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To vaccine scientists, because, man, you saved us,
you brilliant, brilliant people. And the vaccinators too.
Thank you.











‘And oh, how sweet and pleasant it is to the truly spiritual eye to see several sorts of believers … ’
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‘But it’s August!’ said Carmen into the phone, putting down her book. ‘August! It’s almost sunny outside! I have sandals on! Ice cream vans patrol the land! I put sunblock on last week and almost needed it! How can I possibly get my head round what you’re asking me?’


‘I’m just saying,’ her mother’s soft voice came again, and Carmen sighed. They had the same tussle every year. ‘It’s just useful to know early, that’s all. And of course Sofia … ’


Carmen screwed up her face.


‘Yes, she’s popping out yet another sprog and overpopulating the world, blah blah blah, I know.’


‘Carmen June Hogan. Be nice.’


‘Come on, Mum. She’s already got three. She’s just being greedy. Anyway, I don’t know what I might be doing at Christmas. I might be going away.’


‘Who with?’ Her mother sounded sceptical.


‘I could meet someone between now and Christmas! And they could whisk me off to Barbados! Or LA!’


She could almost feel her mother smiling down the phone.


‘So you’re not coming home for Christmas because you’ll be in LA.’


‘I could be in LA.’


Carmen couldn’t, she thought to herself, be the only person in the world who was both nearly thirty and who still turned into a stroppy teenager when confronted by her mother.


But it was only August. She just didn’t want to think about the summer being over, or about another Christmas – sleeping in her old bedroom, which was full of ridiculous junk now that didn’t belong to her: sewing machines and what-not. Reading all her old paperbacks on the shelf: the Follyfoot series, C. S. Lewis and The Dark Is Rising, seeing as it was Christmas.


Then it would be everyone making the hugest fuss of Sofia’s noisy, bratty children and giving them so much stuff (which always had to be wooden and expensive) that they could barely tear the wrapping from one gift before they dived to the next.


With every passing year too, Sofia’s gifts to the rest of the family got more and more lavish and expensive, making it more and more apparent who in the family was doing well – and who was still sleeping under her Spice Girls duvet and handing out discounted gifts from the shop she worked in.


Her mother ploughed on regardless.


‘I mean, Sofia wants to show off the new house and won’t want to travel … I thought we’d all go to hers and I’d cook … ?’


Sofia worked as a lawyer in Edinburgh, a hundred miles away from their dying industrial west-coast Scottish town, and was doing very nicely, thank you, with her handsome international lawyer husband and babies and Range Rovers, blah blah blah. Carmen still worked in the department store she’d had a Saturday job in when she’d been at school. The store was shabby, and getting worse all the time. Literally nobody in the family ever brought this up, which made it worse.


As if sensing her thoughts, her mother’s voice lowered. ‘And how is Dounston’s doing?’


Carmen understood, although she hated the tone.


‘Well … we’ll be doing better by Christmas,’ she said, and both of them desperately tried to believe it.
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Carmen hung up without satisfactorily settling the question of Christmas – or rather, by refusing to commit, knowing full well her mother would go ahead and count her in anyway. And of course nothing else would come up and she would indeed be back there again, either at Sofia’s new place – whatever it was like; for sure she would have the worst bed in the place – or under her old Spice Girls duvet on the twenty-fourth which made her feel lower than ever. She looked around the staff room.


Her best mate at the shop, Idra, had just come in and was eyeing up the floral mug which belonged to their supervisor, Mrs Marsh, that was never to be used on pain of death.


‘Don’t even think about it,’ said Carmen.


‘I am going to pee in it,’ said Idra, incandescent. ‘She’s putting me back on fricking hats.’


Carmen groaned sympathetically. Hats were next to the door, the idea being that when you tumbled in out of the freezing cold from the rapidly emptying high street, the very first thing you would need was a hat.


Unfortunately for whoever was manning the till there, it meant gushing blasts of freezing air mixed with the petrifying ferocity of the air heater above making you sweat whatever you wore. Although these days, that door was opening less and less.


Carmen measured her days in books. She kept a paperback under the desk for quiet periods, when she had remade as many window displays as one could usefully do in one day, and dusted, polished, straightened and checked the samples. When she had first started working at Dounston’s, they had always been so busy, and she’d kept her reading for the bus and lunchtime. Now, she could get through a novel every three days, and it kept getting faster. It was very, very worrying.


‘She hates me the most,’ said Carmen on the topic of Mrs Marsh, as she looked at the next week’s rota. She had the most inconvenient possible combination of shifts – an early followed by a late followed by an early and a late on the same day – that somehow still left her short of full-time hours and therefore enough money to get through the month without squeezing everything and everyone and having absolutely no fun at all and taking home all her mum’s leftovers on a Sunday night.


‘She told me I looked like a tramp,’ said Idra.


‘What were you wearing?’


‘I literally took off my cardigan. For, like, ten seconds.’


Carmen laughed, then fell silent as the person they were talking about glided noiselessly into the room. Decades of working on shop floors had taught Mrs Marsh to glide despite being a heavy woman, constantly on the lookout for miscreants, pilferers, time-wasters, malingerers and basically anyone who looked like they might actually be enjoying themselves shopping in a department store.


She was silent on her tiny feet – always clad in smart black court shoes, however much they must pinch and contribute to the varicose veins spreading up her legs year on year like slow-growing ivy, just visible through the American Tan tights. Her midriff was solid and her large bosom was trussed into something from the Larger Madam section of the lingerie department which rather made her look like she only had one very wide breast which could also function as a shelf in a shop emergency.


Carmen and Idra agreed that Mrs Marsh’s idea of perfection was a completely empty, perfectly clean and tidy store with absolutely no customers in it messing things up, letting their kids knock over glassware, dirtying the polished floors with their muddy shoes or disrespecting lift etiquette (Mrs Marsh remembered the days when the lifts had an attendant, and mentioned it often). Having nobody in the shop was just about the way Mrs Marsh liked it.


The awful thing was, as they had seen for the last few years, it looked like Mrs Marsh was finally getting her wish.


One by one, the other shops had moved away from their unimportant regional satellite town – BHS, Next, Marks and Spencer, WH Smith – and had all fallen like ninepins.


Dounston’s, where generations of local brides had made their gift lists and chosen material for their wedding dresses, where mothers-to-be had bought their prams, where families had bought their china and sofas, their material, their white goods; Dounston’s, which stocked school uniforms in August and fancy perfume at Christmas, and toys in the wonderful toy department that made children gasp every year as they came to queue for a photo and a small present from Santa in the grotto: Dounston’s was widely predicted to be next on the high street casualty list.


It didn’t seem possible to Carmen that something so solid, so intertwined with the life of the town and its citizens – with its stained-glass window depicting the ships the men built up the road on the Clyde, and its coffee shop selling French cakes and scones and disdaining the very concept of something as fancy as a latte – would ever shut its doors. It was the heart of the town.


But the town seemed finished. Dead. The high street was nothing but charity shops and mobility scooter hire shops and money-sending places and the occasional doomed enterprise by the council to sell local paintings or craft.


People wanted the town centre to work but not quite enough to pay for parking when the out-of-town retail park didn’t charge you and was all shiny and had a Wagamama’s.


People wanted the town centre to work, but not really enough to pay £17.99 for a bone china mug with a shepherdess on it when they could get something perfectly serviceable for under a fiver on Amazon. Or to traipse all the way into town for three metres of pink ribbon only to find there wasn’t any pink ribbon in stock and they’d have to have burgundy even though they wanted pink and actually it would have taken two minutes to click on the precise shade of pink they wanted on that online store and get it delivered the following day.


Carmen got it. She was as guilty as anyone else at convenience shopping, even when she was in town every day. Plus who used napkin rings these days? How many scatter cushions could any sane human even buy in their lives? And bridesmaids didn’t make their own dresses any more, from the big swathes of purple and pink satin (sateen if you were economising). They ordered them from overseas, from where they arrived, late and ill-fitting, and they would have to come in, red-faced, asking for advice on adjustments and hemming and buying the odd spare zip at the very last minute.


But only three days after the Christmas chat, it happened. They were summoned. Idra loudly protesting that she should have poisoned that bloody mug, as Mrs Marsh, who must have been past retirement age – Idra reckoned she was ninety – was taking a certain pleasure in telling them they were all getting their jotters or, in her smart poshed-up elocution voice, ‘sadly being made redundant’.


She looked around through her wide glasses with the pastel rims and patted her short, sprayed-down hair.


‘Some of you, I’m sure, will get excellent references and find another job without any trouble at all,’ she said, looking pointedly at her favourite: bloody suck-up Lavinia McGraw.


At this, Carmen and Idra glanced at each other and Carmen got that awful feeling when you know you’re going to laugh at something incredibly inappropriate.


Because it was awful. It was devastating. A disaster. And she had seen it coming. Everyone had seen it coming. And she had done absolutely nothing about it. No point blaming Mrs Marsh now.
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Sofia d’Angelo née Hogan eyed up the wreath on the shiny black front door, narrowed her eyes and adjusted it again, then stood back to admire the perfectly symmetrical effect.


She couldn’t help it. As soon as she’d seen the house, she’d just known. She’d fallen in love with it right away. Okay, so the basement was a little damp. It was an old house. Love was love. Nobody was perfect. Although today, number 10 Walgrave Street looked as close to it as made no odds.


It sat in a terrace of varying heights, but was one of the smallest houses: four storeys in total if you included the basement. It was made of heavy grey sandstone, built in Georgian times at the very far end of the ‘new’ town of Edinburgh (which wasn’t new at all) and it had five perfect twelve-paned windows, like a child’s drawing, a filigree balcony outside the upper-storey windows, a line of smart stone steps leading up to the front door and black wrought-iron railings, currently sporting entwined thick vines of holly, lit up with tasteful warm yellow lights and sporting red tartan bows. It was like a house on a Christmas card, warm light seeping out from inside onto the freezing pavement, and a huge Christmas tree with the same warm lights and red bows on each floor.


Two Christmas trees! Sofia hugged herself with glee. They had come a long way from the little council flat on the other side of Scotland.


She’d booked her Christmas Ocado spot in September, and the children’s thoughtful wooden gifts had been already wrapped in different paper, obviously, because Santa understood things like that; she had her party dress, although she generally swung by parties very quickly, and even more so being so pregnant. The nativity plays and carol concerts were locked into the calendar as well as the overpriced trip to the Christmas fair, and the special Lyceum Christmas show. And it was still only early November. They had only just taken down the tasteful Halloween wreath, the pumpkins, and the orange and black decorations around the doorway, and put away the large basket of sugar-free sweets.


Everything was going well in Sofia’s world.


Except for Carmen of course.


Their mother had been on the phone. Her sister been three months living back at home without a hint of a job and every week her mother called and begged Sofia to find her something. These calls were getting increasingly desperate. There was no work where they lived, particularly not in retail. And Carmen was not helping herself.


When Sofia had been small, she had liked to line up her dollies and give them all small lectures about how to behave at tea. Everything in her world was ordered and neat. Then, when she was four, her mother had become pregnant. This period had involved a lot of people telling Sofia what a wonderful big sister she was going to make, which had pleased the small Sofia very much, particularly since she’d received a haul of excellent presents and the baby had got lots of boring old clothes. It had been a magnificent time. Being – even for one very small – a clever sort of person, she had immediately prepared to welcome Carmen as her friend, ally and camp follower in all things.


Unfortunately, the screwed-up red-faced screeching monster who appeared did not look remotely like the little sisters in Sofia’s baby books. As she grew older, she didn’t like dollies or playing tea or wearing new dresses. She didn’t like dresses at all, in fact, and she hated school, which Sofia loved. From the moment she arrived, Carmen was a ball of fussiness. She fussed at going out or coming in or going upstairs or having a bath or getting her hair washed or going to swimming lessons or visiting people’s houses, at getting in her buggy or getting out of her buggy.


Sofia could never make Carmen see why it was a lot easier just to be nice to people whether you felt like it or not, and let them smile and pat your head and give you a biscuit. It seemed very straightforward to Sofia. Carmen, on the other hand … she was a small pin poking into Sofia’s momentary self-satisfaction. She frowned. Apparently, things were … looking tricky again, their mother had said. Which explained why Carmen had been a no-show at her daughter’s birthday party and hadn’t even bothered to send a card, or call, or let her know remotely what was going on with her life.


Well, there was no point in getting upset about it now. Sofia smoothed her brow; no Botox till after the baby. She’d worry about Carmen when she absolutely had to.


She took a last happy look at her darling house, and clip-clopped past the icy puddles on her way to work.
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‘Sofia doesn’t want me.’


‘Nonsense,’ lied her mother. ‘You’re just at different life stages, that’s all. And you hurt her feelings about Pippa’s party.’


‘I hurt her feelings?’ Carmen said. ‘I’m sitting here, with nothing going on, living back in my bedroom having lost my job, but somehow precious Sofia’s feelings are all that matter.’


‘Darling. Please. Not even a birthday card?’


‘She doesn’t want me there. I’m just her weird little sister that everyone has to feel sorry for, still working in a shop which I’m not even doing any more, still not married and not all smug and pregnant like all her other snooty city friends.’ Carmen couldn’t help colouring.


‘It’s all right to be jealous,’ said her mother, who then took on a haunted look as she realised she’d said exactly the wrong thing.


‘I’m not jealous! Who wants to be neck deep in kids, stuck?’ said Carmen. ‘I just figured she’d not be that fussed. I figured she’d have better things to worry about than whether I came to a stupid birthday party.’


‘Than her only sister being there for her own family?’


‘But it’s not my family!’ said Carmen. ‘And it’s something every ten minutes. A wedding. A christening. A birthday party. A baby shower. Please give up all your precious free time, Carmen, and come and tell me how brilliant I am and how brilliant my life is and how brilliant my children are and by the way I want you to bring me really expensive gifts that you can’t really afford and we’ll go to restaurants you can’t really afford and I’ll make a massive deal out of paying for my poor sister. Ooh! Look at my gigantic house!’


Carmen folded her arms crossly. She really missed her little rented flat, but she was so skint. She had had some shifts here and there in coffee shops and bars, but the entire town was looking for work. Her parents being so lovely about everything wasn’t helping. She knew what they were itching to say – that she had been a clever girl, she could easily have gone to college, got a trade or an occupation. But she had been headstrong, hadn’t listened.


So she directed her frustration elsewhere.


‘Plus you guys are up there worshipping at the grandchildren altar every five minutes, dropping everything. It’s like this entire family is just the Sofia fan club. And the moment I didn’t want to be in it, it was, like, bad Carmen.’


Her mother didn’t say anything. There was some truth in what Carmen was saying: three children was a lot of parties and gifts and fuss. She wasn’t even sure Carmen knew what age they all were. But plenty of women were doting aunts. She so wanted her girls to be close. She wanted everyone to be close: that’s what family was.


‘I think she really needs you now,’ she said, not really thinking that at all.


‘She doesn’t,’ said Carmen. ‘She’s got her “amazing nanny”.’ Sofia spoke about the amazing nanny in glowing terms Carmen was sure Sofia had never used about her. ‘And Federico.’


‘He’s been away working all the time,’ said her mum. ‘She’s about to have another baby. She’s still working. Three kids is a lot, even with a nanny. And she has space. And she’s said she can help you.’
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‘You are kidding, Mum!’ was what Sofia had actually said when her mother had tried again. ‘You are not going to dump the brat on me. I have three kids, plus Federico, another on the way, a huge case I can’t leave and you want me to sort out Carmen as well?’


‘Want something done, ask a busy person?’ tried her mother hopefully. ‘There’s nothing left round here, Sofia, nothing. The town is finished.’


‘I know,’ said Sofia. ‘It’s buzzing here.’


‘And your sister … I just hate to see her so sad.’


Sofia felt a twinge of guilt.


‘She won’t want to come. She thinks Edinburgh’s just full of smug old boring posh prats in red trousers.’


‘She … ’


That was exactly what Carmen thought, and had said aloud, on several occasions.


‘I just thought … ’ her mum said. ‘She pretends everything’s fine, but it isn’t really and it’s killing us. She’s not seeing anyone; she’s not got a job … I’m so worried.’


‘Why is Carmen my problem?’


‘She isn’t,’ said her mother. ‘She’s everyone’s problem. No, I don’t mean that. But I just thought … I thought she could get to know your kids.’


Sofia snorted.


‘She doesn’t even know their names!’


‘She does!’


‘She didn’t even bother with Pippa’s first communion. There was an empty space at the table at the reception.’


‘I know,’ said her mother. That had been a bad one.


‘She texted me twenty-four hours later to say “Soz.” Soz.’


‘She doesn’t know what it’s like,’ said her mother. ‘Having children. When you think about them all the time. When they are so central to you. She doesn’t get that at all.’


‘I know,’ said Sofia.


‘When you worry and worry about them and if one of them is unhappy, you would do literally anything to make it better … ’


‘You’re laying it on with a trowel, Mum!’


Sofia’s busy mind, though, was already turning.


‘I mean, was she any good at her job? Really? Or just hanging about taking the piss like she did at school?’


‘No, she was,’ said her mum. ‘Everyone got their bridal from her, back when you still did that and didn’t order it off the internet.’


‘Is she still dragging those scary men home?’


Her mother winced.


‘It’s been tough on her.’


‘Remember the poet?’


‘I do,’ said her mother. ‘The Sunday lunch where he declaimed a full sex sonnet in front of your father was quite something.’


They both laughed, then stopped because it was mean to laugh about Carmen. But sometimes she brought it on herself.


‘Ugh,’ said Sofia.


‘Ooh,’ said her mother. ‘That means you have an idea … ’


Sofia thought furiously, and finally said, ‘If she messes it up though … ’


‘She’ll be fine!’ said their mother, crossing her fingers tightly.
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It was just a thought, Sofia reminded herself the following day. Not a commitment. Not a promise.


But Mr McCredie had been a client for so long, since before Sofia’s time. If – and it was a big if – Carmen was a good shop assistant, well, this could be just the thing to stave off the worst, at least until they could find a buyer. And please her mother. And maybe even make Carmen a little grateful and pleased. So.


It would be one nice piece of news to impart, hopefully, on a day when she had very little good news to impart.


Most people who came into her office were pleased to see Sofia’s bump, or at least offered good wishes or made a polite enquiry. Sofia’s client that morning, Mr McCredie, was not most people. He seemed extremely uncomfortable that it even existed, averting his eyes from her middle.


She smiled more than usual and did her best not to mind: Mr McCredie was eccentric, after all, and the news was so bad, it was probably best not to have gushing congratulations over the baby before having to tell him the worst.


‘So?’ He looked nervous and glanced at his very old, very large watch. He hated these meetings. Sofia wasn’t overly fond of them either.


‘Mr McCredie, I have done what you asked for but I have to tell you – and you should speak to your accountant too – but I’m afraid that’s it. This is nearly the end. There’s almost nothing left to sell.’


It was heartbreaking. A family fortune, a good name, a huge Highland estate which had brought in income for years.


But Mr McCredie had no interest in managing the estate, had let it go to rack and ruin, the huge house falling apart. He had no family, no siblings to take it on. He had the Edinburgh flat and the bookshop, but the latter was making absolutely no money and so he had sold more and more land, and spent more and more of his inheritance, his capital, just to live.


And now the country house was sold, and the money for that had been swallowed up by the capital gains tax and the land tax and everything else. Sofia had the unpleasant job of telling him that he had been bequeathed a fortune, and that he had run through it all – not by gambling or marrying or living an extravagant life, but simply by not paying attention.


Mr McCredie said something surprising.


‘That’s all right,’ he said. ‘All I care about is the shop.’


‘Aha,’ said Sofia. ‘Yes. The shop. I’m afraid there’s bad news about that too.’


Mr McCredie looked startled. He ran an ancient bookshop in an old part of town, that was more or less all Sofia knew. That, and the fact that it made absolutely no money.


‘They’re going to raise the rents,’ she said. ‘Haven’t you heard?’


Mr McCredie shrugged. He was not, she knew, the best person at opening envelopes.


‘It doesn’t … it doesn’t seem to make any money.’


For the first time, his face was genuinely worried.


‘Well, it’s … it’s not about that. It’s more … we sell old, rare books. Very specific. You can’t just walk in and get the new Ian Fleming you know.’


Sofia decided not to tell him there hadn’t been a new Ian Fleming in quite a while.


‘I realise that,’ she said.


‘I’ve been building a collection – I have some of the finest architectural studies of the city in existence!’


‘I know. It’s just … if the shop can’t pay its way, I don’t know how it can be subsidised.’


‘But it’s … I’ve had it for such a long time. There have been bookshops on Victoria Street for two hundred years.’


Sofia nodded.


‘I’ve asked around,’ she said. ‘You could sell it as a going concern.’


He blinked.


‘Oh goodness. I really don’t want to do that.’


Sofia winced.


‘No, I mean, you can only sell it as a going concern. If it doesn’t start making money, you’re just going to lose it anyway, without getting any money for it.’


The old man blinked slowly.


‘And the rents go up in the new year.’


‘I don’t understand what you’re telling me.’


Sofia would never ever have mentioned it was because he refused to read the many letters they had sent him on the subject. The reason it was at the last minute was not down to her. Sofia couldn’t bear anything last minute.


‘You have to show a profit,’ she said. ‘Over the next two months ideally – including Christmas, and before the rent hike. If you do that, you will probably find a buyer. If you keep losing money … you’re going to lose everything.’


This time when he looked up his eyes were damp.


She sighed. The universe was conspiring with her bloody mother.


‘By … by Christmas? I have to turn a profit by Christmas?’


‘I think,’ said Sofia, ‘I think I know somebody who can help.’
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Everywhere in Edinburgh is uphill. This doesn’t seem like it can possibly be true, but it is.


And possibly nowhere truer than Waverley Station, sunk at the very bottom of a drained loch, perched incongruously in the middle of a city, where other more sensible cities have rivers and bridges and appropriate things.


And in the dark freezing afternoon numbness of the grey station, full of whistles and the smell of coffee drifting across the terminal, a small, cross figure was hoisting a rucksack on her shoulders and staring upwards mutinously.


‘Oh you don’t have to get a cab, it’s hardly any distance,’ Sofia had texted, but it turned out if you had to walk uphill constantly and it was a howling gale it did feel like a big, gigantic, ginormous distance.


First off, from the top of the wind-strewn staircase leading from the station, the city rose around her, but Carmen barely noticed it for the thousands of tourists in front of her taking up all the space with their huge backpacks. She’d been to the city before of course, on school trips, or up to the festival, but she didn’t know it well. As she shoved her way up, head down against the wind, the first thing she saw was a huge outdoor bar propped right in front of the station, with a live band and twinkly lights all around it.


Further on, leading into the darkening evening, was a winter funfair as far as the eye could see, as well as stalls selling sausages, mulled wine, hot chocolate and schnapps. Obviously they started early around here.


People were everywhere: little children, eyes wide, in their light-up trainers; teenagers laughing and shoving each other; young girls in sleeveless tops and short skirts, oblivious to the weather. Carmen noticed none of it, blindly following the map on her phone and trying not to get run over by what, to her shock when she glanced up, turned out to be a tram, dinging angrily at her.


They have trams? she thought, jumping back. Who knew?


She remembered once again her parents’ strained looks of disappointment as her mother had let slip, as kindly as she was able, that her sister’s law firm handled the affairs of someone who had a shop and was looking for some seasonal help.


‘You let Sofia find me a job?’ said Carmen, distraught.


She had been quite capable of looking for a job herself. Okay, she had also been doing quite a lot of doomscrolling and watching Netflix and reading all the Anne of Green Gables books again, because that was just self-care and she was grieving for the loss of the job and the life she’d had and why wasn’t that okay?


‘So Sofia knows best again?’


Her mother and father looked at one another.


‘She’s just trying to help,’ said her mother.


‘She’s just showing off. What if I hate it?’


Carmen was aware she was being a brat, sitting at home, getting her laundry done and her meals cooked and her father – her gentle father, who almost never reproached his girls – nonetheless looked up from over his crossword and raised his eyebrows.


Her voice cracked.


‘I mean … you know this is a very hard time for me.’


She had applied for so many jobs, but without a degree or any qualifications, she wasn’t having any luck at all, unless she either wanted to be an exotic dancer or a delivery driver. Carmen was not a hundred per cent sure which of these she’d be worse at.


She waited for her parents to spring to her defence as they always did, say she was going through a bad patch, that the shop closing obviously wasn’t her fault, that she deserved a bit of down time to recover from the blow.


Neither of them said anything. Her father stared at the floor. Her mother looked miserable, but didn’t open her mouth.


‘You all think I’m being a brat,’ said Carmen, devastated.


‘No, chica,’ said her mother. ‘It’s just … we just want to see you on your feet and … ’


‘You think I’m wasting my life.’


‘No life is wasted,’ said her father, but it had sounded an empty platitude in the tidy, tiny kitchen.


[image: image]


I will be nice. I will be grateful, Carmen said to herself as she finally pulled herself onto the correct street.


She’d been sent pictures of the house but Carmen had never really paid attention, just assuming it would be big and posh and stupid. She didn’t expect it to be all of those things, but also heartbreakingly adorable.
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Sofia felt nervous and trepidatious answering the door. This was ridiculous, she told herself. It was her sister. They could be close. Other people were close to their sisters! She wished Federico was here and not in Hong Kong. He was good with Carmen – at teasing her and bringing out her fun side, and not prodding her sensitive spots, namely how she compared to Sofia and how skint she was. Still, at least Carmen would be slimmer than her for once. Sofia took a lot of care over her food and working out, while Carmen ate a lot of pizza and moaned that Sofia was ‘lucky’.


And their mother, while being quietly thrilled, had pledged that she wasn’t going to interfere or contact them. It was really for her own sanity: she couldn’t handle them on the phone every five minutes complaining about the other one. She would miss her grandchildren – she doted on them – but maybe this would be the spur Carmen needed to get to know her own family.


She very much hoped so.


Like many mothers, Irene couldn’t quite believe her children were adults. In her eyes, they were just little girls in grown-up dresses (or ripped jeans in Carmen’s case). She remembered Sofia trying to get Carmen to behave for five minutes so they could get an ice cream, one holiday down in Ayr. The queue stretched out of the Italian ice cream shop as more and more people came away with their 99s and oysters while the little girl was getting more and more frantic despite Sofia trying to calm her down, until Carmen got so upset she had lashed out and knocked another child’s ice cream over. It had been an entire catastrophe. Irene had bought the other child a new ice cream whereupon their sibling had started to kick off, then Irene said Carmen couldn’t have one for yelling whereupon Sofia had stared at her own ice cream, and offered Carmen ‘a lick … No, Mum, she’s taking all of it! She’s taking all of it!’ and that had more or less been the end of their day out.


But they were sisters. Sisters always came through in the end, didn’t they? It had been so hard, watching Sofia fly through school. Carmen had been such a little reader, but by the time she got to school she couldn’t bear to be compared with her brilliant sibling, and fell further and further behind, almost, it felt, on purpose.


‘Don’t call them,’ Rod, her husband, had said, reading her thoughts as usual. ‘Let them get on with it. They’ll sort it out.’


Irene had lifted her hands to show she wasn’t already on the phone.


‘All right, all right.’


‘Hey!’ said Sofia, flinging open the door with her widest smile.


Carmen, for once, was almost speechless.


‘Look,’ she said. ‘Oh my God. Look at your house!’


Sofia smiled more naturally this time. She liked people loving the house as much as she did.


‘Come inside; it’s freezing,’ she said.


‘But I just want to … I mean, this is like something out of a storybook. God. Are you just, like, happy all the time?’


There was a wistful tone to Carmen’s voice, but she genuinely meant it. It was like a doll’s house come to life. She couldn’t even be jealous; it was something so lovely and far out of reach. It would be like being jealous of Amal Clooney.


Sofia smiled.


‘Come in, will you.’


The smart hallway had a cupboard for stowing away boots and coats, and Carmen started to unload, taking in the shiny parquet flooring which led to the huge opened out space of the kitchen, with glass right across the back wall, sliding out to the little square townhouse garden, which had a small football net set up on it. On the left was a door that led to a beautiful small sitting room, done out in trendy shades of black and grey. It was all gorgeous. Carmen was suddenly rather conscious of her grotty coat and mud-spattered jeans. She felt she was scruffing the place up just by being there.


‘Tea?’ she said, hoping Sofia might say, ‘Oh what the hell, let’s have wine.’ Except – durr – she was pregnant of course. Boring.


She padded on her bare feet, following Sofia into the huge kitchen, only for her sister to raise her eyebrows in a query.


Unsure what she meant, Carmen paused. Then she glanced up the beautiful stairwell, with its metal banister railings topped with wood. Standing at the top was a child in a green velvet dress with the same determined set of face as her mother. She was pretty and tidy, with shiny hair combed back down her shoulders, a ballet class posture and a direct look.


‘Oh hello … ’ Carmen scrabbled. ‘Phoebe?’


‘I’m Pippa actually. Phoebe’s still upstairs. Mummy, she should be here, shouldn’t she? It’s rude.’


Sofia nodded, as a little paper plane shot out past Pippa.


‘HI!’


‘Jack,’ said Carmen with more certainty, as he was the only boy. He was about eight, with short hair that stuck up like a brush, a round cheerful face and freckles.


‘Hihowareyou?’ Jack called, heading for the small garden out the back before it got dark with a football under one arm.


‘PHOEBE!’ shouted the larger girl in a high-pitched shriek. Carmen still wasn’t quite sure what to say as Pippa advanced down the stairs. She felt oddly judged as her niece looked her up and down.


‘You missed my first communion,’ she said accusingly. ‘It was in November. Daddy’s sister sent me this dress.’


‘Oh,’ said Carmen.


‘Pippa, darling, don’t—’


‘I’m just saying. I’m in primary six, by the way. I like dancing and horses and I don’t like K-pop so please don’t give me any K-pop things.’


‘Um, okay,’ said Carmen.


‘PHOEBE!’


‘Please don’t screech,’ said Sofia. ‘Tea?’


‘I’ll do it,’ said Carmen, conscious that Sofia had a massive bump in front of her stomach and her mother had kept reminding her that she was there to help as she wasn’t paying rent. They were still being a little stiff with each other.


‘No, no, you catch up with the children,’ said Sofia, filling the kettle. The kettle looked expensive, thought Carmen. How did you even buy an expensive kettle?


Pippa sat down.


‘My favourite show on television is Just Add Magic, but we don’t watch much television because Skylar says screen time is very bad for your eyes and also your soul.’


‘Who’s Skylar?’


‘She’s the nanny,’ said Pippa just at the same moment as Sofia said, ‘She’s someone who helps us out.’


‘Where is she?’ said Carmen.


‘Oh, she’s a student so she’s at a class now. You’ll meet her … PHOEBE!’


There was the noise of stomping on the stairs and everyone looked up.


Another version of Sofia appeared, but this one was not glossy: instead, she had messy tangled hair. She was plump, her face looked sticky, and her lower lip stuck out so she appeared to be pouting.


‘Were you asleep, darling?’ asked Sofia, looking up.


‘No,’ said Phoebe in a grumpy voice.


‘This is your aunt, Carmen.’


Phoebe regarded Carmen with an unimpressed gaze.


‘I know she doesn’t send birthday presents,’ said Pippa, ‘but you have to be nice to her. Kindness wins!’


Carmen winced. Phoebe was still staring at her. It was not a cheery look.


‘Did you bring us anything?’ said Phoebe finally.


It hadn’t occurred to Carmen. She mentally filed through the contents of her bag and remembered a packet of Kettle Chips she’d been planning on sharing with Sofia over a bottle of wine that of course Sofia couldn’t drink. Oh lord.


‘PHOEBE,’ said Pippa. ‘That’s rude. That’s rude, isn’t it, Mummy?’


Sofia waved her hand in a faintly disparaging manner.


‘It is rude though.’


‘Shut up!’ said Phoebe.


Carmen felt the uncomfortable sensation of both sympathising with and faintly disliking quite a small child.


‘Um,’ she said, and opened her big bag which, filled with clothes just thrown in when she’d woken up late for her train, practically exploded all over the kitchen, by far the messiest thing in the house.


‘Wow,’ said Pippa.


Carmen retrieved the Kettle Chips with effort.


‘Here you are,’ she said, hurling them in the children’s general direction. ‘Share those?’


As if summoned by a whistle only he could hear, Jack came hurtling back into the kitchen at full steam.


‘CRISPS!’


Phoebe was already tearing open the packet. ‘Go away – they’re for me!’


‘No, they’re to SHARE,’ said Pippa, trying to look above it but desperately putting out her hands to scoop up the largest crisps.


‘But I ASKED FIRST!’


‘Ugh, these are PLAIN,’ Jack announced, sputtering crumbs everywhere.


Sofia sat bolt upright, eyes wide.


‘But it’s nearly supper time!’ she said. ‘You can’t have crisps, guys!’


They stared at her over the opened packet, mouths full of crumbs.


‘But our AUNT is here.’


‘What even is supper?’ said Carmen. ‘Do you mean “tea”?’


Sofia frowned as the door opened and in entered one of the shiniest people Carmen had ever seen.


Skylar – as Carmen deduced this must be – had long blonde hair, very good skin, a yoga-fit body and bright blue eyes. She walked in and stared at the burst suitcase lying on the floor and the children squabbling over the crisps as if she wasn’t sure she’d come into the right house.


Sofia looked a little tense.


‘Oh, hi, Skylar!’ she said overbrightly. ‘This is my sister, Carmen.’


Skylar did something that Carmen found astonishing: she held up a finger to tell Sofia – the great lawyer – to be quiet for a second.


‘Hello, children?’


She had the kind of intonation went up at the end.


Immediately they stopped squabbling over the crisps. Pippa stepped away.


‘Namaste, Skylar,’ she said quickly.


‘Namaste,’ mumbled the others, both reluctant to release their grip on the packet.


Skylar let out a beaming smile and turned to face Carmen.


‘Hello!’


‘Uh yeah, hi.’


She really was so pretty, it was hypnotising.


‘It’s just if we’re going to be working together? Sofia doesn’t normally let the children snack? On junk food? Just before we eat? It’s really, really bad for them?’


‘Um, we’re not going to be working together?’ said Carmen, realising as she did so that somehow she’d let her voice go up at the end of the phrase.


Sofia groaned and busied herself over the teapot.


‘I mean, are we?’ said Carmen, turning her face towards her sister.


‘I thought … a couple of nights a week Skylar has university classes … maybe you could … I mean, you don’t have to of course, but maybe you could … cook and do bedtime?’


The children looked at Carmen as if they were as doubtful about this as she was.


‘But I’m going to be working too!’


‘Sorry, could you just move that bag?’ came Skylar’s voice. ‘Only I want to get the recyclables out so I can help preserve the earth? You know you can’t recycle crisp packets?’


Carmen made the mistake of not zipping up the bag again, which meant, as she knelt down to pick it up, her washbag and knickers burst all over the floor.


‘KNICKERS!’ said Jack, bursting out laughing. Phoebe laughed too, while Pippa pursed her lips and looked disapproving. Sofia looked absolutely pained at all this horrible stuff going on in her Martin Moore kitchen. Face bright red, Carmen knelt down and started stuffing everything into the bag which now, of course, wouldn’t zip up. It seemed to take an hour to remove her washbag – which was filthy, and she thought out of the corner of her eye she caught Skylar mouthing something – and a couple of jumpers, stick them under one arm, sit down on the bag and zip up the rest, all the while watched by three mouth-breathing, crumb-covered children.


‘I’ll show you where you’re sleeping,’ said Sofia, getting up from her chair with some difficulty. ‘Actually, I should give you the tour.’


‘I’ll get the couscous going?’ said Skylar. ‘I hope you haven’t all ruined your appetites?’


There was another staircase that went down instead of up. Up contained a huge drawing room, a master suite with dressing room and bathroom, a pristine guest room, then up again under the eaves were the children’s beautiful rooms in sailor prints and White Company fairy lights and bunting. Carmen smiled tightly at the tour as Sofia, slightly apologetically, then took her down to the basement.


‘So I thought … ’


Sofia was using the bright tone of voice Carmen recognised from childhood, from when she had to deliver disappointing news like she’d only got an A minus instead of her usual A plus, or Carmen couldn’t keep that cat she’d found in the street as it belonged to somebody else.


‘ … you could sleep down here. It’s got its own bathroom so you wouldn’t have to share with the kids, and its own entrance so you can come and go as you like!’


She made it sound so appealing there had to be something wrong with it, and sure enough, as they passed through the beautiful light-filled folding-door paradise of the warm kitchen upstairs and descended into the basement, it became apparent.


There were three tiny rooms ahead of them, obviously once used by servants, and a bathroom with a shower but no tub.


Behind them was a large utility room full of all the rubbish most people had to fit into their real houses – ironing boards, washing machines, wellington boots, winter coats. No wonder their house could look tidy, thought Carmen crossly, when you could just throw all your stuff down the stairs.


‘And you’ll be next to Skylar so you two can get along!’


‘As the hired help,’ said Carmen.


Sofia sighed. She was doing her best, but it never seemed to work with Carmen.


‘Look,’ she said. ‘It’s just a couple of nights. Just to help me, that’s all. Sometimes I get in late. And some mornings.’


‘Well, I might get in late,’ said Carmen. ‘What is this job anyway? Mum just said retail.’


That was not remotely true, but Carmen hadn’t really been listening. Also, Sofia hadn’t been a hundred per cent open with her mother about how bad things were at the shop in case Carmen went off on one and refused to come.


‘It’s a bookshop,’ said Sofia. ‘One of my clients owns it. Mr McCredie. Needs someone to help him over Christmas.’


‘Well, that sounds okay.’


‘You like reading, don’t you?’


Sofia had never been a bookworm like Carmen: she had studied hard and read textbooks, and now she liked interior design magazines, whereas Carmen followed her heart and read books wherever her interests took her; about space, history, romance, anything she felt like, alighting from one to the next like a butterfly.


Carmen shrugged.


‘So,’ said Sofia. ‘Okay,’ said Carmen. ‘What is Skylar studying?’


‘Something arty? Not sure.’


‘She seems very … organised.’


Sofia was in no mood to discuss Skylar after a hit-and-miss trail of previous au pairs had spent their days crying with homesickness, ransacking the fridge, smoking in their rooms, flirting with Federico and actually stealing.


‘She’s great,’ she said. ‘Please don’t fall out with her. I really need her.’


Carmen was about to snap back that she didn’t fall out with anyone, but thought better of it on the grounds of it not being strictly true.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll be good.’


Sofia smiled.


‘You don’t have to be good,’ she said, the way she’d done when they were both small and Carmen was in trouble again. ‘You just have to look good to the grown-ups.’


Which was peace of sorts, and enough for their mother when Sofia called to tell her all about it, and which lasted slightly less than twenty-four hours.
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