, shoulders tensed. Ceci reads the email inhumanely slowly.


‘Well?’ Bee says.


‘Hmm?’ says Ceci.


‘Rebecca. What did she say? Has she … Did I lose us the contract?’ I manage.


Ceci tilts her head, eyes still on her phone. We wait. I can feel the tide of panic waiting too, ready to drag me back under.


‘Rebecca’s sorted it – isn’t she a marvel? They’re retaining Selmount on this project and have been very understanding, considering,’ Ceci says eventually, with a little smile. ‘She wants to see you now, so you’d better hotfoot it back over to the office, don’t you think?’


‘Where?’ I manage. ‘Where does she want to meet me?’


‘Hmm? Oh, Room 5c, in HR.’


Of course. Where else would she go to fire me?


*


Rebecca and I are sitting opposite each other. Judy from HR is beside her. I am not taking it as a good sign that Judy is on her side of the table, not mine.


Rebecca pushes her hair back from her face and looks at me with pained sympathy, which can only be a very bad sign. This is Rebecca, queen of tough love, master of the mid-meeting put-down. She once told me that expecting the impossible is the only real route to the best results.


Basically, if she’s being nice to me, that means she’s given up.


‘Leena,’ Rebecca begins. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes, of course, I’m absolutely fine,’ I say. ‘Please, Rebecca, let me explain. What happened in that meeting was …’ I trail off, because Rebecca is waving her hand and frowning.


‘Look, Leena, I know you play the part very well, and God knows I love you for it.’ She glances at Judy. ‘I mean, Selmount values your … gritty, can-do attitude. But let’s cut the crap. You look fucking terrible.’


Judy coughs quietly.


‘That is, we wonder if you are a little run-down,’ Rebecca says, without missing a beat. ‘We’ve just checked your records – do you know when you last took a holiday?’


‘Is that a … trick question?’


‘Yes, yes it is, Leena, because for the last year you have not taken any annual leave.’ Rebecca glares at Judy. ‘Something which, by the way, should not be possible.’


‘I told you,’ Judy hisses, ‘I don’t know how she slipped through the net!’


I know how I slipped through the net. Human Resources talk the talk about making sure staff take their allotted annual leave, but all they actually do is send you an email twice a year telling you how many days you have left and saying something encouraging about ‘wellness’ and ‘our holistic approach’ and ‘taking things offline to maximise your potential’.


‘Really, Rebecca, I’m absolutely fine. I’m very sorry that my – that I disrupted the meeting this morning, but if you’ll let me …’


More frowning and hand-waving.


‘Leena, I’m sorry. I know it’s been an impossibly tough time for you. This project is an incredibly high-stress one, and I’ve been feeling for a while that we didn’t do right by you when we staffed you on it. I know I’m usually taking the piss when I say this sort of thing, but your well-being genuinely matters to me, all right? So I’ve talked to the partners, and we’re taking you off the Upgo project.’


I shiver all of a sudden, a ridiculous, over-the-top shake, my body reminding me that I am still not in control. I open my mouth to speak, but Rebecca gets there first.


‘And we’ve decided not to staff you on any projects for the next two months,’ she goes on. ‘Treat it as a sabbatical. Two months’ holiday. You are not allowed back in Selmount headquarters until you are rested and relaxed and look less like someone who’s spent a year in a war zone. OK?’


‘That’s not necessary,’ I say. ‘Rebecca, please. Give me a chance to prove that I—’


‘This is a fucking gift, Leena,’ Rebecca says with exasperation. ‘Paid leave! Two months!’


‘I don’t want it. I want to work.’


‘Really? Because your face is saying you want to sleep. Do you think I don’t know you’ve been working until two in the morning every day this week?’


‘I’m sorry. I know I should be able to keep to regular working hours – there have just been a few—’


‘I’m not criticising you for how you manage your workload, I’m asking when you ever bloody rest, woman.’


Judy lets out a little string of quiet coughs at that. Rebecca shoots her an irritated look.


‘A week,’ I say desperately. ‘I’ll take a week off, get some rest, then when I come back I’ll—’


‘Two. Months. Off. That’s it. This isn’t a negotiation, Leena. You need this. Don’t make me set HR on you to prove it.’ This is said with a dismissive head-jerk in Judy’s direction. Judy draws her chin in as though someone’s clapped loudly in her face, perhaps, or flicked her on the forehead.


I can feel my breathing speeding up again. Yes, I’ve been struggling a little, but I can’t take two months off. I can’t. Selmount is all about reputation – if I step out of the game for eight whole weeks after that Upgo meeting, I’ll be a laughing stock.


‘Nothing is going to change in eight weeks,’ Rebecca tells me. ‘OK? We’ll still be here when you get back. And you’ll still be Leena Cotton, youngest senior, hardest worker, smartest cookie.’ Rebecca looks at me intently. ‘We all need a break sometimes. Even you.’


I walk out of the meeting feeling sick. I thought they’d try to fire me – I had all these lines prepared about unfair dismissal. But … a sabbatical?


‘Well?’ Bee says, appearing so close in front of me I have to stumble to a stop. ‘I was lurking,’ she explains. ‘What did Rebecca say?’


‘She said I … have to go on holiday.’


Bee blinks at me for a moment. ‘Let’s take an early lunch.’


*


As we dodge tourists and businessmen on our way down Commercial Street, my phone rings in my hand. I look at the screen and falter, almost running into a man with an e-cig hanging out of his mouth like a pipe.


Bee glances at the phone screen over my shoulder. ‘You don’t have to answer right now. You can let it ring out.’


My finger hovers over the green icon on the screen. I bash shoulders with a passing man in a suit; he tuts as I go buffeting across the pavement, and Bee has to steady me.


‘What would you tell me to do if I was in this position right now?’ Bee tries.


I answer the call. Bee sighs and pulls open the door to Watson’s Café, our usual haunt for the rare, special occasions when we leave the Selmount offices for a meal.


‘Hi, Mum,’ I say.


‘Leena, hi!’


I wince. She’s all breezy and faux casual, like she’s practised the greeting before making the call.


‘I want to talk to you about hypnotherapy,’ she says.


I sit down opposite Bee. ‘What?’


‘Hypnotherapy,’ Mum repeats, with slightly less confidence this time. ‘Have you heard of it? There’s someone who does it over in Leeds, and I think it could be really good for us, Leena, and I thought perhaps we could go together, next time you’re up visiting?’


‘I don’t need hypnotherapy, Mum.’


‘It’s not hypnotising people like Derren Brown does or anything, it’s …’


‘I don’t need hypnotherapy, Mum.’ It comes out sharply; I can hear her smarting in the silence that follows. I close my eyes, steadying my breathing again. ‘You’re welcome to try it, but I’m fine.’


‘I just think – maybe, maybe it’d be good for us to do something together, not necessarily therapy, but …’


I notice she’s dropped the ‘hypno’. I smooth back my hair, the familiar stiff stickiness of hairspray under my fingers, and avoid Bee’s gaze across the table.


‘I think we should try talking maybe somewhere where … hurtful things can’t be said. Positive dialogue only.’


Behind the conversation I can feel the presence of Mum’s latest self-help book. It’s in the careful use of the passive voice, the measured tone, the positive dialogue and hurtful things. But when it makes me waver, when it makes me want to say, Yes, Mum, whatever would make you feel better, I think of the choice my mother helped Carla to make. How she let my sister choose to end treatment, to – to give up.


I’m not sure even the Derren Brown kind of hypnotherapy could help me deal with that.


‘I’ll think about it,’ I say. ‘Goodbye, Mum.’


‘Bye, Leena.’


Bee watches me across the table, letting me regroup. ‘OK?’ she says eventually. Bee’s been on the Upgo project with me for the last year – she’s seen me through every day since Carla died. She knows as much about my relationship with my mum as my boyfriend does, if not more – I only get to see Ethan at the weekends and the odd midweek evening if we can both get away from work on time, whereas Bee and I are together about sixteen hours a day.


I rub my eyes hard; my hands come away grainy with mascara. I must look an absolute state. ‘You were right. I shouldn’t have taken the call. I handled that all wrong.’


‘Sounded like you did pretty well to me,’ Bee says.


‘Please, talk to me about something else. Something that isn’t my family. Or work. Or anything else similarly disastrous. Tell me about your date last night.’


‘If you want non-disastrous, you’re going to need to pick another topic,’ Bee says, settling back in her chair.


‘Oh no, not good?’ I ask.


I’m blinking back tears, but Bee kindly ploughs on, pretending not to notice.


‘Nope. Odious. I knew it was a no as soon as he leaned in to kiss me on the cheek and all I could smell was the foisty, mouldy man-towel he must’ve used to wash his face.’


That works – it’s gross enough to startle me back to the present. ‘Eww,’ I say.


‘He had this massive globule of sleepy dust in the corner of his eye too. Like eye snot.’


‘Oh, Bee …’ I’m trying to find the right way to tell her to stop giving up on people so quickly, but my powers of pep-talking seem to have deserted me, and in any case, that towel thing really is quite disgusting.


‘I am on the brink of giving up and facing an eternity as a single mother,’ Bee says, trying to catch the waiter’s eye. ‘I’ve come to the decision that dating is genuinely worse than loneliness. At least when you’re alone there’s no hope, right?’


‘No hope?’


‘Yeah. No hope. Lovely. We all know where we stand – alone, as we entered the world, so we shall leave it, et cetera, et cetera … Whereas dating, dating is full of hope. In fact, dating is really one long, painful exercise in discovering how disappointing other humans are. Every time you start to believe you’ve found a good, kind man …’ She wiggles her fingers. ‘Out come the mummy issues and the fragile egos and the weird cheese fetishes.’


The waiter finally looks our way. ‘The usual?’ he calls across the café.


‘Yup! Extra syrup on her pancakes,’ Bee calls back, pointing at me.


‘Did you say cheese fetishes?’ I ask.


‘Let’s just say I’ve seen some photos that’ve really put me off brie.’


‘Brie?’ I say, horrified. ‘But – oh, God, brie is so delicious! How could anyone corrupt brie?’


Bee pats my hand. ‘I suspect you’ll never have to find out, my friend. In fact, yes, if I’m supposed to be cheering you up, why aren’t we talking about your ever-so-perfect love life? Surely the countdown’s on for Ethan to pop the question.’ She catches my expression. ‘No? Don’t want to talk about that either?’


‘I’ve just got …’ I flap my hand, eyes pricking again. ‘A big wave of the horror. Oh, God. Oh God, oh God.’


‘Which life crisis are you oh-godding about, just so I know?’ Bee asks.


‘Work.’ I press my knuckles against my eyes until it hurts. ‘I can’t believe they’re not staffing me for two whole months. It’s like a … like a mini firing.’


‘Actually,’ Bee says, and her tone makes me move my hands and open my eyes, ‘it’s a two-month holiday.’


‘Yes, but …’


‘Leena, I love you, and I know you’ve got a lot of shit going on right now, but please try to see that this could be a good thing? Because it’s going to be quite hard to continue loving you if you’re going to spend the next eight weeks complaining about getting two months’ paid leave.’


‘Oh, I …’


‘You could go to Bali! Or explore the Amazon rainforest! Or sail around the world!’ She raises her eyebrows. ‘Do you know what I’d give to have that kind of freedom?’


I swallow. ‘Yes. Right. Sorry, Bee.’


‘You’re all right. I know this is about more than time off work for you. Just spare a thought for those of us who spend our allotted holiday at dinosaur museums full of nine-year-olds, yeah?’


I breathe in and out slowly, trying to let that sink in. ‘Thank you,’ I say, as the waiter approaches our table. ‘I needed to hear that.’


Bee smiles at me, then looks down at her plate. ‘You know,’ she says casually, ‘you could use the time off to get back to our business plan.’


I wince. Bee and I have been planning on setting up our own consultancy firm for a couple of years – we were almost ready to go when Carla got sick. Now, things have kind of … stalled a little.


‘Yes!’ I say, as cheerily as I can manage. ‘Absolutely.’


Bee raises an eyebrow. I sag.


‘I’m so sorry, Bee. I want to, I really do, it just feels … impossible, now. How are we going to launch our own business when I’m finding it so hard just holding down my job at Selmount?’


Bee chews a mouthful of pancake and looks thoughtful. ‘OK,’ she says. ‘Your confidence has taken a hit lately, I get it. I can wait. But even if you don’t use this time to work on the business plan, you should use it to work on you. My Leena Cotton doesn’t talk about “holding down a job” like that’s the best she can do, and she definitely doesn’t use the word “impossible”. And I want my Leena Cotton back. So,’ she points her fork at me, ‘you’ve got two months to find her for me.’


‘And how am I doing that?’


Bee shrugs. ‘“Finding yourself” isn’t really my forte. I’m just doing strategy here – you’re on deliverables.’


That gets a laugh out of me. ‘Thank you, Bee,’ I say suddenly, reaching to clutch her hand. ‘You’re so great. Really. You’re phenomenal.’


‘Mmm, well. Tell that to the single men of London, my friend,’ she says, giving my hand a pat and then picking up her fork again.
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Eileen


It’s been four lovely long months since my husband made off with the instructor from our dance class, and until this very moment I haven’t missed him once.


I stare at the jar on the sideboard with my eyes narrowed. My wrist is still singing with pain from a quarter of an hour trying to wrench off the lid, but I’m not giving up. Some women live alone all their lives and they eat food out of jars.


I give the jar a good glare and myself a good talking-to. I am a seventy-nine-year-old woman. I have given birth. I have chained myself to a bulldozer to save a forest. I have stood up to Betsy about the new parking rules on Lower Lane.


I can open this wretched jar of pasta sauce.


Dec eyes me from the windowsill as I rummage through the drawer of kitchen implements in search of something that’ll do the job of my increasingly useless fingers.


‘You think I’m a daft old woman, don’t you?’ I say to the cat.


Dec swishes his tail. It’s a sardonic swish. All humans are daft, that swish says. You should take a leaf out of my book. I have my jars opened for me.


‘Well, just be grateful your tea for tonight is in a pouch,’ I tell him, waggling a spaghetti spoon his way. I don’t even like cats. It was Wade’s idea to get kittens last year, but he lost interest in Ant and Dec when he found Miss Cha-Cha-Cha and decided that Hamleigh was too small for him, and that only old people keep cats. You can keep them both, he said, with an air of great magnanimity. They suit your lifestyle better.


Smug sod. He’s older than me, anyway – eighty-one come September. And as for my lifestyle … Well. Just you wait and see, Wade Cotton. Just you bloody wait and see.


‘Things are going to be changing around here, Declan,’ I tell the cat, my fingers closing around the bread knife in the back of the drawer. Dec gives a slow, unimpressed blink, then his eyes widen and he swishes out of the window as I lift the knife with both hands to stab the lid of the jar. I let out a little ha! as I pierce it; it takes me a few stabs, like an amateur murderer in an Agatha Christie play, but this time when I twist the lid it turns easily. I hum to myself as I triumphantly empty the contents into the pan.


There. Once the sauce has warmed through and the pasta’s cooked, I settle back down at the dining-room table with my tea and examine my list.




Basil Wallingham


Pros:


- Lives just down the road – not far to walk


- Own teeth


-Still got enough oomph in him to chase squirrels off birdfeeders


Cons:


- Tremendous bore


- Always wearing tweed


- Might well be a fascist


Mr Rogers


Pros:


- Only 67


- Full head of hair (very impressive)


- Dances like Pasha off of Strictly (even more impressive)


- Polite to everyone, even Basil (most impressive of all)


Cons:


- Highly religious man. Very pious. Likely to be dull in bed?


- Only visits Hamleigh once a month


- Shown no signs of interest in anyone except Jesus


Dr Piotr Nowak


Pros:


- Polish. How exciting!


- Doctor. Useful for ailments


- Very interesting to talk to and exceptional at Scrabble


Cons:


- Rather too young for me (59)


- Almost certainly still in love with ex-wife


- Looks a bit like Wade (not his fault but off-putting)


I chew slowly and pick up my pen. I’ve been ignoring this thought all day, but … I really ought to list all the unattached gentlemen of the right age. After all, I’ve put Basil on there, haven’t I?


Arnold Macintyre


Pros:


- Lives next door


- Appropriate age (72)


Cons:


- Odious human being


-Poisoned my rabbit (as yet unproven, granted, but I know he did)


- Cut back my tree full of birds’ nests


- Sucks all joy from the world


- Probably feasts on kittens for breakfast


- Likely descended from ogres


- Hates me almost as much as I hate him





I cross out likely descended from ogres after a moment, because I ought not to bring his parents into it – they might have been perfectly nice for all I know. But I’m leaving the part about kittens.


There. A complete list. I tilt my head, but it looks just as bleak from that angle as it does straight on. I have to face the truth: pickings are very slim in Hamleigh-in-Harksdale, population one hundred and sixty-eight. If I want to find love at this stage of my life, I need to be looking further afield. Over to Tauntingham, for instance. There’s at least two-hundred people in Tauntingham, and it’s only thirty minutes on the bus.


The telephone rings; I get to the living room just in time.


‘Hello?’


‘Grandma? It’s Leena.’


I beam. ‘Hold on, let me get myself sat down.’


I settle back into my favourite armchair, the green one with the rose pattern. This phone call is the best part of any day. Even when it was bitterly sad, when all we talked about was Carla’s death – or anything but that, because that felt too painful – even then, these calls with Leena kept me going.


‘How are you, love?’ I ask Leena.


‘I’m fine, how are you?’


I narrow my eyes. ‘You’re not fine.’


‘I know, it just came out, sorry. Like when someone sneezes and you say “bless you”.’ I hear her swallow. ‘Grandma, I had this – I had a panic attack at work. They’ve sent me off on a two-month sabbatical.’


‘Oh, Leena!’ I press my hand to my heart. ‘But it’s no bad thing that you’re getting some time off,’ I say quickly. ‘A little break from it all will do you good.’


‘They’re side-lining me. I’ve been off my game, Grandma.’


‘Well, that’s understandable, given …’


‘No,’ she says, and her voice catches, ‘it’s not. God, I – I promised Carla, I told her I wouldn’t let it hold me back, losing her, and she always said – she said she was so proud, but now I’ve …’


She’s crying. My hand grips at my cardigan, like Ant or Dec’s paws when they’re sitting in my lap. Even as a child, Leena hardly ever cried. Not like Carla. When Carla was upset, she would throw her arms in the air, the very picture of misery, like a melodramatic actress in a play – it was hard not to laugh. But Leena would just frown and dip her head, looking up at you reproachfully through those long, dark eyelashes.


‘Come on, love. Carla would have wanted you to take holidays,’ I tell her.


‘I know I should be thinking of it as a holiday, but I can’t. It’s just … I hate that I messed up.’ This is muffled, as if she’s speaking into her hands.


I take off my glasses and rub the bridge of my nose. ‘You didn’t mess up, love. You’re stressed, that’s what it is. Why don’t you come up and stay this weekend? Everything looks better over a mug of hot chocolate, and we can talk properly, and you can have a little break from it all, up here in Hamleigh …’


There’s a long silence.


‘You haven’t been to visit for an awfully long time,’ I say tentatively.


‘I know. I’m really sorry, Grandma.’


‘Oh, that’s all right. You came up when Wade left, I was ever so grateful for that. And I’m very lucky to have a granddaughter who calls me so often.’


‘But I know chatting over the phone isn’t the same. And it’s not that I … You know I really would love to see you.’


No mention of her mother. Before Carla’s death, Leena would have come up to see Marian once a month at least. When will this end, this miserable feud between them? I’m so careful never to mention it – I don’t want to interfere, it’s not my place. But …


‘Did your mother call you?’


Another long silence. ‘Yes.’


‘About …’ What was it she’d settled on in the end? ‘Hypertherapy?’


‘Hypnotherapy.’


‘Ah, yes.’


Leena says nothing. She’s so steely, our Leena. How will the two of them ever get through this when they’re both so bloody stubborn?


‘Right. I’ll stay out of it,’ I say into the silence.


‘I’m sorry, Grandma. I know it’s hard for you.’


‘No, no, don’t worry about me. But will you think about coming up here at the weekend? It’s hard to help from so far away, love.’


I hear her sniff. ‘Do you know what, Grandma, I will come. I’ve been meaning to, and – and I really would love to see you.’


‘There!’ I beam. ‘It’ll be lovely. I’ll make you one of your favourites for tea and clue you in on all the village gossip. Roland’s on a diet, you know. And Betsy tried to dye her hair, but it went wrong, and I had to drive her to the hairdresser’s with a tea towel on her head.’


Leena snorts with laughter. ‘Thanks, Grandma,’ she says after a moment. ‘You always know how to make me feel better.’


‘That’s what Eileens do,’ I say. ‘They look after each other.’ I used to say that to her as a child – Leena’s full name is Eileen too. Marian named her after me when we all thought I was dying after a bad bout of pneumonia back in the early nineties; when we realised I wasn’t at death’s door after all it got very confusing, and so Leena became Leena.


‘Love you, Grandma,’ she says.


‘You too, love.’


After she hangs up the telephone, I realise I’ve not told her about my new project. I wince. I promised myself I would tell her the next time she called. It’s not that I’m embarrassed to be looking for love, exactly. But young people tend to find old people wanting to fall in love rather funny. Not unkindly, just without thinking, the way you laugh at children behaving like grown-ups, or husbands trying to do the weekly shop.


I make my way back to the dining room and, when I get there, I look down at my sad little list of eligible Hamleigh men. It all feels rather small now. My thoughts are full of Carla. I try to think of other things – Basil’s tweed jackets, Piotr’s ex-wife – but it’s no use, so I settle down and let myself remember.


I think of Carla as a little girl, with a mass of curls and scuffed knees, clutching her sister’s hand. I think of her as the young woman in a washed-out Greenpeace T-shirt, too thin, but grinning, full of fire. And then I think of the Carla who lay in Marian’s front room. Gaunt and drawn and fighting the cancer with all she had left.


I shouldn’t paint her that way, as if she looked weak – she was still so Carla, still fiery. Even on Leena’s last visit, just days before she died, Carla would take no nonsense from her big sister.


She was in her special hospital bed, brought into Marian’s living room one evening by a group of gentle NHS staff, who put it up with astonishing efficiency and cleared out before I could make them so much as a cup of tea. Marian and I were standing in the doorway. Leena was beside the bed, in the armchair we’d moved there once and never shifted back. The living room didn’t centre around the television any more, but around that bed, with its magnolia-cream bars on each side of the mattress, and that grey remote control, always lost under the blankets, for adjusting the bed’s height and shifting Carla when she wanted to sit up.


‘You’re incredible,’ Leena was telling her sister, her eyes bright with tears. ‘I think you’re – you’re incredible, and so brave, and …’


Carla reached out, faster than I’d thought she could, now, and poked her sister in the arm.


‘Stop it. You’d never say that sort of thing if I wasn’t dying,’ she said. Even with her voice thin and dry, you could hear the humour. ‘You’re way nicer to me these days. It’s weird. I miss you telling me off for wasting my life away.’


Leena winced. ‘I didn’t …’


‘Leena, it’s fine, I’m teasing.’


Leena shifted uncomfortably in the armchair, and Carla raised her eyes upwards, as if to say, Oh, for heaven’s sake. I’d grown used to her face without eyebrows by then, but I remember how strange it had looked at first – stranger, in some ways, than the loss of her long brown curls.


‘Fine, fine. I’ll be serious,’ she said.


She glanced at me and Marian, and then reached for Leena’s hand, her fingers too pale against Leena’s tanned skin.


‘All right? Serious face on.’ Carla closed her eyes for a moment. ‘There is some stuff I’ve wanted to say, you know. Serious stuff.’ She opened her eyes then, fixing her gaze on Leena. ‘You remember when we went camping together that summer when you were back from uni, and you told me how you thought management consultancy was the way to change the world, and I laughed? And then we argued about capitalism?’


‘I remember,’ Leena said.


‘I shouldn’t have laughed.’ Carla swallowed; pain touched her features, a tightening around the eyes, a quiver of her dry lips. ‘I should have listened and told you I was proud. You’re shaping the world, in a way – you’re making it better, and the world needs people like you. I want you to kick out all the stuffy old men and I want you to run the show. Launch that business. Help people. And promise me you won’t let losing me hold you back.’


Leena was crying, then, her shoulders hunched and shaking. Carla shook her head.


‘Leena, stop it, would you? Jesus, this is what comes of being serious! Do I have to poke you again?’


‘No,’ Leena said, laughing through her tears. ‘No, please don’t. It actually kind of hurt.’


‘Well. Just know that any time you let an opportunity slip, any time you wonder if you can really do it, any time you think about giving up on anything that you want … I’ll be poking you from the afterlife.’


And that was Carla Cotton for you.


She was fierce, and she was silly, and she knew we couldn’t manage without her.
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Leena


I wake up at six twenty-two, twenty-two minutes after my usual alarm, and sit bolt upright with a gasp. I think the reason I’m freaked out is the strange silence, the absence of my phone alarm’s horrendous cheery beeping. It takes me a while to remember that I’m not late – I do not have to get up and go to the office. I am actually not allowed to go back to the office.


I slump back against the pillow as the horror and the shame resettle. I slept terribly, stuck in a loop of remembering that meeting, never less than half-awake, and then, when I did fall asleep, I dreamt of Carla, one of the last nights I spent at Mum’s house, how I’d crawled into the bed and held Carla against me, her frail body tucked to mine like a child’s. She’d elbowed me off, after a bit. Stop getting the pillow all wet, she’d told me, but then she’d kissed me on the cheek and sent me off to make midnight hot chocolate, and we’d talked for a while, giggling in the dark like we were kids again.


I haven’t dreamt of Carla for a good few months. Now, awake, reliving that dream, I miss my sister so much I cry out with a little, strangled, Oh God, remembering the gutting sucker-punches of grief that floored me in those first few months, feeling them again for a heart-splitting instant and wondering how I survived that time at all.


This is bad. I need to move. A run. That’ll sort me out. I throw on the Lululemon leggings Ethan got me for my birthday, and an old T-shirt, and head out the door. I run through the streets of Shoreditch until dark bricks and street art give way to the repurposed warehouses of Clerkenwell, the shuttered bars and restaurants on Upper Street, the leafy affluence of Islington, until I’m dripping with sweat and all I can think about is the inch of pavement in my eyeline. The next step, next step, next step.


When I get back, Martha’s in the kitchen, attempting to wedge her very pregnant body into one of the ridiculous art deco breakfast stools she chose for the flat. Her dark-brown hair is in pigtails; Martha always looks young, she’s got one of those faces, but add the pigtails and she looks like she should not legally be bearing a child.


I offer her an arm to lean on as she clambers up, but she waves me away.


‘That’s a very lovely gesture,’ she says, ‘but you are far too sweaty to be touching other people, my sweet.’


I wipe my face with the bottom of my T-shirt and head to the sink for a glass of water. ‘We need proper chairs,’ I tell her over my shoulder.


‘No we do not! These are perfect,’ Martha tells me, wriggling backwards to try to fit her bottom into the seat.


I roll my eyes.


Martha is a high-end interior designer. The work is flashy, exhausting and irregular; her clients are nightmarishly picky, always ringing her out-of-hours to have lengthy breakdowns about curtain fabrics. But the upside is that she gets discounts on designer furniture, and she has dotted our flat with an assortment of very stylish things that either serve no purpose – the W-shaped vase on the windowsill, the cast-iron lamp that barely emits the faintest glow when turned on – or actively don’t fulfil their intended function: the breakfast stools you can hardly sit on, the coffee table with the convex surface.


Still, it seems to make her happy, and I’m so rarely in the flat it doesn’t bother me much. I should never have let Martha talk me into renting this place with her, really, but the novelty of living in an old printworks was too good to resist when I was new to London. Now this is just a very expensive space in which I can collapse into bed, and I don’t notice that what we’re doing is, apparently, ‘artisan warehouse living’. When Martha leaves I really should talk to Fitz about the two of us moving somewhere more reasonable. Aside from the weird old cat lady next door, everyone who lives in this building seems to have a hipster beard or a start-up; I’m not sure Shoreditch is where we belong.


‘You manage to speak to Yaz last night?’ I ask, getting myself another glass of water.


Yaz is Martha’s girlfriend, currently touring a play out in America for six months. Yaz and Martha’s relationship causes me high levels of vicarious stress. Everything seems to involve incredibly complex logistics. They’re always in different time zones and sending one another important documents transatlantically and making crucial life decisions on WhatsApp calls with really patchy signal. This current situation is an excellent example of their style: Yaz will be returning in eight weeks’ time, taking possession of a house (which has yet to be bought) and moving her pregnant girlfriend into it before the baby is scheduled to come a few days later. I’m sweating again just thinking about it all.


‘Yeah, Yaz is good,’ Martha says, idly rubbing her bump. ‘Talking at four-hundred miles an hour about Chekhov and baseball games. You know, Yaz-like.’ Her fond smile stretches as she yawns expansively. ‘She’s getting skinny, though. She needs a good meal.’


I suppress a smile. Martha may not be a mother yet, but she’s been mothering everyone within reach for as long as I’ve known her. Feeding people up is one of her favourite forms of benevolent attack. She also keeps insisting on bringing friends from her Pilates class around for tea in the blatant hope that they might make an honest man of Fitz, our other flatmate.


Speaking of Fitz – I check the time on my fitbit. He’s on his fourth new job of the year; he really shouldn’t be late for this one.


‘Is Fitz up yet?’ I ask.


He wanders in on cue, pushing up his collar to put on a tie. As per usual, his facial hair looks like it was cut against a ruler – I’ve lived with him for three years and am still no closer to understanding how he achieves this. Fitz always looks so misleadingly together. His life is in a permanent state of disarray, but his socks are always perfectly ironed. (In his defence, they are always on show – he wears his trousers an inch too short – and they are more interesting than the average person’s socks. He has one pair covered in a SpongeBob SquarePants motif, another speckled like a Van Gogh painting, and his favourite pair are his ‘political socks’, which say ‘Brexit is bollocks’ around the ankle.)


‘I’m up. Question is, why are you up, holidayer?’ Fitz asks, finishing off knotting his skinny tie.


‘Oh, Leena,’ Martha says. ‘I’m sorry, I’d totally forgotten you weren’t going to work this morning.’ Her eyes are wide with sympathy. ‘How’re you feeling?’


‘Miserable,’ I confess. ‘And then angry with myself for being miserable, because who feels miserable when they’ve been given a paid two-month holiday? But I keep reliving the moment in that meeting. Then all I want to do is curl up in the foetal position.’


‘The foetal position is not as static as people think,’ Martha says, grimacing and rubbing the side of her belly. ‘But yeah, that’s totally natural, sweetheart. You need to rest – that’s what your body is telling you. And you need to forgive yourself. You just made a little mistake.’


‘Leena’s never made one of those before,’ Fitz says, heading for the smoothie maker. ‘Give her time to adjust.’


I scowl. ‘I’ve made mistakes.’


‘Oh, please, Little Miss Perfect. Name one,’ Fitz says, winking over his shoulder.


Martha clocks my irritated expression and reaches to give my arm a squeeze, then remembers how sweaty I am and pats me gently on the shoulder instead.


‘Do you have plans for your weekend?’ she asks me.


‘I’m going up to Hamleigh, actually,’ I say, glancing at my phone. I’m expecting a text from Ethan – he had to work late last night, but I’m hoping he’s free this evening. I need one of his hugs, the really gorgeous long ones where I tuck my face into his neck and he wraps me right up.


‘Yeah?’ Fitz says, making a face. ‘Going back up north to see your mum – that’s what you want to do right now?’


‘Fitz!’ Martha chides. ‘I think that’s a great idea, Leena. Seeing your granny will make you feel so much better, and you don’t have to spend any time with your mum if you don’t feel ready. Is Ethan going with you?’


‘Probably not – he’s on that project in Swindon. The delivery deadline’s next Thursday – he’s in the office all hours.’


Fitz gives the smoothie machine a rather pointed whir at that. He doesn’t need to say anything: I know he thinks Ethan and I don’t prioritise each other enough. It’s true we don’t see each other as much as we’d like to – we may work for the same company, but we’re always staffed on different projects, usually in different godforsaken industrial parks. But that’s part of why Ethan is so amazing. He gets how important work is. When Carla died and I was struggling so much to stay afloat, it was Ethan who kept me focused on my job, reminding me what I loved about it, pushing me to keep moving forward so I didn’t have the chance to sink.


Only now I don’t have any work to keep me going, not for the next eight weeks. Two enormous months gape ahead of me, unfilled. As I think of all those hours of stillness and quiet and time to think, the bottom seems to drop out of my stomach. I need a purpose, a project, something. If I don’t keep moving those waters will close over my head, and the very thought of that makes my skin prickle with panic.


*


I check the time on my phone. Ethan’s over an hour and a half late – he probably got cornered by a partner as he was leaving work. I’ve been cleaning the flat all afternoon, and finished up in time for his arrival, but now an extra two hours have passed, during which I’ve been pulling out furniture and dusting chair legs and doing the sort of excessive cleaning that gets you a spot on a Channel Four documentary.


When I finally hear his key in the door I wriggle my way out from underneath the sofa and brush down my gigantic cleaning-day sweatshirt. It’s a Buffy one: the front is a big picture of her face, doing her best kick-ass expression. (Most of my clothes that aren’t suits are gigantic nerdy jumpers. I may not have much time to indulge in cult telly shows these days, but I can still show my loyalties – and frankly it’s the only kind of fashion I consider worth spending money on.)


Ethan does a dramatic gasp as he enters the room, spinning on his heels at the transformation. It does look great. We keep the place fairly tidy anyway, but now it’s sparkling.


‘I should’ve known you couldn’t even manage one day off without some sort of frenzied activity,’ Ethan says, swooping in to kiss me. He smells of rich, citrussy cologne and his nose is cold from the chilly March rain. ‘The place looks great. Fancy doing mine next?’


I swat him on the arm and he laughs, tossing his dark hair back from his forehead with his trademark lopsided flick. He bends down and kisses me again, and I feel a flash of envy as I sense how buzzed he is from work. I miss that feeling.


‘Sorry I’m late,’ he says, moving away and heading for the kitchen. ‘Li took me aside to talk through the R and D numbers for the Webster review and you know what he’s like, can’t take a hint for love nor money. How are you holding up, angel?’ he calls over his shoulder.


My stomach twists. How are you holding up, angel? Ethan used to say that to me on the phone each night, when Carla was barely holding on; he’d say it on my doorstep, turning up just when I needed him, with a bottle of wine and a hug; he said it as I wobbled my way to the front at Carla’s funeral, gripping his hand so tightly it must have hurt. I couldn’t have got through it all without him. I’m not sure how you can ever be grateful enough for someone leading you through the darkest time in your life.


‘I’m … OK,’ I say.


Ethan comes back in, his socked feet looking a little incongruous with his business suit. ‘I think this is a good thing,’ he says, ‘the time off.’


‘You do?’ I ask, sinking down on the sofa. He settles in beside me, pulling my legs over his.


‘Absolutely. And you can keep your hand in anyway – you’re always welcome to chip in on my projects, you know that, and I can drop in with Rebecca how much you’re helping me out, so she knows you’re not losing your edge while you’re away.’


I sit up a little straighter. ‘Really?’


‘Of course.’ He kisses me. ‘You know I’ve got your back.’


I shift so I can look at him properly: his fine, expressive mouth, that silky dark hair, the little string of freckles above his high cheekbones. He’s so beautiful, and he’s here, right now, when I need him most. I am beyond lucky to have found this man.


He leans to the side to grab his laptop bag, slung down by the sofa arm. ‘Want to run through tomorrow’s slide deck with me? For the Webster review?’


I hesitate, but he’s already flicking the laptop open, settling it across my legs, and so I lean back and listen as he starts talking, and I realise he’s right – this is helping. Like this, with Ethan, hearing his soft, low voice talk revenue and projections, I almost feel like myself.




4


Eileen


Things are rather a rush on Friday afternoon – Dec left mouse entrails on the doormat. It was a kind gesture in cat terms, I’m sure, but a bother to wipe off the bottom of my favourite shoes. I arrive at the village hall just in time for the Neighbourhood Watch meeting, and a little out of breath.


The Hamleigh Neighbourhood Watch is an unofficial association, but a thriving one. Crime is something that very much concerns the inhabitants of Hamleigh-in-Harksdale, despite the fact that in the last five years the only crime I remember occurring was the theft of Basil’s lawnmower, which turned out to have been borrowed by Betsy, who swears she asked Basil first. Whoever you believe, it’s hardly an epidemic of illegal activity, and a weekly two-hour meeting is almost certainly a bit much.


Thankfully, I am now in charge of the Neighbourhood Watch, with Betsy as Deputy Watcher (it was agreed that Betsy could not be Lead Watcher, given her aforementioned criminal history). We’ve made the meetings much more interesting. Since we’re not technically a Neighbourhood Watch, just people who like watching our neighbours, there’s no need to stick to any rules or regulations. So we stopped pretending to talk about crime, and just focused on gossip, village scandal, and complaints about rival hamlets. Next, we introduced lots of free biscuits, provided cushions for the seats, and created a sign saying ‘Members Only’ for the door of the village hall when we’re meeting, which has had the effect of making everybody who isn’t a member of the Neighbourhood Watch jealous, and everyone who is a member feel smug about being ‘in the club’, as it were.


Betsy calls the meeting to order by tapping her gavel on the village hall coffee table. (Goodness knows where Betsy got that gavel from, but she’ll take any given opportunity to tap it. The other day, when Basil was being particularly belligerent at bingo, she tapped him on the forehead with it. That shut him up. Though Dr Piotr did pull Betsy aside later to explain that, given Basil’s recent stroke, head injuries would be best avoided.)


‘What’s our first order of business?’ Betsy calls.


I hand her the agenda.




March 20th Neighbourhood Watch Meeting




	Welcome


	Tea round, biscuits


	Dr Piotr: parking outside the GP surgery


	Roland: are we still boycotting Julie’s? Move to reassess – no other good places to buy bacon sandwiches


	Betsy: clarification on whether culottes are indeed ‘back in’


	Biscuits, tea


	Eileen: golden oldies film night – move to ban all films with Jack Nicholson in them, can’t stand any more, there must be another older gentleman who can act


	Basil: update on the War on Squirrels


	Any crime?


	Biscuits, tea


	AOB








Basil does the teas, which means they’re all atrociously weak and half of us still have teabags floating in our mugs because he’s too short-sighted to notice which ones he’s not fished out. Betsy has brought a very good range of biscuits, though. I munch my way through a ginger snap while Piotr talks earnestly about ‘those of us who park our mobility scooters across two car parking spaces’ (he means Roland) and ‘consequences for other patients’ (he means Basil, who always complains about it).


I think of the list on my dining-room table and idly try to imagine making love to Dr Piotr, which results in a piece of ginger snap going the wrong way and the Neighbourhood Watch meeting briefly descending into panic as everyone thwacks me on the back. Betsy is just preparing to do the Heimlich manoeuvre when I get my voice back and inform them that I’m quite all right. And that, should a time arise when I am actually choking, I’d prefer it if Piotr was the one doing the manoeuvres. We exchange an amused glance over Betsy’s head as I say it. With a flicker of hope I wonder whether the look might even be a little flirtatious, though it’s been a while and I’m not exactly sure how you’re supposed to tell.


Betsy gets predictably miffed at my comment, but is soon distracted by the discussion of whether culottes are fashionable. This one arose because last week Kathleen told Betsy they were all the rage, and Betsy bought six pairs off of the shopping channel. (Kathleen, at thirty-five, brings down the average age of the Neighbourhood Watch considerably. With three children under six she’s so desperate to get out of the house she’s signed up for every village activity going.) Betsy has had a crisis of confidence about her new purchases and needs a poll to be conducted. This is her favourite way of ensuring nobody can judge her for doing something – if it’s decided democratically, it’s everybody’s fault.
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