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      Clara had only been inside for ten minutes when it happened.

      It had all seemed like a perfectly normal Tuesday evening. There had been a few people in the pub: a young couple in the corner, the man trying to get comfortable on a narrow wooden pew, his partner opposite him in a chair, understated and pretty in a black cashmere jumper and jeans, her strawberry-blonde hair tied back in a low ponytail. An older woman with thick eyeliner and dyed auburn hair was propped up on a stool at the bar, making her way through a bottle of red wine. The large barman topping up her glass had a tattoo on his arm of a type of bird that Clara couldn’t quite make out. Another man, around the same age but about half the size, was looking dolefully into his pint in between snatching glances at the woman at the bar and smoothing down stray wisps of hair over his bald spot. A neon slot machine flashed and beeped intermittently in one corner, beside an empty dartboard and opposite the floor lamp next to which Clara was sitting reading her book.

      Suddenly a woman appeared in the doorway, hair wet though it wasn’t raining outside, dressed in a turquoise woollen coat and purple wellington boots. Flinging her arms wide, she marched straight into the room. ‘Gin and tonic, Gavin, double, hold back on the tonic,’ she cried, moving towards the bar. ‘I’m done,’ she announced. Every head in the pub, including Clara’s, turned towards her. ‘It’s over, I’m shutting it. I was in the shower and I thought, damn it, I can’t do this any more. I’m off.’

      Gavin paused, his hand on the gin bottle, his mouth open.

      ‘That gin won’t pour itself, Gavin,’ said the woman, whipping off her turquoise coat to reveal hot-pink thermal pyjamas. ‘I’ll take it back with me; my bottle was empty and I’m in desperate need of a stiff drink. You need a stiff drink when you’ve made a difficult decision. I only had Baileys, and that is not a drink that suffices in a moment like that.’

      ‘But Louisa, wait, talk to us…’ Gavin said, reaching underneath the bar to pull out a tumbler.

      The woman with the thick eyeliner muttered, ‘Drama, drama.’

      Clara saw Louisa looking sharply up at her.

      Gavin shovelled some ice into the glass. ‘Come on, Louisa, love, a problem shared and all that…’

      Louisa walked over to the bar. ‘God, you sound like a hideous greetings card, Gavin. Fine,’ she rattled on, throwing her coat over a stool, ‘I’ll stay for one but you won’t change my mind. Oh no, I’ve decided. It’s done. I’m going straight back to book a flight.’

      ‘A flight?’ Gavin’s hand slipped and he splashed tonic on the bar.

      ‘A flight. I’m off. Spain. I can’t stay here any more,’ Louisa announced, scooping up the drink and taking a first gulp. She smacked her lips in an exaggerated fashion. ‘Gin. The greatest of all inventions.’

      ‘But what about the shop?’ Gavin asked, looking at her, hands resting on the bar, fingers like ten splayed sausages.

      ‘Closing,’ Louisa said after a pause.

      ‘What do you mean, closing?’

      ‘Shutting. Finishing. Kaput. The End. It’s over. I’ll close it quietly, no one will notice anyway.’

      ‘But it’s Christmas soon and —’

      ‘Woman can’t do anything quietly,’ said the woman at the bar, cutting Gavin off, her thin lips stained red from the wine, her face weathered as if she worked outside.

      ‘Roz.’ Gavin topped up her drink, giving her a warning look over the bottle.

      Louisa spun round to face her, ‘And what is that supposed to mean?’

      It seemed the whole pub was holding its breath. The couple at the table nearby were riveted, the man with the bald spot nursing his pint hadn’t even realised it was empty and was openly staring. Even Clara, picturing the small bed below the eaves upstairs, her shoulders aching from carrying her rucksack around all day, couldn’t tear her eyes away.

      ‘You heard,’ Roz said, chin up, staring Louisa down from her stool.

      Louisa stood, slicked wet hair dripping, cheeks reddening. ‘Just because you’re a dried-up prune with no fire in her belly.’

      The man with the bald spot called out, a sudden fierceness in his eyes, ‘Hey, she’s not a prune!’ Immediately he clamped a hand over his mouth, as if frightened more words would come tumbling out.

      Louisa turned on him. ‘Sticking up for your girlfriend, Clive?’

      ‘She’s not my…’ His cheeks blazed red almost instantly, head lowered so the whole pub could only see the bald spot.

      ‘Don’t worry, Clive, she won’t do it,’ Roz said. ‘It will be a passing fancy; she’ll go back, dry her hair and change her mind.’

      ‘Oh, I see,’ Louisa said, slamming the tumbler down on the bar so that one of the barely melted ice cubes popped out and bounced off the surface onto the floor. ‘You think this is just a phase, I suppose, a passion.’

      ‘One of your many.’ Roz toasted the words, twisting herself back round to face the bar.

      ‘How untrue,’ Louisa announced. ‘Gavin, more gin,’ she added, still glaring at the woman with the red wine, who was now ticking things off on her fingers, nails painted a deep plum.

      ‘There was the learning-to-knit course, the time you were gluten-free, Nick and that whole saga…’ She paused to roll her eyes, ‘Reg who replaced Nick, oh, then there was the birdwatching phase, raising funds in here for your proposed trip to Iceland to see puffins that never happened, and Clive gave you five pounds for that one…’

      ‘Everyone thinks puffins are related to penguins, but they actually belong to two completely different families,’ Clive murmured into his pint.

      This wasn’t the evening Clara had envisaged when she’d stumbled across the pub by chance a couple of hours ago. She’d been exhausted, had planned to be in bed by now, but this was better than a TV soap.

      ‘… the online adult educational course in English literature, the village book club you insisted on starting up – we never even met and I read Mansfield Park for nothing; that Fanny Price must the most boring woman in literature, I genuinely thought I might die before reaching the end of it…’

      She’d thought she had left it far too late to find somewhere to stay that night. She’d been distracted by a stunning sunset over the flat fields, the tea in her Thermos flask still warm as she’d gazed out at the sky cut up into ribbons of orange and pink. The windows of the pub had cast bright pools on the ground outside; the silhouettes of people inside could be seen moving from a hundred yards away.

      As she’d approached, she’d stared up at the enormous thatched roof, weighing down the whitewashed walls. A small handwritten sign in the window announced ‘Bed and Breakfast’ and she had felt relief wash over her. She’d moved inside, hoicking the rucksack up on her back, desperately hoping there was a room free. She’d pictured steak and kidney pie in front of a roaring fire, washed down with a smooth ale, and then reading her book and bed. Not this.

      She’d soon discovered the light had been coming from a bare bulb hanging between heavy wooden beams and showing up every stain on the swirled red carpet. Dried muddied leaves littered the floor, more blowing into the room as she stood in the doorway. Food wasn’t being served. The bed and breakfast consisted of one small attic room, a miniature packet of cereal and a banana left on a tray.

      Still, there was no way she had time to look for another place, and the bar had seemed comfortable enough: clusters of red velvet chairs crowded around walnut-brown tables, the bar in the middle of the room, patrons sitting around in a U shape. She’d ordered some salt and vinegar crisps, two Snickers bars and a pint of the local ale. After the second pint she had forgotten her desire for a cooked meal and was happily ensconced in her book, nestled in a patched armchair next to the only radiator and lamp in the place. Then this wet-haired whirlwind of a woman had appeared, and the night had been transformed.

      ‘… the Pilates classes you never went to, the pottery wheel you bought on Gumtree because you wanted to make your own ramekins…’

      Louisa seemed to dim as Roz’s list went on. Placing her hands over both ears, she shook her head, perhaps hoping it might stop.

      ‘… the time you adopted a baby giraffe in Niger and invited us all to a slideshow of photos from his first year but the projector didn’t work…’

      ‘No,’ Louisa piped up in a loud voice, ‘no, no, this time I’m going. Spain. I’m closing it; I’m going to book the flights.’

      ‘You love that shop,’ Gavin said, pushing a second gin and tonic her way.

      ‘She won’t do it, Gavin, it’s all talk, talk, talk,’ Roz said, getting into her stride.

      ‘You’re wrong,’ Louisa said, seeming to rally. ‘I’m going to close the shop, no one comes in; they don’t need me any more.’

      Clara wondered what it was that there was no demand for; did Louisa run an internet café, a DVD store?

      ‘Well, off you go then. Book the flight. We’ll miss you,’ Roz said, rolling her eyes.

      The blonde with the low ponytail had stood up and moved across to Louisa. ‘Oh, we will miss you. Are you really leaving?’

      Roz slammed a hand on the bar, ‘She won’t go, Lauren.’

      The blonde spun around. ‘But there’s no need to drive her away.’

      Roz’s eyes narrowed.

      The blonde woman’s partner had stayed fixed to his pew, looking utterly out of his depth, pushing the glasses up the bridge of his nose. ‘Darling, shall we…’ He glanced at the door, clearly wanting to do a runner before it all ended in a fist fight.

      The three women at the bar were still glaring at each other.

      ‘There’ll be nothing left open on the high street,’ Gavin said, his double chin wobbling. Clara found herself wanting to go behind the bar and give him a big hug.

      ‘I can’t carry around that responsibility on my own, Gavin,’ Louisa said, throwing her arms wide. ‘It’s too much for one small woman.’

      Roz spluttered into her red wine at the word ‘small’.

      ‘Hey,’ the blonde said.

      Louisa didn’t appear to have noticed. ‘I just can’t go on hoping it will all change; there’s nothing worse than feeling depressed in a toyshop that should be full of happy children.’ She was becoming tearful, sinking onto a bar stool, her wet curls hanging over her face. Clara was about to stand up and move to comfort her when the blonde did just that, putting an arm around her shoulders and shushing her.

      ‘Oh, bring on the waterworks,’ Roz sighed.

      ‘She’s upset,’ the blonde snapped.

      Roz shrugged and drained the last of her red wine. ‘Woman’s always causing a scene. Nothing’s changed.’

      ‘And I suppose you’re going to bring up the fete again now?’ Louisa looked at the other woman, defiance in her eyes. ‘I really didn’t mean to do it.’

      ‘Likely story,’ Roz scoffed.

      ‘Roz,’ Clive whispered from his spot nearby.

      She turned towards him. ‘Don’t you get involved; I didn’t see you getting involved then.’

      ‘The fete again?’ Gavin glanced at them both. ‘Shouldn’t you two let bygones be bygones?’

      Clara couldn’t help wondering what on earth could have happened at a village fete to cause this tension.

      ‘Gavin, drop it,’ Louisa said in a low voice, wiping at her face. ‘Just leave me the bottle.’

      ‘I’m not sure…’

      ‘Well, if you don’t, I’m off. I’ve got a hundred and one things to do anyway, and a full bottle of Baileys.’

      And as quickly as she had arrived, she left, in a whirl of turquoise, the cold air sweeping in as she swung open the door, leaving the whole pub staring after her at the empty doorway.
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      Clara had always got up early. She could see sunshine straining at the thin red cloth of the curtain over the small window set into the eaves. Kneeling on the bed, she drew back the material.

      Blinking at the winter sunlight, a slow smile crept over her face as she took in the view. She pushed the catch, feeling the nip in the air as the window opened. There was frost glistening on the grass of the pub garden, the benches speckled in white. Beyond the hedge at the back was an uninterrupted view over fields, some churned up in uniform lines, some patches of green hidden beneath the thin layer of diamonds sparkling in the morning sunshine. The sky was streaked with pinks and pale blues and Clara felt the familiar thrill of a new day in a different place.

      Ignoring her box of cereal and the trickle of the en suite shower, she rummaged through her rucksack, pulling on her jeans and a thick woollen jumper, unearthing a knitted hat, which she pulled on over her hair, hiding the dull blonde in need of a wash. Leaving the rest of her things in the room, she crept down the wooden staircase into the bar area and through the kitchen, letting herself out of the back door.

      She knew the shops would be shut at this time but she had a faint hope that she might stumble across some kind-hearted baker who would open his door just for her. She could almost taste the thick warm dough, sniffed the air for a telltale whiff of it. There didn’t appear to be a bakery in the village at all. Or a café. In fact, as she moved down the high street she was shocked to see so many ‘For Sale’ signs, shops with nothing in the windows but a few chairs or rolls of carpet. Other windows were boarded up, even the graffiti half-hearted, illegible squiggles in spray paint, dull colours. There was faded writing drawn into the dust on one window, a notice promising an end-of-stock clearance sale in another.

      She tucked her hands into her pockets, the breeze picking up as she continued to take in the deserted high street. She imagined it bustling in the summer months, window boxes bursting with colour, the cobbled side streets holding treasures, secret shops, antiques piled high outside, cafés making up smoothies and juices, people ambling through the village before heading off to walk across the fields, take in the views. What had happened?

      It never failed to surprise her, even after all these years of living in England, how quaint the villages could look, all the cottages squeezed together, so different to the city in Denmark that she’d grown up in. As ever, when she thought of home she felt a lump in her throat; she swallowed it back down.

      Across the way she stopped, taking in the brightest shop, a burgundy façade, golden letters spelling ‘Alden Toys’, kitsch but eye-catching, and she frowned as she realised that this was clearly the shop shutting its doors. It seemed terribly sad that in the next few weeks, as people geared up for Christmas, it would remain closed, the dark interior at odds with the cheerful shopfront.

      She reached the end of the street, the road disappearing around a tree-lined bend. Opposite stood a small church, entry through a lychgate, fields beyond. The village was a stunning, romantic place, but in that moment Clara felt as though she might be the only person living there. She looked back down the street, closing her eyes briefly and taking a deep breath.

      ‘’Gain, ’gain.’

      Her eyes snapped open at the sound behind her.

      ‘Really? OK.’

      Singing soared out of the side street: ‘Five little ducks went swimming one day, over the hills and far away, mama duck said quack, quack, quack, quack, but only four little ducks came back…’

      ‘Why?’ came the younger voice.

      ‘I’ve told you why,’ the female voice said. ‘Because a duck ran off, darling. Hence there are now only four ducks left.’

      ‘What happened to the duck who ran away?’

      ‘Nothing too nasty.’

      ‘Did he die?’

      ‘No, I’m sure he didn’t.’

      ‘Did he break his leg?’

      ‘No, no, I don’t think so, he comes back at the end.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because he was probably missing his mama, like you would miss me, wouldn’t you?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘What do you mean, maybe? Of course you’d miss me. Who would make you pancakes?’

      ‘Daddy.’

      ‘OK, that’s a fair point. Who would give you juice?’

      ‘Nana.’

      ‘Rubbish, Nana never gives you juice, she thinks it’s got too much sugar.’

      ‘I like sugar.’

      ‘Yes, I know.’

      ‘’Gain, ’gain.’

      A sigh followed. ‘OK, but I’ll start when there’s only one duck left, because your attention span is… RORY.’

      Suddenly a toddler burst out from the side street, stopping short to stare up at Clara before his eyes widened in panic and he spun on his heel to dive behind his mother’s legs.

      ‘What is it? I told you not to ru – Oh, hello.’ It was the woman from the pub last night – Lauren, the strawberry-blonde lady who had comforted Louisa. ‘Sorry, we’re disrupting the peace.’

      Clara looked at her, at her impossibly straight hair, her camel-coloured coat, the freckles on her nose the only sense of disorder about her. ‘It’s fine. I thought it was a very cheerful song.’

      Lauren hid her head in her leather-gloved hands. ‘Oh God, how embarrassing.’

      Clara laughed. ‘No, honestly, it was wonderful. I’d never heard it before, actually,’ she admitted. ‘We don’t have that one at home.’

      ‘Where’s home?’

      ‘Denmark. We’re more about fish than ducks really.’

      ‘You’re a long way from home,’ Lauren commented.

      Clara nodded, unwilling to add more.

      Not noticing Clara’s change in tone, Lauren explained, ‘Well, it’s about five ducks who run away and then all come back. There’s not much of a narrative to it. Rory was right to have some questions.’

      ‘Rory right, Rory right.’ The little boy started helicoptering round his mother.

      ‘The ducks are really not very safety-conscious, but you do have to question the mother’s competence – I mean, after losing three of them, you’d think she’d think twice about sending the other two out on their own.’

      Clara laughed, the sound seeming to reverberate around the street. ‘She does sound quite irresponsible.’

      ‘I can’t judge, though, I can barely control one,’ Lauren said, watching Rory dangle off the end of a bench. ‘Rory, careful.’

      ‘Cafful, cafful, cafful,’ he said, letting one arm go, his bobble hat dropping to the ground, his light brown hair falling down in a curtain.

      ‘We never really see anyone at this time, but he goes stir crazy if he doesn’t get out, and frankly, I hate sitting in the house being reminded that I have a pile of ironing to do and pans to wash up.’ Lauren held out a hand as Rory toddled back over on uncertain legs. ‘Sorry, I’m Laur – RORY, NO!’ she said, the hand she was holding out whipping down to stop Rory picking up an empty chocolate wrapper. ‘Lauren,’ she finished, scooping up her son. ‘And this, as you’ve heard, is Rory.’

      ‘I’m Clara.’

      ‘It’s nice to meet you,’ Lauren said as Rory started kicking his legs, wanting to be released. ‘Stay on the bench,’ Lauren said as Rory roared away in the opposite direction. ‘Wow, it’s almost like he doesn’t listen,’ she laughed. ‘Sorry. Kids are not great at social niceties. Last week he went straight up to an old man in the supermarket and told him to punch his willy. I literally died in the cereal aisle.’

      Clara made a face, unable to stop marvelling at Lauren’s energy. ‘Do you know anywhere I can get something to eat?’ she asked. ‘I was hoping for a pain au chocolat or a muffin, or… well, just a coffee would do.’

      Lauren shrugged, her smile fading. ‘Only online now, or the big supermarket in the next town if you have a car. There’s a good farm shop, but that’s a decent drive too.’

      Clara shook her head. ‘I haven’t got a car.’

      ‘How very environmentally friendly.’

      ‘No, I just never learnt to drive. Cars cost a fortune back home and I used to walk everywhere in…’ Clara faded off, not wanting to say the name of her home town, not even wanting to think about it. ‘So there’s nowhere?’

      Lauren sighed, wrapping her arms around herself. ‘There used to be Bertie’s – an amazing restaurant that did incredible breakfasts, which were so wrong but so right: basically French toast, banana, a heap of bacon topped with maple syrup. I miss Bertie,’ she said wistfully.

      ‘Where did he go?’

      ‘Opened up in the next-door village about six months ago; he was one of the last to leave. And now…’ Lauren pointed at Alden Toys opposite. ‘Although do not tell you-know-who unless you want to see a small person’s world end before eight a.m.; it really won’t be pretty.’

      Clara nodded, knowing that Lauren was trying to make light of things but aware of her sad smile.

      ‘It’s horrible,’ Lauren said, looking around. ‘When we moved here five years ago, it was this gorgeous corner of the world, independent shops, people saying hello in the high street, but now, so many of the familiar faces have gone and the shops, well,’ – she indicated the boarded-up windows – ‘you’ve seen. Now it’s just the pub left. And Roz sells milk and things from the post office but there are funny opening times and I never seem to get them right. You could try there.’

      Rory had run back over, his mittened hand creeping up into Lauren’s.

      ‘Roz,’ Clara repeated, picturing red hair and thick eyeliner, ‘wasn’t she in the pub last night?’

      Lauren nodded. ‘Ah, you were there for that. God, that was pure drama. She and Louisa don’t see eye to eye. They’re neighbours, but not very neighbourly to each other. There’s history,’ – she waved a hand – ‘I think it dates back to the late eighties. And then there was the saga at the fete, but you really don’t want to know about that.’

      ‘Sounds intriguing,’ Clara said.

      ‘Let’s just say they didn’t have the coconut shy back the year after…’

      ‘Noconut, noconut,’ Rory chanted, spinning in a circle, cutting off Clara’s questions.

      Lauren was rummaging in her handbag. ‘I genuinely thought I might have to act as referee last night. Literally nothing that dramatic has happened here in forever.’ She pulled out a tissue and tried to wipe at a mark on Rory’s face. ‘We go out about once a month, so it was deeply exciting that it happened on date night; it stopped me talking in detail about Rory’s vaccinations and his intense bromance with George.’

      ‘George?’ Clara queried.

      ‘Peppa Pig,’ Lauren explained. ‘Which is basically my world now…’

      At the mention of Peppa Pig, Rory had looked up, almost head-butting his mother, who had given up with the tissue. ‘George, watch George. Home, George.’

      ‘Oh God, what have I started?’ Lauren said as he tugged on her hand. ‘I’d better go.’

      ‘Well, it was nice to meet you,’ Clara said, bending down. ‘You too, Rory,’ she added, which made him squeal and hide behind Lauren’s coat.

      ‘Are you staying here long?’ Lauren asked, resisting Rory’s urgings.

      ‘I was planning to head to Cambridge,’ Clara said.

      Lauren nodded. ‘That’s a nice place. Good for punting. It’s a shame you’re not sticking around – I could have done with a new friend.’

      ‘I’m friend,’ Rory said, tugging at the bottom of her impeccable coat.

      ‘Hmm, you are,’ Lauren said, ruffling his hair. ‘I actually meant a friend who can drink wine and bitch about my other friends,’ she muttered to Clara.

      ‘Ditch?’ Rory repeated. His hearing was obviously pretty good.

      Lauren grimaced.

      Clara looked at her, a slow smile creeping over her face. ‘It is a shame,’ she repeated, suddenly knowing exactly where she was headed next.
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      Joe was standing with his back to the door, brushing at the sleeve of his suit. He had them tailor-made and the fabric was straining slightly between his shoulders. He knew he needed to get back into the gym. He stood taller, studying his reflection in the window.

      Beyond the glass, London was sprawled below. He could make out the dirty grey of the Thames as it snaked around the corner, the top of the London Eye in the distance. The sun had yet to fully rise, so half the city still seemed shadowy, the glow only hitting the offices above him. He stared down at the rooftops of east London, the mishmash of streets beyond, the tops of people’s heads as they moved beneath him. What would they see if they looked up? Just the sleek outside of the office building, all chrome and steel and floor-to-ceiling windows. He was too far away for anyone to see him standing there in his navy pinstripe suit, his polished shoes, his tie in a Windsor knot. It made him feel taller, the fact that they moved around below, unaware that they were being watched.

      He saw the thin strip of light in the reflection, the shadow of someone entering the room, and he swallowed, ready for action. Turning into the room, he thanked Pam with a curt nod of the head as she went to leave, briefed already that he did not want her to offer them coffee. She took one last look at the man who’d just walked in, biting her lip as she turned to shut the door behind her.

      ‘Joe, morning,’ the man said, striding across the room. There was a dirty mark on the shoulder of his well-cut Armani suit; it gave Joe a renewed confidence as he shook his hand.

      ‘Matt, thank you for joining me.’

      Matt raised an eyebrow, ‘It’s all very cloak-and-dagger. Pam was waiting for me as I got in, whisked me away before I could even turn on the computer.’ He stifled a yawn with his hand.

      Joe looked away. ‘Yes, she had to wait half an hour for you.’

      Matt didn’t react, eyes on Joe’s half-eaten croissant on the desk across the room. He licked his lips, which annoyed Joe further. ‘Pam was telling me about her new grandson, same age as my Nancy. I told her we could have them betrothed…’ His voice tailed off, the first frown settling on his face.

      Joe stared at him, head cocked to one side. He’d had no idea Pam had any grandchildren. He launched into his planned spiel. ‘I expect you know why I’ve asked you here?’

      Matt’s frown deepened, the normally smooth olive skin between his eyebrows puckered. ‘Not to tell me about this year’s squash ladder, I assume.’ His voice had dropped, becoming duller with each word.

      Joe didn’t raise a smile. ‘Your team, they’ve been carrying you. Jules has brought in two new clients in as many months, Paddy is getting into the office at four thirty to make up for the slack you’re creating…’

      Matt stepped back as if he’d been slapped. His mouth opened, no words coming out.

      ‘The bosses upstairs’ – Joe glanced up – ‘have had enough excuses from your team. You used to be a producer but you haven’t brought in any new business for months. And the screw-up over Anderson was the final straw.’

      ‘I told Karen: my associate – he messed up the pitch book. Our figures were out.’

      Joe cut him off, one hand raised. ‘And in the old days you would have spotted that.’

      Matt fell silent. Joe looked away, not enjoying himself, suddenly remembering one day last year when Matt had covered for him. They were taking an important new client out for lunch and Joe had overslept, arrived over dessert. Matt had made a joke out of it, hadn’t told anyone. Other guys would have used it to stab him in the back. He shook his head, dismissing the memory.

      ‘So you’re firing me,’ Matt said, palms out flat, his voice weary. ‘Is that it?’

      Joe cleared his throat, tried to get back on track. He wished Paul had taken this meeting. He lived for this sort of stuff. He shifted on one foot, started listing reasons on his fingers: ‘Consistently late into the office, often unable to be present at meetings, a shortfall on the figures, ineffective team management…’

      Matt listened, his cheeks reddening as the list went on.

      Joe stopped, looked at him. ‘It’s a warning, mate.’

      ‘We’re not mates.’

      Joe cleared his throat again. He deserved that.

      ‘Look, we just need you to sort things out and get back on top. We want to see you producing again, bring in some business.’

      Matt’s eyes were dull as he looked at Joe. ‘God, I got you wrong. I thought…’ He paused, then straightened, chin out. ‘You’re one cold bastard, you know that?’ Joe didn’t flinch as Matt continued: ‘All you and the rich twats upstairs want is profit, profit, profit.’

      ‘You used to want that too.’

      ‘And I still do.’ Matt threw up both his hands; Joe took a step back. ‘So I’ve been spending a few more hours at home. We’ve got our first kid, Joe. You know how long we tried for a baby. God.’ He stopped, raking a hand through his hair. ‘I practically fucking cried on you in the bar that night, telling you what we’d been through. It’s been hard, but it’s getting easier; she’s sleeping through now, almost. I want to help Suzie, she can’t do it on her own, Joe.’

      Joe held up a hand. ‘I know, and I’m sorry, but —’

      ‘You’re not bloody sorry.’

      Something inside Joe snapped. He didn’t want to be here, he didn’t want to be doing this. It made his voice harsher as he tried to justify himself. ‘We’re under pressure, Matt, you know that, you know what’s happening here at the moment. You lost us that merger with Anderson Corporate, the Kline Brothers got in before us. We were too slow. We need to be better. So take this as your first formal warning.’ He paused, before adding, ‘You’re lucky.’

      ‘Lucky? Oh yes, how decent of you, mate, thank you so much,’ Matt said, his voice flaring up. ‘Just a first formal warning. You know they’ll find an excuse to fire me. You know that.’

      Joe looked away, not wanting to hear it, knowing as he did that Karen would want him to report back, knowing how these things worked. Matt had a target on his back. ‘You’ll be all right,’ he said, his voice smaller, his confidence ebbing.

      Matt glared at him, ‘Well, if that’s all, I’d better take my ineffective arse back to my useless team and start work.’

      Joe looked back at the windows.

      ‘You’d better hope you never need to be cut some slack,’ Matt said, turning to leave. He walked across the room, Joe following his reflection in the glass. He paused at the door before turning back. ‘You know there’s more to life than this job, mate.’

      Joe shrugged once, didn’t answer, brushing at his sleeve again as he watched Matt leave, the strip of light disappearing as the door shut behind him.

      The sun had risen fully now, its rays on the office building opposite dazzling Joe for a second. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, checking for new emails, an update on their latest deal. He looked at the screen. A missed call from his mother. She was probably on one of her early-morning walks and wanted to tell him about the sunrise. He sighed. He hadn’t got the energy for that now. With a small spark of guilt, he put the phone back in his pocket. He’d ring her back later.
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      Louisa threw the phone in frustration. It landed amongst the two huge bundles of rejected clothes.

      ‘Stop staring,’ she said to the cage in the corner of the room. ‘You know I can’t take you with me. It’s a bird flu thing.’

      The parrot gave her a withering look down its beak and moved deliberately along its perch, one careful foot over the other. ‘YOU’RE FIRED,’ it called out before turning to face the corner.

      ‘Fine, be like that,’ Louisa said, holding up a mustard-yellow cardigan and throwing it onto the left-hand pile. A large ginger cat stretched out in front of the log fire paused in cleaning its paws. ‘God, not you too? Will you both stop! I’m feeling guilty enough already and I don’t need you adding to it.’

      Her suitcase was open, towels, swimsuits, books and clothes in an enormous haphazard heap inside. It had taken her an hour to find her passport and she was now impossibly rushed, the clock in the kitchen utterly useless as it had run out of batteries about a year before and was giving her a heart attack every time she thought it really was 11.05 a.m. She knew she was muttering again, but since the previous night in the pub and bloody Roz being all high and mighty, she hadn’t been able to stop. She’d been telling Lady CaCa all about it, but now the bird had got the hump on seeing a suitcase.

      ‘Can you please turn back around, I want to finish the story,’ she said to the cage. ‘I’ll let you out for a few minutes.’ At this, Roddy the ginger cat looked up, fur instantly raised, yellow eyes wary. ‘Oh hush, Roddy, don’t be silly.’

      The promise had worked and the parrot had turned back round and moved down the perch towards the door of the cage, waiting with an imperious expression on her face as Louisa reached up to open it. ‘LOVELY JUBBLY, LOVELY JUBBLY.’

      The buzzer rang and Louisa swore, dropping her hand before she had touched the cage. The parrot gave an angry caw.

      ‘Oh bugger. Hold on, darling.’

      Lady CaCa padded back to her spot, furiously spinning round to stare at the corner once more. ‘YOU’RE FIRED, SHITHEAD.’

      Louisa rolled her eyes; she really was the most diva-like parrot. She wavered as she stood next to the intercom. She couldn’t see the high street from any of the windows. It wasn’t long until the cab was due, though, so she pressed the button tentatively.

      ‘Reg? If that’s you, you’re early,’ she said.

      A voice she didn’t recognise responded. ‘No, it’s Clara, you don’t know me but, um… well, it’s Clara.’

      Louisa released the button and turned to look at the cat, who had returned to cleaning his paws. ‘Who’s Clara?’ she asked. He didn’t look up.

      Louisa shrugged and turned back to press the button. ‘Come up,’ she said, looking round at the flat, which was littered with her entire wardrobe.

      She heard footsteps on the narrow staircase as she went to open the flaking door. A young blonde girl appeared, dressed in jeans, a soft woollen jumper and a purple knitted hat. Impossibly smooth skin, bright blue eyes already lit with a smile, her face vaguely familiar. Louisa frowned.

      ‘Thank you. I’m so sorry just to burst in,’ the girl said, reaching the top step. ‘God, I am so unfit,’ she laughed, holding her sides. ‘One flight of steps and I need to sit down.’ There was something about her that made Louisa feel a warm glow. She found herself smiling straight back at her.

      ‘Come in, come in,’ she said, closing the door. ‘But, um, who are you exactly?’

      The girl straightened up, her cheeks flushed from the cold outside. ‘I’m Clara, I’m staying in the pub; I was there last night.’

      ‘Oh God.’ Louisa threw her hands in the air. ‘What a night. Carrot cake?’ she offered.

      ‘Ooh yes please. I was looking for a café or something just now. I haven’t had any breakfast.’

      ‘You’ll be hard pushed to find a café,’ Louisa said, picking up a fuchsia sarong and throwing it in the direction of the suitcase. ‘It’s on the counter. I made it yesterday, it’s Lady CaCa’s favourite.’ She nodded her head at the cage. ‘Cut yourself a slice – actually, cut me one too, do you mind? I’m right in the middle of packing – my flight, you know…’

      ‘Oh, of course, of course.’ Clara crossed the room, picking her way round the piles of things, jumping as the parrot called out ‘YOU’RE FIRED!’

      Louisa waved a hand as she scrabbled in the back of the wardrobe. ‘Sorry about that, and the mess. I’d love to say it’s because I’m packing, but actually it often looks like this.’ She pulled out a pair of bronze flip-flops and grinned. ‘Hurrah! I knew they were here somewhere,’ she said, holding them aloft.

      Clara looked at the succulent orange sponge and picked up a knife. ‘So you are really going? Where are you off to?’

      Louisa, bent over a drawer under a divan bed, didn’t look up. ‘Madrid,’ she called out.

      Clara moved a slice of carrot cake onto a plate. ‘How romantic,’ she sighed, picturing winding cobbled streets, bright flamenco dancers at every turn, large jugs of sangria, people laughing in sunlit squares.

      Louisa was lost behind the bed, both feet poking out of the end. ‘It’s seventeen degrees right now, can you imagine? EIGHTEEN DEGREES IN NOVEMBER,’ she shouted, making the cat sit up and look around for the noise. Her head appeared suddenly, suspended above the duvet, her body lost behind the bed. ‘I can’t remember what eighteen degrees feels like; the summer seems forever ago and anyway, that was mostly rain. I want sun, sun on my face, on my arms, neck, back, I want my feet to burn on sand and I want to step into the sea and say, “Oh what a relief, it’s cool” because it’s just so HOT.’ She dived down again, her head disappearing, ‘Don’t mean to DEPRESS, but I’m sure you understand.’

      Clara had moved across to a bar stool, perching herself on top of it. ‘Hmm, I’ve never been used to too much heat. In Denmark it’s currently about three degrees.’

      ‘THREE?’ Louisa’s head appeared over the duvet, curly hair wild. ‘Good God, how does anyone get anything done?’ She looked horrified. ‘Surely you should all just hibernate like bears.’

      ‘Well, actually’ – Clara smiled, thinking of winters at home: the months of slow-cooked stews, steaming cups of gløgg and roaring fires – ‘they sort of do.’

      As she pulled off her purple hat so that her hair fell around her shoulders, her smile faded a fraction. There would be no more winters like those of her childhood, with all of them sitting round their large oak table, bowls of steaming meatballs ready to be eaten. She blinked, not wanting to keep going over the same old thoughts.

      In the corner, Lady CaCa was looking down her beak at Clara as she ate her cake, flapping her wings aggressively at the bars of the cage every time she glanced over.

      Louisa hopped up onto another bar stool, wearing a large hat with enormous sunflowers stitched into the side. ‘Oh, ignore her.’ She waved a hand at the cage. ‘She gets jealous when someone else is here taking my attention, and also carrot cake is her favourite.’ She cut the edge off her slice and delivered it on the flat of the knife into the cage. The parrot looked at it furiously, spinning back around to face the wall. Louisa sighed. ‘I fear her strop will last till I leave – she knows I’m packing.’

      ‘What will happen to her?’ Clara asked, putting another piece of carrot cake in her mouth. ‘This is amazing, by the way,’ she mumbled.

      Louisa nodded. ‘I know. I’m an exceptional baker, always have been, it’s one of my skills. That and tarot-card reading. Oh, and glass-blowing. I’ve never tried kite-surfing but I always feel I’d excel there too. What are your skills, Clara?’

      Clara looked startled for a moment. ‘Well, I suppose… well, I…’

      ‘Come on, come on, everyone has skills. They just don’t like to shout about them because of modesty, which is silly. I am absolutely useless at some things and regularly remind people of them – like the time I tried to learn the violin: just horrendous, like someone was dying in the flat every night. And jigsaw puzzles, ugh, I get so cross, I cut all the little arms off the pieces so they fit – just so infuriating. But I do make an excellent lemon drizzle.’ She had thrown her arms wide, the sunflowers moving every time she turned her head.

      ‘So what will happen? To your animals?’ Clara repeated, diverting attention away from her skills – or lack of them.

      Louisa waved a hand. ‘One of the things I need to do before I go is drop my keys in to Gavin. He’ll look in on them; he did it once before when I went to Thailand for a shaking retreat.’

      ‘I see,’ Clara said, too thrown off course to ask what a shaking retreat entailed. She brushed a crumb from her top lip.

      Louisa paused, wiping the corner of her own mouth slowly. ‘So how can I help?’ She leapt up, the hat falling off. ‘I’ve got about two seconds to do a hundred things, so you’ll have to help and we’ll talk as we work.’

      Clara slid off her stool. ‘Of course. What can I do?’

      Louisa pointed to a roll of bin liners on the countertop. ‘Perishables. Throw out all perishables in the fridge. Last time I forgot and was nearly killed on my return by a Brussels pâté that was so off it had legs.’

      Clara’s nose wrinkled as she reached for the roll.

      ‘Sooooo…’ Louisa returned to the pile of clothes on the bed, throwing some over her shoulder, holding up others and gradually reducing the enormous pile, ‘what can I do for you?’

      Clara had opened the fridge and was staring at the contents: mostly bottles of pink champagne, mussels and olives. There was a slab of smoked salmon but it seemed desperately sad to just throw it away. She picked up half a lemon and chucked it in the bag. ‘Well, I was wondering… I heard you were off, last night in the pub. I was there, you see, staying there —’

      ‘Yes, you said.’ Louisa paused, holding up a striped swimming costume. ‘Goodness, what a palaver that was. Roz of course propping up the bar, typical stirring. I just needed to rage and she makes me so furious… I didn’t know Gavin rented rooms: how wonderful, he is enterprising…’

      Clara’s mouth was still open from where she’d been cut off.

      ‘Sorry, sorry, you were saying…’ Louisa waved her on, squeezing the swimming costume into the side pocket of the now bulging suitcase.

      ‘Well, I just wondered whether perhaps you’d consider letting me house-sit for you, look after your animals… but it sounds like you’ve already made plans, of course you have…’ Clara trailed away.

      ‘Come and help me sit on it,’ Louisa called.

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘The suitcase. Come on, the taxi is bound to appear at any second and I don’t want him seeing my smalls. Although if it’s Reg, he’s actually already seen… Sorry, do carry on.’

      Clara stepped across the room to the bed, lowering herself down next to Louisa, who was already perched on the suitcase, wearing the sunflower hat again. On the bedside table was a silver photo frame: Louisa and the most jaw-dropping man. Broody grey eyes, dark brown hair, emerging stubble on a tanned face. Louisa had her arm around his waist, head on his shoulder. He must have been more than twenty years younger than her, closer to Clara’s age. Clara almost forgot what she had been saying.

      ‘That was it, really. The house-sitting and, well, I did wonder, about the shop. I’ve run a business before and I thought, to return the favour… I can’t pay rent, you see, but I could work for free. It seems a shame to close just before Christmas.’
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