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Prologue


Snow was falling gently, piling up on the old-fashioned mullioned windows of the little shops on Edinburgh’s Victoria Street; laying calmly on the pavements; covering the world with its softness.


Behind the glass, all was warm and cosy; candles flickered and the fire burned brightly, keeping the icy fingers of winter from creeping in. Dim light danced up and down the decorated bookshelves. Here was a cacophony of books, spilling over, piled high, two deep on every shelf; promising escape: mystery, adventure; treasure maps and tales of old, of cabbages and kings; brave tales, pirates, worlds of frost; worlds that exist above the rooftops. Here was everything you needed for curling up in front of the fire and losing yourself, as snug as a dormouse in the wintertime, nestled in a blanket …


‘CUT!’


Carmen Hogan stood outside McCredie’s bookshop, scowling. The sun blazed down, and the snow machine was making a heck of a noise.


‘This is so stupid,’ she said to her hard-to-impress friend Idra, who had come along to watch and see if she could meet any massive movie stars who might be pivoting to small, local, download-only productions.


‘If I put that many Christmas decorations up in the shop, nobody could get to any of the books. And those are stupid, dusty fake books. What are they doing to my shop?’


‘They’re paying money is what they’re doing.’


Carmen snorted. ‘Not that much money. And I’ll lose it on people not coming in and buying detective novels.’


‘But you’ll make it back at Christmas when you’re that shop in that film.’


‘Oh yeah,’ said Carmen, brightening up. ‘I didn’t think of that.’


Other shop owners on the street – Bronagh from the magic shop and Bobby from hardware – had come out to watch.


‘Why couldn’t they do this with hardware?’ said Bobby, ruefully. ‘I could really have done with it.’


‘Well,’ explained Carmen, trying to be nice about things because she liked Bobby a lot, ‘being a bookseller is pretty cool and sexy and romantic, while being a guy who sells brooms is … you know, just a guy who sells brooms.’


‘Being a bookseller is pretty cool and sexy and romantic,’ sniffed Idra, ‘as long as you don’t mind starving to death and kipping in your sister’s basement.’


Carmen ignored this. Bobby just looked a bit sad.


‘Well, I sell magic,’ complained Bronagh. ‘How is that not tremendously sexy?’ And she tossed back her long red tresses. Bronagh really was sexy, if a bit spooky.


Carmen had shiny black hair and a sweet round face and eyebrows that made her look cross. Over the years, she and Idra had spent quite some time doing things to those eyebrows, none of which had worked particularly well and some of which (sticking in the extra hairs sprung to mind) actively made Carmen shudder to think of.


‘Well, you see, maybe you should have opened a Wizard school,’ explained Carmen regretfully.


The snow machine was doing its best, but it had been the most glorious summer in Scotland. Although Carmen wasn’t one hundred per cent sure the unexpected heatwave was altogether welcomed by the tourists who wandered up and down Victoria Street, wearing their prescribed summer outfits for visiting Edinburgh: trousers, a fleece and a waterproof jacket, and carrying increasing amounts of it around in their arms. Everywhere small children were tearing off woolly hats and gloves, except for the film extras, of course, who were sitting unnaturally still, dressed like Victorian urchins. Carmen thought, slightly uncharitably, that she should probably get her eleven-year-old niece Pippa down. She was very good at sitting still and looking slightly frightening, like a tiny stern ghost.


She reminded herself that it was hardly Pippa’s fault that at the age of thirty Carmen was still living in her sister’s basement and had to deal with toy ducks in the bath, due to the number of children – four – who lived there.


The housing crisis was purely theoretical, she reflected a little glumly, until it affected you. Edinburgh wasn’t just expensive; it was absurd, solar levels of expensive. She might as well have planned a move to Buckingham Palace. Fortunately, her sister Sofia, currently on maternity leave, didn’t seem to mind too much.


‘Okay,’ said the director, who was tiny, with a long ponytail, little round glasses and dressed entirely in black, as though he’d walked into a shop called ‘Directors Are Us’. Carmen wondered if he spent a lot of money on beard trimming.


Instantly, the onlookers were shooed back from the barriers that were closing off the road, irritating those people who wanted their Instagram pics of the beautiful street that curled upwards with its gorgeous coloured shops, like Diagon Alley come to life, and exciting those who just wanted to see the slightly faded movie star who was playing the main part.


The slightly faded movie star, Lind Stephens, marched on set. He was wearing tartan trousers and a huge jumper that looked incredibly expensive. Idra stuck out her chest, just in case.


‘And action!’


Carmen caught herself smiling. She couldn’t help it; it was exciting. Come Christmas, this would be on a streaming service, and it would be her shop! Well, Mr McCredie’s shop, strictly speaking. But, Carmen was certain that they wouldn’t have picked this location if it hadn’t been for her hard work turning the shop into a lovely place to visit.


The little shop sat at the foot of the castle, in one of the prettiest areas in an already extraordinarily pretty city. This part of the old town curved up and around on two levels – Victoria Street and West Bow – from the great Grassmarket, a huge open space that had always had markets but was now also full of cafés and bars and people partying. The castle loomed above it, towering high and ominous, looking as surprised as anyone to be a huge medieval keep perched on top of a craggy extinct volcano, right in the middle of a modern city.


At night, locking up, Carmen would always glance up at the rows of small windows. She knew that there were still barracks there, working soldiers; their role these days was often ceremonial, but they were soldiers still. She liked to think of them, treading the stones that had been trodden by soldiers since the twelfth century; a battalion, a safe haven under the castle’s drawbridge. Also, they were unbelievably sexy in their checked hats and sweeping kilts, especially if you caught them marching. Sometimes they came down to buy Jack Reacher novels or to ask for advice on what to get their wives and sweethearts, far away.


The buildings of Victoria Street connected the Grassmarket through West Bow and on up to the Royal Mile, so it existed on several different levels. It wasn’t always straightforward which level you were on, but Edinburgh was like that, an Escher painting of a city.


The little shops that curved up Victoria Street were all painted in different colours, adding to the charm. Alongside the magic shop and the hardware shop, there was a gloriously tweedy clothes shop run by a man so posh he had Crawford as a first name. And of course there was McCredie’s bookshop. McCredie’s had been falling into ruin the previous Christmas when Carmen had shown up after her department store had closed down. She’d been reluctant to take it on at first, but somehow she’d managed to make it just about pay its way and cling on, although its future was extremely precarious.


And this was another way to make some money: the film company was paying to rent it out. It wouldn’t clear all their debts, but it would certainly help. Even if the film they were making presented exactly the view of Scotland Carmen despised.


The craggy actor entered the bookshop door, which dinged as he opened it. Except someone had decided their normal bell wasn’t right, which meant there was someone hiding behind it, actually dinging a different bell. Film-making was weird, Carmen decided.


‘Hi,’ said the actor.


‘Well, hello there, how’s yourself?’ said the extremely beautiful actress, Genevieve Burr, who was wearing a full kilt and tartan bunnet and had a mass of shiny hair that couldn’t possibly all have been grown on one person. Carmen frowned. They realised this woman was putting on a strong Irish accent, didn’t they?


‘And welcome to our mystical, magical land,’ said Lind. ‘I’m looking for Robert Burns – the first edition, of course!’


‘Of course! I think it still has some plough mud on it!’


Carmen was very glad she’d told Mr McCredie not to come down to hear any of this.


‘Would you like a little wee whisky while you’re waiting?’ She indicated a plain bottle full of what was clearly weak tea.


‘I would, to be sure, to be sure.’


Idra and Carmen exchanged wincing glances, and Carmen wandered off down the road to phone her sister Sofia, who was on holiday.


‘You could have come with us!’


‘Well, I couldn’t have, because the film crew are in.’


‘Oh yes, how’s it going?’


‘The bookshop girl just asked the laird if he wants to visit the Loch Ness Monster with her. Apparently, it’s walking distance from Edinburgh.’


‘Oh good, a documentary,’ said Sofia. ‘I think I preferred it when they were making films about how everyone in Edinburgh dies of heroin overdoses.’


‘Also, I hate Centerlands.’


‘What do you mean?’ said Sofia. ‘How can anyone hate Centerlands?’ She gently shut the door with her foot so that Carmen couldn’t overhear the fight Federico was having with Phoebe, their eight-year-old, about going to tennis lessons. Phoebe was of the opinion that they were mean and stupid because she kept getting beaten by Pippa, who was three years older; and Pippa was not making things any better by saying that she was doing it so that Phoebe would play better, just like Andy Murray’s brother did, so it was kind actually. Eric, normally the sunniest of babies, surrounded as he was by near constant attention, was fussing and didn’t want to get into his bicycle seat.


‘Because it’s all, Blah blah blah, here’s our lovely family out for a bike ride, aren’t we awesome looking at trees?’ said Carmen.


‘Yeah?’ said Sofia slowly. ‘I’m not sure what’s wrong with that.’


‘Everything’s wrong with that! How did you get there?’


‘Well, we drove.’


‘You drove in your gigantic mega car! And so did everyone else! And then you’re like, Ooh, look at us, cycling down the lovely woodland path, so lovely. But just for us because we’re paying a million jillion pounds. Not for poor people who have to stay on heavy polluted roads.’


‘It wasn’t a million jillion pounds,’ protested Sofia, although, to be fair, taking a family of six, during the summer holidays, it was more or less exactly a million jillion pounds.


‘Ugh, I bet it’s full of smug families exactly like yours.’


‘That’s not true!’


‘How many boys called Hugo have you met? I reckon ninety.’


‘Carmen, what’s this about?’


Carmen couldn’t quite answer. As soon as the Christmas decorations had gone up – even fake ones in the middle of the summer – and she could see snow and scarves all around, memories of last Christmas had all come flooding back.









Part One
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Chapter One


January


Carmen had borked it to begin with.


Because it wasn’t exactly Spoons’s fault. It wasn’t exactly not his fault either, Carmen would reflect later, during the long, long periods of time she had to be miserable about it.


Oke, pronounced ‘Okay’, had first shown up at the bookshop before Christmas, hilariously underdressed for the weather, a postgraduate student of limited means and huge green eyes; a dendrologist, or tree specialist, who didn’t look entirely unlike a tree himself. From Brazil originally, and a Quaker – which meant he didn’t celebrate Christmas – Carmen had fallen madly in love with him. He was like nobody she’d ever met before. They were true mysteries to one another. Once scheduled to return to Brazil, he had decided to stay, just because of her, and she had been over the moon.


Then the trouble started.
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The university had been so delighted that Oke was staying, they’d given him his old room back in beautiful Mylnes Court. Mylnes Court was a six-storey building that fronted the top of the Mound, giving huge and extraordinary views over the city. It had been built in 1690; it looked big enough now, but Carmen could hardly imagine what it would have been like back then, with most people in low timbered houses they shared with their animals, if they were lucky. It must have been like going to New York.


Carmen had been excited, having walked through it often – one of the city’s many stone staircases went right through the middle of it – from the side of New College. She had, rather pathetically, spent many mornings clambering to work that way, dreaming about Oke, hoping she might accidentally bump into him on the steps. It tended to happen on the mornings when she had just washed her hair and put on make-up – or as much make-up as she could put on without Phoebe turning up at her sink and attempting to draw some on herself before Sofia threw a fit and tried to scrub it off again.


And now they were finally going inside! Oke had squeezed her gloved hand, then taken out a ridiculously oversized key and led her up the steps to the metal-studded main door, then down corridors past the large old-fashioned refectory, with its long wooden benches. It looked incredibly romantic to Carmen, who had never been to university.


They climbed to the second floor: Room 205 was directly ahead.


Carmen worked out it must look out on to the whole of Edinburgh. Lucky Oke.


He knocked lightly before he went in.


‘My roommate,’ he explained to Carmen, who nodded expectantly, ready for his roommate to absolutely love her, and of course make himself scarce at regular intervals.


The door was flung open.


‘Okes!’ came a joyous voice, and a short, wide, bearded man – the exact opposite of Oke, in fact – flung his arms around Oke’s narrow waist.


‘You told me you were gone for ever, man! I thought they were going to send in, like, God, a botanist or something.’


‘I am a kind of botanist!’ said Oke. ‘You hate everyone.’


Spoons shrugged.


‘Well, I’ll hate them too,’ said Carmen. ‘Hiya. I’m Carmen.’


Spoons gave her a look then he looked at Oke.


‘She’s cool,’ said Oke.


‘What, you have a no girls rule?’ said Carmen.


‘It’s not a rule,’ said Spoons. ‘More an … understanding.’


Carmen peered into the room. It was square and very hot, with a strange smell to it that smelled nothing like Oke at all. There were books and papers all over the floor.


Oke, who was a fastidious man, frowned. ‘Spoons.’


‘Yeah, sorry. I’ll move that. It’s, like, super divided in here,’ said Spoons. ‘Normally.’


Oke pulled in his small suitcase, which seemed to contain his only possessions in the world.


‘You got any live specimens?’ he asked.


‘Uh,’ said Spoons, ‘no. Almost certainly not.’


He couldn’t have looked more guilty.


‘Spoons! We had this conversation! That poor thing could be anywhere!’


‘I know,’ said Spoons.


‘Really upset and frightened!’


‘I know.’


‘At Christmas!’


‘I don’t think she knows it’s Christmas.’


‘Who is “she”, please?’ asked Carmen.


Spoons and Oke exchanged glances.


‘I’m a herpetologist,’ said Spoons. ‘Snake specialist,’ he added, seeing Carmen’s bemused expression, which rapidly turned to horrified.
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Spoons almost never went out, and Carmen never particularly wanted to return, for obvious, going-to-the-toilet reasons. And of course, Oke couldn’t stay over at hers: Sofia was there with the baby twenty-four/seven for starters, and she couldn’t bear sneaking him in with the children around. They couldn’t afford a hotel, particularly not in Edinburgh; the shop was completely out of the question, and it was −2 degrees Celsius outside.


But it was more than that. Oke didn’t seem in the least troubled about it. Not in the slightest.


In a cold and frosty January, normally the darkest, gloomiest month of the year, they spent hours arm in arm, walking the city, clasping hot chocolate in their hands; getting to know each other, laughing and talking without ever running out of things to say. They learned more and more of each other’s worlds, so foreign and so strange.


It was a wonderful time. Except for one thing. Oke seemed to be in absolutely no rush to have sex with her. And it was driving Carmen absolutely crazy.
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Oke had turned things over in his head. He had never met anyone like Carmen before; he had dated, of course, but there was something different about this. And that made things complicated. She was Scottish, not a Quaker and did not speak a single word of Portuguese; the very idea would drive his mother absolutely crazy (in this Oke was not the first man, nor the last, to underestimate the open-mindedness of mothers).


What’s more, he had nothing to offer her: he was essentially a student still, with some teaching on the side. His previous relationships had often been passionate – his tall good looks and gentle nature were deeply attractive to a certain type of woman tired of banter – but they were short-lived and empty, as he rarely gave them a thought for the long term; for academics, the long term – a settled career staying in one place – can often seem unfathomably out of reach.


But Carmen was different. He didn’t quite know how to tell her, but she deserved … Oke found himself slightly overwhelmed by the direction his feelings were heading. Carmen wasn’t at all the kind of person he had expected to fall for – culturally or personality-wise. All of it was completely different from where he had expected to end up. The timing, the geography; none of it was remotely convenient.


He knew one thing, though: he would have to treat her with utmost respect, like a queen. She would want to wait, he was sure; he could prove how much he respected her; show her that this was real, something they were building together, brick by brick, day by day. He could show her how much he thought of her.
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‘He thinks I’m a big fat disgusting pig!’ heaved Carmen.


Idra was listening patiently.


She had more time now the big Christmas lunches had stopped at the restaurant she managed, although she was considering pretending to Carmen they hadn’t, if Carmen didn’t stop whinging on and on about her clearly gorgeous boyfriend. The actor had been a bust; he was about sixty-five and being shot through very fuzzy filters. And Carmen was good about her own romantic travails, mostly involving lawyers who ate in the restaurant to chat her up then got notably fat on her very good food, then disappeared to join cycling clubs and do cold water swimming. Even so, Carmen complaining about Oke was quite irritating; he was patently a tall, clever super-fox. It was like complaining your eyelashes were too long, or you didn’t know how to get your tits to stop being so perky.


‘Yeah, that’s why he didn’t go back to Brazil – because you disgust him so much,’ said Idra.


‘Well, I don’t get it then,’ said Carmen. ‘I just want to climb him like a tree. Is that too much to ask? It’s like having a Christmas present you’re not allowed to unwrap.’


‘Didn’t you say he was religious?’


‘He was born into a religion. So was I. So were you. Not exactly the same thing.’


Idra shrugged. ‘Well, they’re not all the same.’


‘No, I mean. He doesn’t practise. Well, I mean, he doesn’t go to the meeting house.’ She frowned. ‘Okay. Well, maybe he does sometimes – to help out with the homeless programme.’


Idra rolled her eyes. ‘He’s such a dick.’


‘But he’s not mega religious.’


‘Does he lie?’


‘No,’ said Carmen sadly.


‘So what does he say when you ask him why he doesn’t want to boff you?’


‘Boff me? What is this, nineteen ninety-six?’


Idra rolled her eyes again. ‘Yeah, semantics, that’s what we have to worry about here.’


‘Well,’ said Carmen, ‘I haven’t asked him.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because he can’t lie!’ said Carmen, as they kicked their way through the slush. ‘What if he says, “You’re too fat!” or “I’m not really that into you!” or “I have a strange kink I am revving you up for!” or “My religion really has messed me up about sex” or “I’m a child of the internet porn generation and human intimacy is out of the question for me”?’


She and Idra looked at each other in horror.


‘Do you think—’


‘Don’t say it,’ said Carmen.


‘But I mean … what if he’s a virgin?’


Carmen shut her eyes. ‘Well, I’ll just tell him I’m one too; he won’t be able to tell.’


Idra clapped her hand over her eyes. ‘Oh God, please get this sorted out; your frustration is driving me crazy. Can’t you bribe his roommate?’


‘Unlikely,’ said Carmen. ‘Unless you have a spare boa constrictor kicking about.’


But things didn’t change. They took long walks, they held hands, they kissed, but nothing more than that, even as they talked about everything under the sun. Carmen felt like an Edwardian lady, walking the ancient streets, glancing around as though she was hiding from a chaperone.


On his part, Oke was revelling in getting to know someone for once; not constantly being aware he’d be moving on, or that it wasn’t suitable, or jumping into bed with them. This felt new and he was doing his best to let it take its own time, knowing deep down how important this was; he wouldn’t risk one false move.


One day, just as the city was dismantling the Christmas lights and decorations – always a dispiriting day, when you realised how long it’s going to be till spring, with only Burns Night to look forward to – they walked past the stage that had been erected outside the National Gallery on the Mound. For a month it had been filled with wonderful carol singers; young choristers doing ‘Gaudete’, or community groups doing jazzy versions of ‘I Believe in Santa Claus’, complete with synchronised hand actions.


Now, the Christmas acts were gone and the streets were utterly empty, as people huddled inside in the New Year gloom. Carmen was actually feeling rather sorry about it, when a group of young men carrying drums and guitars got up on the stage, looking around the empty plaza.


‘Hey!’ said Oke.


Carmen looked at him. ‘What?’


‘They’re Brazilians. Obviously,’ he said, smiling and shaking his head at her surprise. He walked up to the group and exchanged a few friendly words.


‘Ooh,’ said Carmen. ‘What are they going to do?’


The answer was also fairly obvious. As if to banish memories of Christmas songs vanishing on the wind, to blow away the frozen cobwebs of a long winter ahead, one man started hitting the drums in an irresistible rhythm, and a small brass section lifted their instruments to their lips and began to play a dancing samba tune. Oke watched the band, delighted, tapping his foot, and Carmen watched Oke, happy in his delight.


‘I didn’t think Quakers were allowed to dance,’ she whispered.


‘Well, I am a Quaker second,’ said Oke, ‘but a Brazilian first, yes?’


And then this most undemonstrative of men grabbed her and put her in hold, and suddenly his long limbs loosened and his hips moved, and he was whirling her round at high speed, and making it look absolutely effortless.


‘Oh!’ said Carmen, gasping in happy surprise. She couldn’t dance at all, but she let him take her waist, pulling her thrillingly close, and she felt him move. She could tell the few dog walkers who’d ventured out were watching them, but she found she didn’t care. It was joyous and exuberant and she could have danced on the wet grey stones with him for ever.


When they finished, red faced, out of breath, she burst into peals of laughter, and refused to separate herself from him, sure that now, of course, it had to happen; that nobody could move you with such confidence, such assured force, hold you so close, and not succumb to the inevitable. She beamed up at him, waiting for him to kiss her, as he squeezed her close, kissed the top of her head – then went to talk politics with the men in the band. She was furious, and he didn’t even ask why.


[image: image]


February


It was February when the film company first got in touch, and, to everyone’s excitement, sent along Genevieve Burr to get ‘work experience’ in the bookshop so that she would look the part.


‘I think it must be terribly sad to be a film star,’ said eleven-year-old Pippa, with authority, at breakfast. Carmen had snorted.


‘It’s probably easier than working in a shop,’ she said. ‘A shop that made forty-one pounds and thirty-nine pence yesterday. Gross.’


‘It’s objectification,’ Pippa sniffed.


‘What’s ojjeficatshun?’ said Phoebe.


‘It means people see you as an object,’ said Pippa.


‘Oh,’ said Phoebe. ‘Can I be a chair?’


‘Ha ha ha!’ said Pippa loudly. ‘Not like that!’


‘That’s a great idea,’ said Carmen quickly. ‘I’d love to be a soft squishy chair.’


And have Oke lean on me, she thought, but didn’t say. It was getting ridiculous. She dreamed about him at night. And then nothing happened by day.


Sofia and Federico exchanged glances.


‘It’s great that the film is really happening!’ said Sofia delicately. ‘These people are going to pay you actual money!’


In fact, Sofia and Federico had several conversations about quite how long Sofia’s sister would be staying with them: she had come for two months for a seasonal job and was still there months later.


‘I wouldn’t mind,’ Federico said, ‘but she eats all the crisps. And she’s going to be here for the rest of our lives.’


‘I know, I know,’ Sofia countered, ‘but she’s good with the children.’


‘When she’s not eating all the crisps. And leaving crumbs everywhere.’


‘Ssh!’ said Sofia.


‘And that!’ said Federico. ‘Why do I have to be quiet in my own house? That has seven people in it, and eight when you go back to work and we need a nanny.’


Sofia nodded. ‘I know, I know.’


‘Do you want me to have a word?’ said Federico, who had always got on well with his fiery sister-in-law.


‘No,’ said Sofia. ‘I’ll do it. If it comes from you, she’ll think it’s a joke.’


‘It’s not a joke,’ said Federico, muttering to himself, ‘I just think a man ought to be able to get hold of a few crisps in his own home, that’s all.’
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‘I just want to bring real authenticity to the part,’ Genevieve told Carmen breathlessly. Carmen was going to suggest she get herself needlessly dirty by trying to dust the shelves in the stacks, then listen to fifteen people telling her they could get books quicker on the internet then give nine people directions to the castle that was literally right over their heads, then take £4.59 all morning.


She smiled tightly. She couldn’t help it though: Genevieve was utterly breathtaking. Her skin looked airbrushed; her hair shone; the whites of her eyes and teeth were bright and glowing. She was so gorgeous it was almost laughable, ridiculous, as if they were two completely different species. Watching people walk into the bookshop was hilarious. Bob came in to complain he was being undercut by cheap overseas buckets and was halfway through his whinge, staring at his shoes, before he realised that the brunette behind the desk wasn’t Carmen, looked up, stuttered and nearly fell over. Most of the men entering that morning were no better. They swallowed hard, tripped over the shelves, refused to ask questions and could barely answer Genevieve’s cheery ‘Good morning, y’all!’ with more than a weak smile and a frantic blush. Several, however, then pulled themselves together sufficiently to buy something – many of them, Carmen knew, frequent lurkers and browsers who seldom bought anything.


‘Glad you made your mind up,’ she said to Jimmy Fish, who never bought anything, as he handed over a very small inexpensive book on worms, and started agonisingly counting out some change to pay for it.


‘She’s serving me,’ grunted Jimmy, ignoring her completely to bathe in Genevieve’s huge dark eyes, augmented by Bambi lashes that touched her eyebrows.


‘That’s lovely,’ said Genevieve with a smile, handing him back completely the wrong change.


‘That’s the wrong change!’ said Carmen.


‘I dinnae mind,’ said Jimmy. ‘You’re a wonderful saleswoman.’


‘Why, thank you!’ said Genevieve, her eyes wide with sincerity.


‘No, she’s not!’ Carmen almost howled, as the fifth customer stopped by, mooning and asking her to get things down from high shelves.


‘Genevieve, don’t go up to the top shelf! They just want to watch you climb ladders!’


‘I don’t!’ protested the old army captain who was standing there, bathing in the magnificence of this rare spot of beauty.


‘So which book are you after exactly?’ said Carmen, folding her arms.


‘Uh – that one,’ said the captain carelessly, pointing at the highest book he could see.


‘Excellent!’ said Carmen, as Genevieve brought it down, holding it by the sleeve, which made Carmen’s teeth itch. It was a herbarium, a beautiful Victorian diary of a garden year with full colour illustrations, in beautiful condition (if Carmen could stop Genevieve ripping the sleeve) and worth rather a lot of money.


‘Ring it up, Genevieve!’


‘Well, ahem, actually, I’m not sure,’ said the captain when he saw the price.


‘Oh no,’ said Carmen. ‘You wouldn’t ruin Genevieve’s very first day?’


And Genevieve obligingly opened her huge brown eyes even wider, until they were great dark pools, and fixed the captain sadly.


‘I think it’s just … so beautiful,’ she said in her soft honeyed tones.


The captain looked at her.


‘Yes,’ he said quietly, ‘it is.’


And he handed over his card, which Genevieve looked at, baffled, until Carmen swooped in behind her and surreptitiously beeped it.


Bronagh showed up about eleven.


‘There’s strange glamours around this building today,’ she said.


‘I know!’ said Carmen, half happy, half despondent. ‘We’re making a fortune.’


‘Working in a bookshop is, like, really fun?’ said Genevieve, as yet another man bought a completely random book without looking at it. It was shaping up to be their best day since Christmas.


Bronagh looked closely at the actress.


‘Yes, the faerie glamour has touched you,’ she said with her usual spooky manner.


‘She means you’re wearing make-up,’ explained Carmen helpfully.


Genevieve touched her face.


‘It’s just a bit of filler!’ she said. ‘And you know. Vampire facial, Botox, under-skin threads, laser resurfacing, transfusions, veneers and a forehead lift. So, nothing invasive? I’m basically natural.’


Bronagh nodded as if fully vindicated.
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‘You would never want to live like that,’ said Idra. ‘Think of the pain and expense! Just so you get hit on by seventy-year-olds all day.’


‘I know,’ said Carmen, who was cashing up. ‘Thank you, feminist. Incredibly hot feminist.’


‘Innit,’ said Idra.


‘I’m just saying. She was literally the worst shop assistant of all time. She asked someone to spell “Dickens”. And then, worse, the guy was slavering so badly he spelled it with an X and we were there half an hour.’


‘Huh,’ said Idra.


‘Although I got her to sell him the entire matching set,’ said Carmen. ‘So actually it worked out all right. Bronagh’s right: beauty is like an enchantment.’


‘That she went through a lot of pain and agony to get,’ pointed out Idra. ‘Like the Little Mermaid.’


‘If we had her, all our problems would be over,’ said Carmen. ‘That’s what drives me nuts.’


‘Can’t you hire her? I thought actors were always skint and out of work.’


‘Not this one,’ said Carmen ruefully, closing the till. ‘Also we only get her for one day in case someone puts her on Instagram.’


‘I totally wouldn’t have secretly done that,’ said Idra. ‘What?’


‘Oh no!’ said Carmen.


And sure enough, the disappointed men who traipsed through in the next few days didn’t buy a damn thing.
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Carmen was spurred on though, and started wearing a bit more make-up. Maybe that was the issue. Maybe she did have to do what her mother would call ‘making more of herself’.


The following week a young man came into the shop, and shyly asked them for every book on snakes they had. She wasn’t sure they had any, until Mr McCredie’s eyes popped open with delight and he vanished through the curtains back into the stacks, returning with pile upon pile of every conceivable tome on the illnesses, symbolism, taxonomy and medicinal uses of snakes.


‘Bloody hell,’ said Carmen, picking up How to Taxidermy Your Own Reticulated Python. ‘Where did these even come from?’


‘The snake room,’ said Mr McCredie, without even bothering to explain. The young man’s eyes lit up. It turned out he worked at the zoo. Would he, Carmen asked, after Mr McCredie had gone back for a second pile, be interested in a hefty discount in return for a backstage tour for her friend Spoons? As it turned out, he very much would be.


The stage was set.
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Nervous beyond endurance, Carmen sent Spoons on his way one icy afternoon. Then, once he was safely gone, she sprayed perfume into the air and got changed, double quick, into a teddy much thought had gone into. Black and silky, but not too sexy and no scary straps on it. And no thongs; she wasn’t insane. She had shaved her legs and painted her nails; her hair was freshly washed and her face made up. She hadn’t told Sofia what she was up to; in any case, Sofia was busy with the baby and almost certainly wouldn’t care if she arrived home or not.


Carmen then tried to pose sexily on the bed, which smelled so gorgeously of Oke she wanted to bury her nose in the pillow. Her heart was beating fast; she was so nervous. But still. Something had to be done. She took out the single rose she’d bought and put it between her teeth, then took it out again as it hurt, and also, it was ridiculous. Every time she heard a tread on the stairs, she stiffened. Her ears were similarly attuned for any sinister rustling noises in the room. It wasn’t particularly easy to feel sexy staring at a large picture of a cobra poised to strike.


Finally, when she knew his last lecture would be finished, there came a tread on the stairs she recognised. Oh my God. It was him! She changed her position on the bed, from lying down to sitting up, to splaying her legs, to putting them to the side; checking under her eyes for mascara. The key went in the lock and she sat cross-legged then realised that was ridiculous and sat up on her knees.


‘Yo, Spoons,’ came the sweet familiar tones, the hint of that beautiful Brazilian accent.


‘Aha!’ said Carmen, sitting bolt upright.


Oke stopped, surprised.


‘What have you done with Spoons?’


‘I think something ate him?’ said Carmen, her voice trembling. ‘It’s all right, he’ll take ages to digest.’


She pushed her chin forwards. ‘Plus, I thought we should … have some alone time.’


His handsome face looked confused. He moved towards her slowly. Carmen raised her arms up and proffered the rose towards him.


‘Happy Valentine’s Day?’ she said, her voice trembling. She knew he didn’t celebrate festivals, but it was something.


‘I don’t … ’


His face looked puzzled. He sat down beside Carmen, put an arm round her and kissed her – on the cheek.


‘Aren’t you cold?’ he said.


‘No … yes,’ said Carmen, starting to panic. She turned into him, trying to turn the kiss into something more. He kissed her gently, then backed away.


‘Carmen … ’ he said. Carmen looked at his face. It looked kind, but pitying.


Horribly humiliated, she scrabbled back on the bed, pulling up the duvet.


‘Yeah, you must be cold,’ he said.


‘What is wrong with you?’ gasped Carmen. ‘What … ? Why don’t … ? I mean, what are we even doing? You don’t want to have sex with me?’


Oke frowned again. ‘Here? With you?’


What Oke meant was, In my horrible student room? With someone as wonderful as you?


Unfortunately, this very much did not come across to Carmen. Very much not at all.


‘Anywhere!’ burst out Carmen. Temper tears were starting in her eyes ‘I have given you every opportunity, and you don’t want to go anywhere near me! Nothing!’


She looked down at the stupid polyester teddy she had thought was so cute.


‘For God’s sake. I mean, if you don’t fancy me, just say it. Or if you’re gay or ace something, that’s fine. Or if … I don’t know. You want someone else. I don’t know any of the stupid reasons for it. But I can’t go on like this, it’s so weird.’


Oke was completely blindsided. But in the sheer shock of it all, he realised something, something that had been growing inside him; that he already knew.


She was what he wanted more than anything. He was, in fact – and this terrified him – in love with her, with this angry little person in his bed, and he did not know how to tell her, or even what to do about it.


All his life, he had been careful, calm. Trained never to let his emotions get out of control. It was his creed; his core belief. To live carefully, and fully, in the day. To avoid conspicuous displays of emotion.


And now, along had come this girl and hit him like a ton of bricks. It was an emotion nothing in his life had prepared him for, as she sat there, red faced, breathing heavily, overwhelmingly sexy, and the force of his feelings was suddenly far too much.


Another thing hit him, too: she was furious with him.


‘Carmen, I … Of course I find you incredibly attractive,’ he said. Carmen stuck out her bottom lip. He moved closer. Maybe this was just a culture clash and he could fix it easily …


Oke was desperately trying to get this right.


‘But I think … we should have discussed this, maybe. I think … ’


He took her cold hands in his. She wouldn’t look him in the eye.


‘I thought you enjoyed our walks and getting to know each other … ’


‘I did,’ muttered Carmen, her cheeks bright, bright red.


‘Carmen, I think sex … I think sex is a miraculous thing. A beautiful thing.’


‘Sent by God?’ said Carmen, with heavy sarcasm.


‘If there is a God,’ said Oke seriously, trying to make the enormity of his feelings understood, ‘then I think absolutely. Even if there isn’t, I consider it to be something sacred between people. Something more than two bodies; something you create between you, that is important. Not to be rushed or treated lightly. I think it is holy, yes.’


Now Carmen felt even worse. She stared at him, breathless, wounded, as he stared back at her, baffled and terrified.


‘So I’m just some kind of desperate slutbag?’ she choked out.


‘Of course not!’ said Oke.


‘Who would just let herself into your bed,’ said Carmen, with some bitterness.


Oke tried to smile. ‘Well, perhaps that will be funny one day?’


That was exactly the wrong thing to say, as he realised straightaway.


‘Oh yeah, really fucking funny,’ said Carmen, jumping up. ‘My desperate girlfriend begged me for sex and I said no!’


She started throwing her clothes back on. The tights were an undignified moment and she almost gave up on them.


‘Carmen!’ said Oke, the danger of the situation terrifying him. But Carmen was too angry to listen.


‘Men do this, you know?’ said Carmen. ‘Oh, it’s not you, it’s me. Oh, I’m just trying to respect you. When what they mean is, “I’m keeping my options open” or “I’m trying to see if I get a better offer”.’


‘That’s not it!’ said Oke, stung. ‘That is not it at all.’


She barrelled on. ‘Yes, all men. Honestly, if you’re not interested in me in sexy underwear with a fricking rose up my jacksie, you’re not interested in me at all.’


‘That’s not true.’ protested Oke weakly.


‘Well, you go pray it out, then,’ said Carmen as a parting shot, marching out and slamming the door hard, causing a large rustling noise somewhere deep in the pipes.
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Is there any greater rue than knowing you have made a terrible mistake, and being unable to see your way out of it, even as you are in the process of making it?


Even as you know everything you do is making the situation worse and worse and that this is your fault – you’ve done it to yourself, nobody else? Because that was how Carmen had borked it.


And oh, Oke knew he had borked it too, and Spoons, it may not surprise you to know, was not much help in these matters beyond recommending a grass snake as a make-up gift, which Oke, who had never exchanged a gift in his life, briefly considered.


Instead, he called, hoping inspiration would strike. If only he could tell her how he felt about her. If only she would listen.


Alas, Carmen, humiliated beyond endurance, ignored his calls and froze him out, which was completely baffling to Oke, who thought a lot of this girl and was trying to do the right thing by her.


Carmen had planned to freeze him out for five days, until she got over her embarrassment.


By day three, his heart heavy, Oke had accepted as a gentleman that he was bothering her, and stopped calling. He had tried and he had failed; he would never ever pester a woman who did not want his advances.


Carmen took this as proof positive that she had been right all along.


And on 1 March, Oke received the invitation.
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March


‘Finally,’ exclaimed Carmen. She was in the bookshop, hoping in vain for a few signs of spring. Mrs O’Reagan was in again, a lovely customer, who spent lots of money there and therefore was allowed to come in and discuss at length which Dickens, exactly, she hadn’t read. The annoying thing was, Carmen knew – it was Our Mutual Friend – but Mrs O’Reagan refused to believe her and kept insisting that she had read it and it was the one about the ghost stationmaster. At last, Carmen sold her a beautiful, unusual stand-alone edition of The Signalman, again, feeling slightly guilty but slightly happy, because it was still a beautiful book and a great story. She told Mr McCredie, but he was looking very distracted. Which wasn’t particularly unusual, to be fair.


Then her phone showed Oke’s number. She was so overjoyed she almost forgot when she picked it up that she was meant to be hurt and upset, which she was. But also, of course, magnanimous and ready to forgive him. She missed him desperately.


‘Hello,’ she said, as stiffly as she could manage.


‘Is this a bad time?’


‘It’s a Tuesday morning in an independent bookshop.’


‘Uh?’


‘No, it’s fine,’ said Carmen. Then, more softly, ‘Hey, Oke.’


‘Hey,’ he said, feeling hesitant. Hearing her voice he realised how very much he had missed her. But she had made her feelings quite clear and he was always going to respect that. Still, he owed her this.


‘So,’ he went on awkwardly.


‘I’m dressed!’ said Carmen quickly, which was meant to come out as a joke, but didn’t really sound anything other than odd. One of the browsers turned his head quickly, just checking, in case she was normally naked from the waist down.


‘Um, good,’ said Oke in his slow way. ‘So I thought I should tell you. I have won a grant to join an expedition.’


Carmen felt her heart lurch. She had been full of anticipation, hoping he was going to suggest going to the cinema or something and they would just dial it down and forget everything and …


‘Where?’ she said, a lump in her throat.


‘It’s the Coccoloba gigantifolia,’ Oke went on. He tried to keep the excitement out of his voice, but this was a big deal. Heart sinking, Carmen recognised this at once. ‘It’s … well, it’s really rare. And I’m going to be part of an expedition to run some tests on it in situ. It’s amazing. The leaves are 2.5 metres long!’


‘Where is it?’


‘It’s in the rainforest. In Brazil.’


‘How long for?’


‘Six months.’
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‘Is this a rushing-to-the-airport type scenario?’ said Sofia, seeing Carmen’s face and deciding, as she had every day for the last two weeks, that today was absolutely not the day to bring up to a snivelling Carmen the whole ‘New Year New Start New Getting Our Spare Room Back’ plan. She had ages left on her maternity leave. She’d get round to it. Although it was very unlike Sofia to leave anything to the last minute. It didn’t sit well.


But what was worse was how seriously worried she was about Carmen. She’d known Carmen grumpy, incommunicative and a bit sulky about things. That was Carmen. She’d never seen her absolutely flat-out miserable, like she’d been rolled over by a steamroller. She was lying on the sofa, her skin so pale it made her dark hair look dyed.


Carmen shook her head.


There had been shouting. All of it from Carmen. Possibly some screaming. She had slagged him off as a man. She had dissed his religion. She had called him a coward, running away. It had been awful. So awful. He had remained silent and listened politely to her rantings. Then he had wished her a formal farewell and hung up. Every time Carmen so much as looked at a telephone, she wanted to cut off her own head just to make the screeching agony stop.


Of course she couldn’t tell Sofia that. She couldn’t tell Sofia she’d behaved like a total lunatic. She was doing her best to make it sound like a mutual decision. Even though she knew in her heart of hearts she was never going to hear from him again, and that this was the worst thing she had ever felt.


‘No. No. I mean, he really wants to go. He was delighted, it’s incredibly prestigious and hard to get. And he’ll see his family. I mean, even if we were still together, it would be hard for him to turn down. It’s … it’s amazing.’


‘You couldn’t go?’ said Sofia, clutching at straws.


‘Yes, British booksellers are extremely useful in the rainforest on incredibly prestigious research trips,’ said Carmen. ‘Also, sleeping in a wet tent for six months watching other people look at trees and being eaten by alligators is very much what I was hoping for this year. And also … we’re broken up. We definitely are. Even if we weren’t … we are now.’


She burst into floods of tears, desperately trying to swallow her sobs, in real pain, just as Federico arrived home from a party with the children, who yelled and skittered indoors. By the time they’d hung up their jackets they had obviously, Carmen realised, been briefed, because they fell silent when they saw her. Eventually Phoebe stepped forwards and sat next to Carmen on the sofa.


‘I am sorry about Oke,’ she said. ‘But I have a party bag.’


Carmen blinked and rubbed her eyes fiercely.


‘Sorry, I ate mine before we left the party,’ Jack admitted, his cheeks stuffed full. ‘You can have the yo-yo if you like. It’s broken.’


‘It’s not broken, Jack, you just don’t have the patience to learn to yo-yo,’ said Federico.


‘I am a champion yo-yoer,’ returned Jack serenely. ‘I am brilliant at it. But that one is broken.’


Phoebe, frowning slightly, poked about in her party bag. It had been more a gesture of goodwill than a sincerely meant offer.


‘I’ll take the Parma Violets,’ said Carmen, ‘or even the liquorice.’


‘There’s only really good Haribo,’ whispered Phoebe.


Sofia frowned. ‘Really? I’d have thought better of the Hills. Oh well.’


Pippa stepped forward, holding out her own bag.


‘Oh my God, sweets are for babies,’ she said. ‘It’s never too early to start a good skincare routine, did you know? And sugar is terrible for your skin.’
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October


Six months later, the thought of Oke no longer made Carmen want to immediately curl up in a ball and scream in anguish. And yet, somehow she was still spending a lot of time, when she wasn’t at work, lying wanly on the sofa foraging from party bags. There were a lot of party bags. Pippa was right about sugar being bad for the skin.


The film people had come back and forth but today they were finally gone, which made Carmen feel slightly sad – she had rather hoped that Genevieve Burr might become her new best friend, but it was not to be. Their presence and the Festival had more or less kept the shop afloat through the summer, but now the seasons were turning and the takings grew more meagre by the day. Things were getting more expensive for everyone: the cost of living, of heating, of rent … Carmen couldn’t ever think about rent. She had thought she would get to move out, but the chance of finding a place to stay seemed to be forever diminishing on the horizon. Still, Sofia didn’t mind, did she? And those remarks about how much Carmen must look forward to the day she didn’t have to deal with Eric’s fat little bum crawling around the kitchen, a sight that was one of the few things that cheered Carmen up every day, were only that, weren’t they: passing remarks?


Anyway, she had a huge list of things to worry about already. One day last week, for instance, the shop had taken minus £3.99, because somebody had brought back a book they’d found cheaper online. And then she had found a girl on Oke’s expedition, Mary, had an Instagram account and kept posting pictures of how amazing the jungle was, or selfies of her stupid pretty face, which sometimes, Carmen thought, had a tiny bit of Oke’s shoulder in them. And once, a group shot of the whole expedition. They were young, good-looking, fit people from all over the world, looking happy and amazing, like a commercial for being clever and awesome, and it had cut Carmen like a knife. So the fact that Sofia was making noises about interviews and the end of her maternity leave was barely penetrating Carmen’s carapace of misery at the moment.


[image: image]


‘It’s meant to take one month per year of going out with someone to get over them. Not six months per six weeks,’ said Idra. She had stopped being sympathetic and was now just weary. And absolutely hammering her staff discount on the wine.


‘He just left thinking I was such a slutbag.’


‘You’re not a slutbag,’ said Idra soothingly. ‘You haven’t had sex for absolutely ages.’


‘Well, that’s even worse,’ Carmen pointed out. ‘Like, I’m a totally virgin slutbag. As if I’m constantly looking for sex but nobody wants to have sex with me.’


‘I’ll have sex with you,’ said one of the waiters, passing by.


‘You will not,’ said Idra, who kept such a firm grip on her staff that Carmen suspected she might be turning into Mrs Marsh, their terrifying ex-boss.


‘You told me to be helpful to everyone and serve them what they want,’ said the waiter.


‘Yes, but we don’t do crabs,’ Idra warned. The waiter shrugged, then marched over to suggestively ask a table of female diners if they would like a grind from his extra-large pepper mill, which they did.


‘Sorry about that,’ said Idra.


‘I didn’t mind,’ said Carmen, looking rather longingly at the handsome waiter. ‘Oh God, Idra, it’s awful. I’m so … ’ She lowered her voice. ‘I’m so lonely. And Sofia’s going back to work soon so I won’t even have her around to talk to.’


‘I’m sure she’ll look back on this maternity leave with you as one full barrow load of laughs,’ said Idra, as comfortingly as she could manage. Then she blinked.


‘Doesn’t that mean she’ll be getting a new nanny?’


‘Yeah,’ said Carmen, shifting.


‘It’s very good of her not to mind you staying there,’ said Idra. ‘That’s a lot of people in the house.’


‘Yeah,’ said Carmen uncertainly, pouring more wine. Things were changing for everyone except her, she realised. The shop was staying the same, but the love of her life had gone and they didn’t appear to be making any more of them. And now Sofia was interviewing for a new nanny so the house was going to change. There were two basement rooms and one bathroom. So it would be a bit annoying, Carmen figured, but nothing she couldn’t handle.
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Carmen’s head was certainly feeling the brunt of it on Saturday morning. Mr McCredie had offered to open up. Carmen knew she should be doing something – anything – to help the shop do better – she could be putting a website together or doing more readings to local children – but heartbreak had sapped her energy, which meant at the moment the shop was so quiet there was absolutely no need for the two of them to be there at the same time. This wasn’t encouraging.


The sight of Sofia wearing her work suit and with lots of CVs in front of her, avoiding eye contact, wasn’t particularly cheering either, and nor were the children singing their new song.


‘Four children is too many children,’ Carmen said, and not for the first time. The girls were standing at the top of the stairs, shouting a very loud song they had made up that went, ‘Man-ny! Man-ny! We want a man-ny!’ Jack was scuffling about looking for his football boots and baby Eric was squawling, happily, in his mother’s arms. He was the jolliest of babies, but he was not quiet. He didn’t keep anyone awake by crying but rather by making many and varied noises of his own. Phoebe and Pippa alternated between fighting over who loved him the best, trying to put lipstick on him and ignoring him completely. Jack glanced at him warily, feeling on some level that he had been promised another boy to play with in the family and this fat thing was taking its time about it.


On the other hand, Jack was willing to go along with his sisters’ request for a bloke (they had seen one on an American sitcom and decided that if they absolutely had to have someone looking after them, this would knock everyone else’s miserable homesick au pair girls into a cocked hat) if it meant he might get a kick-about every now and again and a bit of back-up on Star Wars screening days.


Sofia had hoped to raise her children in a gender-neutral environment; however, when she had bought Jack a doll he had used it as war fodder and when she had bought Pippa a racing car she had caught her tucking it up in bed saying, ‘Goodnight, car, sleep well and don’t have bad dreams about trucks’, so had rather given it up. She had given up a lot of her ideals of what parenting might be like, she thought from time to time. In her head it had involved rather more quiet playing with wooden toys, nice chess games and lots of reading in front of the fire. Pippa, the eldest and a teacher pleaser of the first order, would do all of the above, but only if she got to hiss secret police-style orders at the others to keep them in line and to tell on people the instant there was any dissent in the ranks. So as far as Sofia was concerned, a bit of mixing up of gender roles might not be an entirely bad thing.


Jack just wanted to play outside with his friends and would like nothing more than to live on a housing estate where you could kick balls over the walls and run about on the communal green. This horrified Sofia, who pretended to her absolute core that she wasn’t a snob but was nonetheless thrilled that she had left the council estate on the west coast of Scotland where she and Carmen had grown up, and now owned an immaculately restored townhouse in Edinburgh’s chichi West End.


The terraced house was made of grey stone, with steps leading up to the front door. There were two windows on the ground floor, each with twelve panes of glass; three on the second, where her and Federico’s bedroom ran the entire width of the house; three on the third where the children had their rooms, and a cupola which flooded the house with light.


Then there was the basement, originally the servants’ quarters, which had the utility room and two tiny cells with barred windows, one of which was still occupied by her slightly annoying younger sister, who had moved in for two months the previous October and still appeared to be here, and one where they were keeping all their messy stuff, so the main part of the house still looked like a magazine.


‘You don’t even need to go back to work,’ said Carmen, as Sofia was fretting over nannies’ CVs. ‘Do you? Federico earns a fortune. You could become one of those Edinburgh ladies who volunteers for things and is secretly a witch.’


Sofia frowned. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Uh, nothing,’ said Carmen. Bronagh in the magic shop had a theory that immaculately groomed, rich, working Edinburgh women with well-behaved children were all witches, because there was no other way of doing it.


‘Well, I have a law degree and if you think I’m going to waste it—’


‘What, being a mum to four children?’


‘I don’t mean it like that,’ said Sofia, conscious that she was making packed lunches and trying to arrange the children’s ridiculous holiday camp schedule at the same time as reading CVs, while Carmen was lying on the sofa reading Heat magazine, loudly pontificating about whether the Kardashians looked like weird space aliens if you got close up to them or whether they looked even better and what did Sofia think and also, would she be alone for ever and was she getting fat?


‘I just mean … ’


Carmen looked over at her. Sofia was looking great: sleek and slim, her long dark hair shiny and swingy, as it had always been. Everything came easy to Sofia, Carmen always thought. Beautiful house, amazing job, four children, nice husband.


Sofia bit her lip. She didn’t want to say what she really thought: that if she didn’t hurry back to work one of the twenty-five-year-old kids in the office would start making remarks like, ‘Can you really do fifteen-minute billing if you’re waiting for a call from the GP?’ and, ‘How many children do you have again? Don’t you find it tiring?’ She wanted to make partner, and unfortunately at the very old-fashioned firm she worked at, this meant coming pretending you’d barely had a baby at all. She hadn’t even taken Eric into the office, even though she was convinced he was the loveliest baby she had ever beheld, with his pale hair and dark eyes, and that loud giggle he made for everyone who passed. The reason she was so thin, as Carmen kept pointing out, not entirely flatteringly, was that she was stressed to bits about covering everything while Federico was away, working a lot and travelling for his job in finance.
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