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      A Word From Jenny

      
      I left home just before my seventeenth birthday and the idea of learning to cook or bake before I left would have been greeted
         with a typically teenage shrug. I had been a miserably fussy eater as a child – I wouldn’t even eat cheesecake – and I spent
         my student years living off the traditional diet of crisps, beans, chilli and snakebite.
      

      
      When I was twenty-one, I had a boyfriend who was aghast that I couldn’t actually cook at all, and who taught me how to make my first white sauce out of sheer exasperation. After that, it was one step forward, two steps
         back: the onion soup where I didn’t realize you had to do anything to the onions before you stuck them in some boiling water;
         the lemon cake where too much bicarbonate of soda reacted with the acid of the lemons to make something akin to the chemical
         composition of chalk; and – an ongoing problem – I now have about nine thousand discarded recipes for scones because no matter
         whether I use tonic water, or whisked milk, or room temperature this and that, some round, hard, tasteless discs always end up sitting at the bottom of the tray. My mum, a fantastic baker and scone-maker
         who used to plonk me on the kitchen cabinets and let me lick the mixer arms whilst she made fairy cakes, says I should give
         up on the scones and just use the shop-bought mix, even she does these days. But I refuse to let it go.
      

      
      Anyway. Then I had children, and in a desperate desire to make sure they didn’t have to suffer the miserable indignities of
         being the child who doesn’t eat anything, I wanted to give them the broadest repertoire of tastes possible. Which also, of
         course, meant learning to cook.
      

      
      To some people, cooking is an innate gift. My sister-in-law is an extraordinary cook. Give her ten minutes in a kitchen and
         she will conjure up something heavenly out of thin air, tasting and testing and altering as she goes along. I will never be
         like that. I still get upset when my husband serves beetroot.*

      
      But I can, finally, just about make good, wholesome food for my family (we’ll just ignore that whole fish guts incident for
         now), and seeing as I was in the kitchen anyway, I found that if you’ve got a mixer, it actually doesn’t take terribly long
         to rustle up a chocolate sponge or some peanut-butter cookies. I’m a staunch believer in Jamie Oliver’s mantra of ‘it doesn’t
         matter what you eat; just make sure it has as few ingredients as possible’, and I realise that even when I think my life is hectic, half an hour is enough to grab some flour, sugar, butter and an egg, and to make up a batch of the most flexible
         recipe of all – the cupcake – and look like a proper Nigella (without, alas, the lustrous locks or the resplendent bosom)
         whilst I’m at it. Of course, the children take it totally for granted and loudly ask what they are having today, and argue
         over whose turn it is to use the mixer, just like we did, but that’s all right. I’m doing it because I enjoy it.
      

      
      And suddenly it seemed like I wasn’t alone. Suddenly, cupcake cafés started springing up everywhere, and I was absolutely
         gripped by The Great British Bake-Off on telly. There’s even an annual cupcake festival: www.cupcakecamplondon.co.uk. And Issy’s story here was inspired by all
         of that and, in the end, by the simple desire to make something sweet for the people you love.
      

      
      I hope you like it too – whether you bake already, or if you think one day that you’d like to (see the Caked Crusader’s fantastic
         beginner’s guide at the back of the book), or if you think, ‘totally, no way, would I ever get sucked into that’, as I did,
         once upon a time, or are just a contented consumer. Come, pull up a chair …
      

      
      Very warmest wishes,

      
      Jenny
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      Author’s Note

      
      I have successfully tested all the recipes in this book (NB, for cooking times please be aware that I don’t use a fan oven)
         and they’re all yummy. Except for Caroline’s Bran and Carrot Cupcake Surprise. There, you’re on your own. Also, please note
         that Grampa Joe’s recipes are imperial and Issy’s are metric. Caroline works in ‘cups’. She’s like that.
      

      
      JC x x
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      Chapter One

      
      
      
         Drop Scones

         8 oz self-raising flour

         1 oz caster sugar. Can be licked off spoon.

         1 egg. Budget for four eggs if working with under-sevens.

         ½ pint full cream milk. 10 oz for recipe, plus one glass to be taken with results.

         Pinch of salt. This is a small amount of salt, Issy. Tinier than your little finger. Not too much! Not! Oh. That’s too much.
            Never mind.
         

         Put the dry ingredients into a bowl and stir well.

         Make a well in the centre – a well, that’s like a place you get water. Like Jack and Jill. Yes. Drop in the egg. Wheee! Yes,
            and milk.
         

         Whisk everything together thoroughly. The batter should have a creamy consistency. Add a little more milk if necessary.

         Preheat and butter a heavy-based pan. Grampa will pick up the pan. Do not try to lift the pan. Good. Now let the mix drip off a spoon. Don’t rush it. A few splatters on the side of
            the pan is fine. Now let Grampa flip them, but you can hold the handle … yup, that’s it. Hurrah!
         

         Serve with the remainder of the milk, butter, jam, cream and whatever else is in the fridge, and a large kiss on the top of
            the head for being a clever girl.
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      Issy Randall refolded the piece of paper and smiled.

      
      ‘Are you absolutely sure about this?’ she said to the figure in the easy chair. ‘This is the recipe?’ The old man nodded vehemently.
         He held up one finger, which Issy recognized immediately as his cue for a lecture.
      

      
      ‘Well, the thing is,’ Grampa Joe began, ‘baking is …’

      
      ‘Life,’ filled in Issy patiently. She’d heard the speech many times before. Her grandfather had started sweeping up in the
         family bakery at the age of twelve; eventually he had taken over the business and run three large bakeries in Manchester.
         Baking was all he knew.
      

      
      ‘It is life. Bread is the staff of life, our most basic food.’

      
      ‘And very un-Atkins,’ said Issy, smoothing her cord skirt down over her hips and sighing. It was one thing for her grandfather
         to say that. He had spent his whole life skinny as a rake, thanks to a full-time diet of extremely hard physical work that
         started with lighting the furnace at 5am. It was quite another when baking was your hobby, your passion – but to pay the bills
         you were sitting down in an office all day. It was hard to show restraint when trying out … She drifted off, thinking about
         the new pineapple cream recipe she’d tried that morning. The trick was to leave enough of the pith in to give the flavour bite, but not so much that it turned into a smoothie.
         She needed to give it another shot. Issy ran her hands over her cloudy black hair. It went well with her green eyes but created
         absolute bloody havoc if it rained.
      

      
      ‘So when you describe what you’re making, you must describe life. Do you see? It’s not just recipes … next thing you’ll tell
         me you’re measuring in metric.’
      

      
      Issy bit her lip and made a mental note to hide her metric scales the next time Grampa visited the flat. He’d only get himself
         worked up.
      

      
      ‘Are you listening to me?’

      
      ‘Yes, Gramps!’

      
      They both turned to look out of the window of the assisted living facility in north London. Issy had installed Joe there when
         it became clear he was getting too absent-minded to live on his own. Issy had hated moving him down south after he’d spent
         his life in the north, but she needed him close enough to visit. Joe had grumbled of course but he was going to grumble anyway,
         moving out of his home to anywhere that wouldn’t let him rise at 5am and start pounding bread dough. So he might as well be
         grumpy close by, where she could keep an eye on him. After all, it wasn’t as if anyone else was around to do it. And the three
         bakeries, with their proud, shiny brass handles and old signs proclaiming them to be ‘electric bakers’, were gone now; fallen
         prey to the supermarkets and chains that favoured cheap white pulp over hand-crafted but slightly more expensive loaves.
      

      
      As he so often did, Grampa Joe watched the January raindrops fall across the window and read her mind.

      
      
      ‘Have you heard from … your mother recently?’ he said. Issy nodded, noting as ever how hard he found it to say his own daughter’s
         name. Marian had never felt at home as a baker’s daughter. And Issy’s grandmother had died so young, she hadn’t had long enough
         to provide a steadying influence. With Gramps working all the time, Marian had rebelled before she could even spell the word;
         hanging out with older boys and bad crowds from her teens, getting pregnant early to a travelling man who had given Issy her
         black hair and strong eyebrows and absolutely nothing else. Too much of a questing spirit to be tied down, Marian had often
         left her only child behind while she went off in search of herself.
      

      
      Issy had spent most of her childhood in the bakery, watching Gramps as he manfully beat the dough, or delicately shaped the
         lightest, most mouth-melting filigree cakes and pies. Although he trained bakers for each of his shops, he still liked to
         get his own hands white with flour, one of the reasons Randall’s were once the most popular bakers in Manchester. Issy had
         spent countless hours doing her homework under the great Cable Street ovens, absorbing through her pores the time and skill
         and care of a great baker; much more conventional than her mother, she adored her gramps, and felt safe and cosy in the kitchens,
         even though she knew, of course, that she was different from her classmates, who went home to little houses with mums, and
         dads who worked for the council, and dogs and siblings, and ate potato waffles with ketchup in front of Neighbours and didn’t wake up before the sun, the smell of warm bread already rising from far below.
      

      
      Now, at thirty-one, Issy had just about forgiven her troubled, untethered mother, even though she of all people should have known what it was like growing up without your mum. She didn’t care about the sports days and school outings – everyone knew
         her grandfather, who never missed one – and she was popular enough, rarely without a cast-off box of scones or French cakes
         to bring to school occasions, while her birthday-party spreads were the stuff of local legend. She did wish someone in her
         life had cared a little more for fashion – her grandfather bought her two cotton and one woollen dress every Christmas, regardless
         of age, style or size, even when everyone else she knew was in legwarmers and Pineapple T-shirts, and her mother would swoop
         back at regular intervals with strange hippy-style garments that she was selling at festivals, made of hemp or itchy llama
         wool or something else equally impractical. But Issy never felt short of love, in the cosy flat above the bakery where she
         and Gramps would eat apple pie and watch Dad’s Army. Even Marian, who on her flying visits would strictly admonish Issy not to trust men, to stay off the cider and always follow
         her rainbow, was a loving parent. Nevertheless, sometimes, when she saw happy families larking in the park, or parents cradling
         their newborns, Issy felt a desire at the pit of her stomach so strong it felt like a physical gnawing for the traditional,
         the safe.
      

      
      It was no surprise to anyone who knew the family that Issy Randall grew up to be the straightest, most conventional girl imaginable.
         Good A-levels, good college and now a good job with a thrusting commercial property company in the City. By the time she was
         ready to start work, Gramps’s bakeries were all sold: victims of his getting older and the changing times. And she had an
         education, he had pointed out (sadly, she sometimes thought); she didn’t want to be getting up at sparrow’s fart and doing hard manual labour for the rest of her life. She was set for better things.
      

      
      But deep down she had a passion for kitchen comforts – for cream horns, balanced with the perfect weight of caterer’s cream
         and light, flaky pastry, set off by the crunchiest diamond crystals of clear sugar; for hot cross buns, baked at Randall’s
         strictly during Lent and Lent only, their cinnamon and raisins and orange peel spreading an exciting, sticky smell to half
         the road; for a perfectly piped butter icing on top of the highest, lightest, floatiest lemon cupcake. Issy loved all of those
         things. Hence her project with Gramps: to get as many of his recipes down on paper as possible, before, although neither of
         them ever referred to it, but before, or in case, he started to forget them.
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      ‘I got an email from Mum,’ said Issy. ‘She’s in Florida. She’s met a man called Brick. Really. Brick. That’s his name.’

      
      ‘At least it’s a man this time,’ sniffed her grandfather.

      
      Issy gave him a look. ‘Ssh. She said she might be home for my birthday. In the summer. Of course she said she’d be home for
         Christmas but she wasn’t.’
      

      
      Issy had spent Christmas in the home with Gramps. The staff did their best, but it wasn’t all that great.

      
      ‘Anyway.’ Issy attempted a smile. ‘She sounds happy. Says she loves it over there. Said I should send you over for some sun.’

      
      Issy and Gramps looked at one another and burst out laughing. Joe got tired out crossing the room.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Gramps, ‘I’ll just go catch the next plane to Florida. Taxi! Take me to London Airport!’

      
      
      Issy tucked the sheet of paper away in her handbag and stood up.

      
      ‘I have to go,’ she said. ‘Um, keep doing the recipes. But you can keep them quite, you know, normal if you like.’

      
      ‘Normal.’

      
      She kissed him on the forehead.

      
      ‘See you next week.’
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      Issy got off the bus. It was freezing, with dirty ice on the ground left over from a short day’s snowfall just after New Year.
         At first it had looked pretty, but now it was getting a little ropy round the edges, especially poking through the wrought-iron
         fencing of the Stoke Newington Municipal Offices, the rather grand edifice at the end of her street. Still, as ever, Issy
         felt pleased to be stepping down. Home, Stoke Newington, the bohemian district that she’d stumbled upon when she moved south.
      

      
      The smell of hookahs from the little Turkish cafés on Stamford Road mingled with the incense sticks from the Everything for
         a Pound shops, jostling next to expensive baby boutiques that sold children’s designer wellingtons and one-off wooden toys,
         perused by shoppers with Hasidic ringlets, or headscarves; crop tops and patois; young mothers with buggies; older mothers
         with double buggies. Despite her friend Tobes once joking that it was like living in the bar in Star Wars, Issy loved it all. She adored the sweet Jamaican bread; the honey baklava sitting out by the cash registers in the grocers;
         little Indian sweets of dried milk and sugar, or dusty slabs of Turkish delight. She liked the strange cooking smells in the
         air as she came home from work, and the jumble of buildings; from a handsome square of pretty flat-fronted houses to blocks of
         flats and red-brick conversions. Albion Road was lined with odd shops, fried chicken joints, cab firms and large grey houses.
         It was neither commercial nor residential but lay somewhere in between; one of the great winding thoroughfares of London that
         once upon a time had led to its outlying villages, and now connected its suburbs.
      

      
      The grey houses were stately, Victorian and potentially expensive. Some of them remained grotty sub-divided flats with bicycles
         and damp wheelie bins cluttering up the front gardens. These boasted several doorbells with names crudely taped to them, and
         recycling boxes piled high on the kerb. Some of them, though, had been reconverted into houses and gentrified, with reclaimed
         oak front doors, topiary trees on the steps and expensive curtains leading to polished hardwood flooring and stripped-back
         fireplaces and big mirrors. She loved the area’s mix of shabby and new, traditional, rough and ready and smart and alternative,
         with the towers of the City on the horizon, and the tumbledown churchyard and crowded pavements … All types of people lived
         in Stokey; it felt like a microcosm of London; a village that reflected the city’s true heart. And it was more affordable
         than Islington.
      

      
      Issy had lived here for four years, since she moved out of south London and on to the property ladder. The only downside had
         been moving out of range of the tube. She’d told herself that didn’t matter, but sometimes, on an evening like this with the
         wind cutting between the houses and turning noses into red dripping taps, she thought perhaps it did. Just a bit. It was all
         right for the posh yummy mummies in the big grey houses, they all had 4×4s. She did wonder sometimes, when she saw them out with their huge, expensive buggies and tiny,
         expensive bodies … she did wonder how old they were. Younger than her? Thirty-one wasn’t old, not these days. But with their
         toddlers and their highlights and their houses with one wall covered in smart wallpaper … she did wonder. Sometimes.
      

      
      Just behind the bus stop was a little close. It was lined with tiny shops, older places that had been left behind by the Victorian
         development. Once upon a time they would have been stables, or costermonger’s; they were quirky, and oddly shaped. There was
         an ironmonger’s with ancient brushes round the door, old-fashioned toasters for sale at inflated prices and a sad-looking
         washing machine that had been sitting in the front window for as long as Issy had been coming to the bus stop; a telephone/wifi/internet
         office that stayed open at strange hours and invited you to send money to places, and a newsagent that faced on to the road
         and was where Issy picked up magazines and Bountys.
      

      
      Right at the very end of the row, tucked into the corner, was a building that looked like an afterthought; somewhere to use
         up the spare stones. It was pointed at one end, where a triangular corner of glass stuck out towards the road, widening into
         a bench, with a door coming out on to a small cobbled courtyard with a tree in it. It looked quite out of place, a tiny haven
         in the middle of a village square; something absolutely out of time – like, Issy had once reflected, an illustration by Beatrix
         Potter. All it needed were bottle-glass windows.
      

      
      Wind blew up the main road once more and Issy turned off towards the flat. Home.
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      Issy had bought her flat at the very height of the property boom. For someone who worked in the property business, it hadn’t
         been very astute. She suspected prices had started to decline about thirty minutes after she’d picked up her keys. This was
         before she began dating her boyfriend, Graeme, whom she’d met at work (although she had already noticed him around, as had
         all the other girls in the office), otherwise, as he had said several times, he would certainly have advised her against it.
      

      
      Even then, she wasn’t sure she’d have listened to him. After hunting through every property in her price range and hating
         all of them, she’d been on the point of giving up when she got to Carmelite Avenue, and she’d loved it straight away. It was
         the top two storeys of one of the pretty grey houses, with its own side entrance up a flight of stairs, so really it felt
         more like a little house than an apartment. One floor was almost entirely an open-plan kitchen/dining room/sitting room. Issy
         had made it as cosy as possible, with huge faded grey velvet sofas, a long wooden table with benches, and her beloved kitchen.
         The units were going cheap in the sales, almost certainly because they were a very strong shade of pink. ‘Nobody wants a pink
         kitchen,’ the salesman had said, slightly sadly. ‘They just want stainless steel. Or country cottage. There’s nothing in between.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve never seen a pink washing machine before,’ Issy had said encouragingly. She hated a sad salesman.

      
      ‘I know. Apparently it makes some people feel a bit queasy, watching their washing go round in one of those.’

      
      
      ‘That would be a drawback.’

      
      ‘Jordan nearly bought one,’ he said, momentarily perking up. ‘Then she decided it was too pink.’

      
      ‘Jordan decided it was too pink?’ said Issy, who had never thought of herself as a particularly pink and girly type of person.
         This, however, was such an endearingly full-on Schiaparelli pink. It was a kitchen that just wanted to be loved.
      

      
      ‘And it’s really seventy per cent off?’ she asked again. ‘Fitted and everything?’

      
      The salesman looked at the pretty girl with the green eyes and the cloud of dark hair. He liked rounded girls. They looked
         like they would actually cook in his kitchens. He didn’t like those sharp ladies who wanted sharp-edged kitchens to keep their
         gin and face cream in. He thought kitchens should be used to make delicious food and pour lovely wine. He sometimes hated
         his job, but his wife loved their annually updated discount kitchens and cooked him wonderful meals in them, so he soldiered
         on. They were both getting terribly fat.
      

      
      ‘Yup, seventy per cent off. They’ll probably just throw it out,’ he said. ‘On the scrapheap. Can you imagine?’

      
      Issy could imagine. That would be very sad.

      
      ‘I would hate for that to happen,’ she said solemnly.

      
      The salesman nodded, mentally locating his order pad for a sale.

      
      ‘Seventy-five per cent off?’ she said. ‘After all, I’m practically donating to charity. Save the Kitchen.’

      
      And that was how the pink kitchen had arrived. She had added black-and-white-chequered lino and implements, and after guests
         had first screwed up their eyes and rubbed them to get the spots away, then tentatively opened them again, some were surprised to find that they actually quite liked the
         pink kitchen, and they certainly liked what came out of it.
      

      
      Even Grampa Joe had liked it, on one of his carefully choreo graphed visits, and had nodded approvingly at the gas hob (for
         caramelizing) and the electric oven (for even heat distribution). And these days, Issy and the sugar-sweet pink kitchen seemed
         made for one another.
      

      
      In it she felt properly at home. She would turn the radio up and bustle around, gathering her vanilla sugar, her finest French
         patissier’s flour that she bought from the tiny alimentaire in Smithfield and her narrow silver sieve, and selecting which
         of her trusty wooden spoons she would use to whip her lighter-than-air sponge into shape. She cracked eggs perfectly two at
         a time into her large blue-and-white-striped ceramic mixing bowl without even glancing, and used her eye to measure out the
         exact amount of creamy, snowy Guernsey butter that never went in the fridge. She got through a lot of butter.
      

      
      Issy bit her lip sharply to stop herself beating the cake mix too hard. If it got too much air in it the mix would collapse
         in the oven, so she slowed her arm right down and tested to see if it would peak. It would. She had squeezed in fresh Seville
         orange juice and was planning to attempt a marmalade icing, which would either be delicious or quite peculiar.
      

      
      The cupcakes were in the oven and she was on her third batch of icing when her flatmate, Helena, pushed open the door. The
         trick was to balance out the flavour so it wasn’t too tart or too sweet, just perfect … She noted down the exact combination
         of ingredients that would give just a delicate edge in the mouth.
      

      
      
      Helena never arrived subtly anywhere. She simply wasn’t capable. She entered every room bosoms first – she couldn’t help it;
         she wasn’t fat, just tall, and extremely generously proportioned in true fifties style, with large creamy breasts, a tiny
         waist and a wide bottom and thighs, crowned by a towering mass of Pre-Raphaelite hair. She would have been considered a beauty
         in any period of history other than the early twenty-first century, when the only acceptable shape for a beautiful woman was
         that of a hungry six-year-old who had inexplicably grown solid apple-shaped tits out of her shoulder blades. As it was, she
         was constantly trying to lose weight, as if her broad, alabaster shoulders and luscious curved thighs were ever going anywhere.
      

      
      ‘I have had a terrible day,’ she announced dramatically. She glanced up at the cooling racks.
      

      
      ‘I’m on it,’ said Issy hurriedly, putting down her icing sugar nozzle.

      
      The oven dinged. Issy had dreamed of an Aga – a big pink Aga – even though it couldn’t get up the stairs, or in any of the
         windows, and even if it did there wasn’t room to plumb one in, and even if there had been the floor wouldn’t have been able
         to take the weight, and even if it had she couldn’t have stored the oil, and even if she had, Agas were no use for making
         cakes, they were too unpredictable. Plus she couldn’t afford one. Nonetheless she still kept the catalogue hidden away in
         her bookcase. Instead she had a highly efficient German Bosch, which always was at the temperature it said it was going to
         be, and always timed everything perfectly to the second, but it didn’t inspire devotion.
      

      
      Helena looked at the two dozen perfect cakes emerging from the oven.

      
      
      ‘Who are you cooking for, the Red Army? Give me one.’

      
      ‘They’re too hot.’

      
      ‘Give me one!’

      
      Issy rolled her eyes and started squeezing on the icing with an expert flick of the wrist. Really, of course, she should wait
         till the cakes had cooled enough not to melt the buttercream, but she could tell Helena wasn’t capable of waiting that long.
      

      
      ‘So what happened?’ she asked, when Helena was comfortably ensconced on the chaise longue (she’d brought her own chaise longue
         when she moved in; it suited her. Helena never liked to expend more energy than was absolutely necessary) with a vast vat
         of tea and two cupcakes on her favourite polka-dot plate. Issy was pleased with the cakes; they were as light and fluffy as
         air, with a delicate sense of oranges and cream; delicious, and they wouldn’t spoil your dinner. She realized she’d forgotten
         to get in anything for dinner. Well, they were dinner then.
      

      
      ‘I got punched,’ sniffed Helena.

      
      Issy sat up. ‘Again?’

      
      ‘He thought I was a fire engine. Apparently.’

      
      ‘What would a fire engine be doing inside an Accident and Emergency department?’ wondered Issy.

      
      ‘That’s a good question,’ said Helena. ‘Well, we get all sorts.’

      
      Helena had known she wanted to be a nurse when she was eight years old, which was when she’d taken all the pillowcases in
         the house and arranged all her stuffed animals in hospital beds. At ten she’d insisted that her family start calling her Florence
         (her three younger brothers, all of whom were terrified of her, still did). At sixteen she left school and went straight into training the old-fashioned way – on the wards under a matron – and despite much government meddling in the system, now she
         was a Grade B ward manager (‘Call me Matron,’ she’d said to the crusty old consultants, who happily complied) and practically
         ran the busy A&E department at Hemel Park, still treating her trainees as if it were 1955. She had almost been in the newspapers
         when one had grassed her up for carrying out a fingernail inspection. Most of her girls, however, adored her, as did the many
         junior doctors she had prodded and guided through their first anxious months; as did her patients. When they weren’t off their
         heads and throwing punches, naturally.
      

      
      Even though she made more money, got to sit down all day and didn’t have to work ridiculous shifts, Issy, in her safe corporate
         job, sometimes envied Helena. How lovely to work at something you loved and knew you were great at, even if it was for a pittance
         and you occasionally got punched.
      

      
      ‘How’s Mr Randall?’ asked Helena. She adored Issy’s grandad, who admired Helena as a damn fine woman, accused her of continuing
         to grow taller and opined that she wouldn’t be out of place on the front of a ship. She had also cast her formidable professional
         eye over every care home in the district, an act for which Issy felt she would be forever in her debt.
      

      
      ‘He’s good!’ said Issy. ‘Except when he’s good he wants to get up and go baking so he gets cross and starts cheeking that
         fat nurse again.’
      

      
      Helena nodded.

      
      ‘Have you taken Graeme in to see him yet?’

      
      Issy bit her lip. Helena knew full well she hadn’t.

      
      ‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘I will though, he’s just been so busy with stuff.’

      
      
      The thing was, Issy thought, that Helena tended to attract men who worshipped the ground she walked on. Unfortunately she
         found this incredibly annoying and spent most of her time crushing on hot alpha males who were only interested in women with
         the BMI of a small shaky dog. Nonetheless, anyone looking for a normal – or normalish – relationship couldn’t hope to compete with Helena’s admirers, who wrote screeds of poetry and sent roomfuls of flowers.
      

      
      ‘Mmm,’ said Helena, in the exact same tone she used to teenage skate punks who came in with broken collarbones. She popped
         another cake in her mouth. ‘You know, these are divine. You really could be a professional. Are you sure they don’t contain one of my five a day?’
      

      
      ‘Definite.’

      
      Helena sighed. ‘Oh well. We all need something to aspire to. Quick! Telly on! It’s a Simon Cowell day. I want to see him be
         cruel to someone.’
      

      
      ‘You need a nice man,’ said Issy, picking up the remote control.
      

      
      So do you, thought Helena, but she kept it to herself.
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      Chapter Two

      
      
         Orange Cupcakes with Marmalade Icing for a Grumpy Day

         Multiply all ingredients by four to get too many cupcakes.

         2 whole oranges, divided. Try not to buy bitter oranges. Blood oranges may be useful to squeeze out frustration.

         8 oz butter, melted. Use the fire of your righteous anger to melt the butter if a pot isn’t handy.

         3 whole eggs. Plus an additional three to break therapeutically by throwing at the wall.

         8 oz sugar. Add more sugar if life needs a little sweetening.

         8 oz self-esteem-raising flour

         3 tbsp marmalade

         3 tbsp orange zest

         Preheat oven to 350°F/gas mark 4. Butter cake tins.

         Chop one orange – yes, skin and all – into chunks and place in your mixer with the melted butter, eggs and sugar. Mix on high
            until well combined and the satisfying noise of the mixer makes you feel a bit better. Pour the mix into a bowl with the flour
            and whack repeatedly with a wooden spoon until subdued.
         

         Bake in the oven for 50 minutes. Allow to cool for five minutes in the tin, then turn out on to a wire rack to cool completely.
            Spread marmalade on the top. Attempt to rediscover zest.
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      Issy folded up the letter and put it back in her bag, shaking her head. She hadn’t meant for Gramps to have a bad day. It
         must have been discussing her mother again. She wished … She’d tried to bring it up with Marian, that Gramps would appreciate
         a letter every now and again. Obviously it wasn’t working. Well, there wasn’t much she could do about that. It was such a
         plus to know, anyway, that he was somewhere where they’d stamp and send his letters. The last few months, when he was turning
         on the oven in the flat at 5am prompt every morning but then forgetting why, had been difficult for everyone. Besides, she
         had problems of her own, she thought, glancing at her watch. There are pretty horrid days to go back to work, and then there’s
         today, Issy thought, peering out along the length of the queue to see if the bendy bus was starting to trundle round the corner
         of Stoke Newington Road. An ungainly thing, it always took a few attempts to make the sharp bend, all the while being honked
         at by vans and yelled at by cyclists. They were taking them out of commission soon. Issy couldn’t help feeling sorry for them, poor silly buses.
      

      
      Yep, the first Monday after Christmas had to be right up there with rotten blooming days really. The wind was raw against
         her face and tugging at her new Christmas hat, which she’d bought in the sales thinking its knitted stripes might be quirky
         and young and cute. Now she suspected it made her look more like Haggis McBaggis, the lady with all the bags she pushed along
         in a shopping trolley, who sometimes hung around the bus stop but never got on a bus. Issy usually gave her a half-smile but
         tried not to stand downwind, hugging her large tin of cupcakes.
      

      
      No Haggis today, she noted, as she glanced at the faces next to her – the same faces she stood next to in rain, snow, wind
         and the occasional sunny spell. Not even an old lady who pushed a trolley about wanted to get up this morning. Some of the
         familiar faces she nodded to; some, like the angry young man who fiddled relentlessly with his phone with one hand and his
         ear with the other, or the older chap who surreptitiously plucked at his flaky scalp, as if having dandruff somehow rendered
         him invisible, she didn’t acknowledge at all. But here they all were, every day, standing in the same places, waiting for
         their bendy bus and wondering how crammed full of people it would be when it finally arrived to bear them off to shops, offices,
         the City and the West End of London, scattering them down the arteries of Islington and Oxford Street, then scooping them
         up again at night, in the dark and the cold, when condensation from tired bodies would steam up the windows, and children,
         late from school, would draw faces, and teenagers would draw penises.
      

      
      ‘Hi there,’ she said to Linda, the middle-aged lady who worked in John Lewis, with whom she occasionally shared a greeting. ‘Happy New Year.’
      

      
      ‘Happy New Year!’ said Linda. ‘Made any resolutions?’

      
      Issy sighed and felt her fingers drift to her slightly uncomfortable waistband. There was something about the miserable weather,
         the dark, short days, that made her feel like staying in and baking, rather than going out and taking some exercise and eating
         salad. She’d baked an awful lot for the hospital at Christmas too.
      

      
      ‘Oh, the usual,’ said Issy. ‘Lose a bit of weight …’

      
      ‘Oh, you don’t need to do that,’ said Linda. ‘There’s nothing wrong with your weight!’ Linda was a middle-aged shape, with
         one bosom, generous hips and the most comfortable shoes she could find for standing up in all day in haberdashery. ‘You look
         lovely. Take a picture now and look back on it in ten years if you don’t believe me. You won’t believe how good you looked.’
         She couldn’t resist glancing briefly at the tin Issy was carrying. Issy sighed.
      

      
      ‘These are for the office,’ she said.

      
      ‘Of course they are,’ said Linda. The other people in the bus queue were coming forward now, making enquiring faces and asking
         Issy how her holiday had gone. She groaned.
      

      
      ‘OK, you gannets.’ She opened the tin. Wind-chilled faces cracked into smiles showing winter teeth; iPod buds were removed
         from ears as the bus stop cheerfully descended on the marmalade cakes. Issy had, as usual, made twice as many as she thought
         she might need so she could feed the office and the bus queue too.
      

      
      ‘These are amazing,’ said the man through a mouthful of crumbs. ‘You know, you could do this for a living.’

      
      
      ‘With you lot I feel like I do sometimes,’ said Issy, but blushing with pleasure nonetheless as everyone clustered around.
         ‘Happy New Year, everybody.’
      

      
      The entire bus queue started to chat and perk up. Linda of course was doing nothing but worry about her daughter Leanne’s
         wedding. Leanne was a chiropodist and the first person in Linda’s family to go to college, and she was marrying an industrial
         chemist. Linda, proud as punch, was organizing the entire thing. She had no idea how difficult it was for Issy, having to
         listen to a mother who wanted nothing more than to put in corsetry eyelets for her twenty-six-year-old’s wedding to a wonderful
         man.
      

      
      Linda thought Issy had a young man, but didn’t like to pry. They did take their time these days, didn’t they, these career
         women? She ought to get a move on, pretty girl like that who could cook, you’d think she’d get snapped up. But here she was,
         still catching the bus on her own. She hoped her Leanne got pregnant quickly. She was looking forward to giving her discount
         card a bit of a workout in the baby department too.
      

      
      Issy, closing her tin and still seeing no sign of a bus, glanced behind her into Pear Tree Court. The oddly shaped shop with
         the grilles tightly down looked like a grumpy sleeping man in the drear grey light of a January London morning, bin bags set
         outside still waiting for collection.
      

      
      Over the last four years various people had tried to turn it into a business of one kind or another, but they had all failed.
         Perhaps the area wasn’t up and coming enough, perhaps it was the proximity of the ironmonger’s, but the little children’s
         clothes shop with its exquisite Tartine et Chocolat French designs – at eye-watering prices – had not lasted long, nor had the gift shop, with its foreign editions of Monopoly and Penguin Classics mugs, nor the yoga shop, which had painted the
         entire frontage a supposedly soothing pink, put a tinkling Buddha fountain outside by the tree and sold incredibly expensive
         yoga mats and Gwyneth Paltrow-style soft bendy trousers. Issy, while far too intimidated ever to set foot inside, had thought
         it might do rather well, considering the high numbers of local trendies and yummy mummies; but it had turned out not to be,
         and once again there was a For rent/enquiries board in yellow and black, clashing horribly with the pink, showing in the window. Of the little tinkling Buddha there was
         no sign.
      

      
      ‘That’s a shame,’ said Linda, seeing her looking at the closed-down shop. Issy hmmed in response. Seeing the yoga shop every
         day – and the lithe, ponytail-swinging honey-coloured girls who worked there – had just reminded her that now she was over
         thirty, it wasn’t quite as easy to stay a size twelve as it used to be, especially when you had Issy’s grand passion. It wasn’t
         as if she could ever have been a skinny minny, not in her grandfather’s house. When she came home from school, Gramps, although
         he must have been tired from a full day’s work already, would beckon her into the big kitchens. The other bakers would stand
         out of her way and smile at the little girl, while barking at each other in their rough voices. She would feel embarrassed
         just to be in there, especially when Gramps announced, ‘Now, your education truly begins.’ She had nodded, a round-eyed quiet
         child, prone to blushing and self-consciousness; feeling out of place at a primary school whose rules seemed to change on
         a weekly basis, understood by everyone but her.
      

      
      
      ‘We shall start,’ he said, ‘with drop scones. Even a child of five could make a drop scone!’

      
      ‘But Grampa, I’m six!’
      

      
      ‘You’re not six!’

      
      ‘I am! I’m six!’
      

      
      ‘You’re two.’

      
      ‘I’m six!’
      

      
      ‘You’re four.’

      
      ‘Six!’
      

      
      ‘Now here is the secret to the drop scone,’ he said seriously, after he had made Issy wash her hands and patiently scooped
         up the four eggshells that had fallen on the floor. ‘It’s in the burner. Not too hot. A hot burner kills pancakes. Gently
         now.’
      

      
      He held on to her, up on the brown kitchen stool that wobbled slightly because of the hole in the linoleum, her small face
         poised in concentration as she let the mixture drip gently off the wooden spoon and into the pan.
      

      
      ‘And patiently now,’ he said. ‘You can’t rush these things. A burnt drop scone is no life. And this cooker …’

      
      Joe had poured all his energies into his beloved granddaughter, teaching her the techniques and tricks of baking. It was his
         fault, thought Issy. She would definitely bake less this year, lose a couple of pounds. She realized she was thinking this
         while absent-mindedly licking orange buttercream off her fingers. Soon!
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      Still no sign of the bus. As Issy looked round the corner, glancing quickly at her watch, she felt a heavy raindrop hit her
         cheek. Then another. The sky had been grey for so long now, it seemed, you could never tell when rain was coming in. But this was going to be a bad one; the clouds were nearly black.
         There was no shelter at the bus stop at all, unless you counted three centimetres of guttering from the newsagent’s behind
         them, but the proprietor didn’t like them leaning against his windows, and often said so when Issy went in to get her morning
         newspaper (and occasionally a snack). The only thing to do was hunker down, cram your hat over your head and wonder, as Issy
         sometimes did, why she wasn’t living in Tuscany, California or Sydney.
      

      
      Suddenly a car – a black BMW 23i – squealed up to an illegal stop on the yellow lines, splashing most of the queue, some of
         whom groaned while some swore prodigiously. Issy’s heart lifted – and simultaneously sank. This would not make her popular
         with her number 73 posse. But still. The door opened opposite her.
      

      
      ‘Wanna ride?’ came the voice.
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      Graeme wished Issy wouldn’t do this. He knew this was where she had to get the bus but it made her look such a martyr. She
         was a lovely girl and all that, and there was no doubt he quite liked having her about and everything, but he needed his own
         space, and it just wasn’t the done thing, sleeping with someone – someone your junior – from the office. So, anyway, he was
         glad she understood about not staying over – that was lucky, he was busy and couldn’t have handled someone right now who would
         give him a lot of aggro – but then when he was heading into work, feeling pretty good in his X-series, thinking about corporate
         strategy, the last thing, really, he needed to see was Issy standing soaking bloody wet at the bus stop, her scarf up around her neck. It made him feel uncomfortable,
         like she was letting the side down somehow by being so … so wet.
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      Graeme was the best-looking person at Issy’s firm. By far. He was tall, honed from the gym, with piercing blue eyes and black
         hair. Issy had already been working there for three years, and his arrival had caused a stir with everyone. He was definitely
         cut out for property development; he had an authoritative, fast-moving style and a manner that always said if you didn’t snap
         up what he was selling, you were going to miss out.
      

      
      At first Issy had regarded him as one might a pop star or a tele vision actor: nice to look at, but stratospherically out
         of her league. She’d had plenty of nice, kind boyfriends, and one or two total arseholes, but for one reason or another nothing
         had ever worked out; they weren’t quite the right man, or it wasn’t quite the right time. Issy didn’t feel she was in the
         last chance saloon just yet, but she also knew, in the back of her mind, that she would like to find someone nice and settle
         down. She didn’t want her mother’s life, hopping from one man to the next, never happy. She wanted a home, and a family. She
         knew that made her hopelessly square, but that was how it was. And Graeme clearly wasn’t the settling-down type; she’d seen
         him pull away from the office in his little sports car with gorgeous-looking skinny girls with long blonde hair – never the
         same one, although they all looked the same. So she put him out of her mind, even as he cut a swathe through the office’s
         younger girls.
      

      
      
      That was what made it such a surprise to both of them, when they were sent on a training day to the company’s head offices
         in Rotterdam one week. Trapped indoors by the howling rain, their Dutch hosts having retired to bed earlier than expected,
         they had found themselves together in the hotel bar, getting on far better than they’d have expected. Graeme, for his part,
         was intrigued by the cloudy-haired, pretty, curvy girl who sat in the corner and never flirted or pouted her lips or giggled
         when he walked by; she turned out to be funny and sweet. Issy, slightly giddy on two Jägermeisters, couldn’t deny the absolute
         attractiveness of his strong arms and stubbled jaw. She tried to tell herself that it meant nothing; that it was just a one-off,
         nothing to worry about, a bit of fun, easily explained away by the alcohol and kept a secret, but he was terribly attractive.
      

      
      Graeme had set about seducing her partly for something to do, but had been surprised to find in her a softness and a sweetness
         that he hadn’t been expecting, and that he really rather liked. She wasn’t pushy and sharp-angled like those other girls,
         and she didn’t spend her entire time complaining about the calories in food and retouching her make-up. He had rather surprised
         himself by going against one of his golden rules and calling her after they got back. Issy had been both surprised and flattered,
         and had gone round to his off-plan minimalist flat in Notting Hill and made him an outstanding bruschetta. They had both enjoyed
         the experience very much.
      

      
      So it had been exciting. Eight months ago. And gradually Issy had started – naturally, she couldn’t help it – she had started
         to wonder if maybe, just maybe, he was the man for her. That someone so handsome and ambitious could have a gentler side too. He liked to talk to her about work – she always knew who he was talking about – and she liked the novelty
         factor of making dinner for him, and them sharing a meal, and a bed.
      

      
      Practical Helena of course had not failed to point out that, in the months since they’d got together, not only had he never
         stayed over at the flat but he often asked Issy to leave before morning so he could get a proper night’s sleep; that they
         went to restaurants but she had never met his friends, or his mother; that he had never come with her to see Gramps; that
         he’d never even called her his girlfriend. And that while it might be nice for Graeme to play housie on a casual basis with
         some girl from the office, Issy, at thirty-one, might be looking for a little bit more.
      

      
      Issy tended to stick her fingers in her ears at this point and sing lalala. The thing was, well, yes, she could break it off
         – although there was hardly a line of eligible suitors, and certainly none as hot as Graeme in view. Or, perhaps, she could
         make his life so pleasant and lovely that he would see how awful things would be without her, and propose. Helena thought
         this plan very over-optimistic, and did not keep this thought to herself.
      

      
      Graeme grimaced to himself in his BMW and turned down Jay-Z to pick up Issy. Of course he’d stop on a rainy day. He wasn’t
         some kind of bastard.
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      Issy folded herself into the low-seated car as gracefully as she could, which wasn’t very. She was conscious that she’d just
         exposed her gusset to the bus queue. Next to her, Graeme, before she’d had a chance to arrange herself or put her seatbelt on, was already nudging into the traffic, without bothering
         to signal.
      

      
      ‘Come on, you arseholes,’ he growled. ‘Let me in.’

      
      ‘Do I wanna ride?’ asked Issy. ‘Have you gone American?’

      
      Graeme glanced at her and raised an eyebrow. ‘I can let you out if you like.’

      
      The rain pounded hard on the windscreen as if answering the question for her.

      
      ‘No, no thank you. Thanks for picking me up.’

      
      Graeme grunted. Sometimes, she thought, he really hated being caught out in a good turn.
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      ‘Well, we can’t really go public, because of the office,’ Issy had said to Helena.

      
      ‘What, even after all this time? And you think they don’t already know?’ Helena had countered. ‘Are they all idiots?’

      
      ‘It’s a property developer’s,’ Issy said.

      
      ‘OK,’ said Helena, ‘they’re all idiots. But I still don’t see why you can’t stay over at his house once in a while.’

      
      ‘Because he doesn’t want us walking into the office together,’ Issy had said, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.
         And it was, wasn’t it? It wasn’t as if eight months was terribly long. There was plenty of time for them to formalize things,
         decide when to take it to the next level. It just wasn’t the right time at the moment, that was all.
      

      
      Helena had sniffed in a characteristically Helena way.
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      The traffic getting into town was terrible, and Graeme growled and swore a bit under his breath, but Issy didn’t care – it
         was just so nice to be in the car, cosy and warm, with Kiss FM blaring out on the radio.
      

      
      ‘What are you up to today?’ she asked conversationally. Normally he liked dumping the stresses and strains of the office on
         to her shoulders; he could trust her to be discreet. Today, though, he glanced at her.
      

      
      ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Nothing much.’

      
      Issy raised her eyebrows. Graeme’s days were never nothing much; they were full of jockeying for position and being the Billy
         Big Bollocks. Property development was a profession that encouraged that sort of behaviour. That was why, she sometimes had
         to explain to her friends, Graeme could appear a little … aggressive. It was a façade he had to keep up at work. Underneath
         it all she knew, from their many late-night chats, from his moods and occasional outbursts, that he was a vulnerable man;
         sensitive to the aggression in the workplace; worried, deep down, about his status, just like everybody else. That was why
         Issy was so much more confident of her relationship with Graeme than her friends were. She saw the soft side of him. He confided
         to her his worries, his hopes and dreams and fears. And that was why it was serious, no matter where she woke up in the morning.
      

      
      She put her hand on his on the gear stick.

      
      ‘It’ll be all right,’ she said softly. Graeme shrugged it off, almost rudely.

      
      ‘I know,’ he said.
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      The rain got heavier, if anything, as they turned into the street near Farringdon Road that housed the offices of Kalinga
         Deniki Property Management, or KD as it was known. It was a sharp chunk of modern glass, six storeys high, that looked out
         of place among the lower-set red-brick flats and offices. Graeme slowed the car.
      

      
      ‘Would you mind … ?’

      
      ‘You’re not serious, Graeme.’

      
      ‘Come on! How would it look to the partners, me driving in in the morning with some office clerk?’

      
      He saw Issy’s face.

      
      ‘Sorry. Office manager, I mean. I know it’s you. But they won’t know what to think, will they?’ He caressed her cheek briefly.
         ‘I’m sorry, Issy. But I’m the boss and if I start condoning workplace romances … all hell will break loose’
      

      
      From a moment Issy felt triumphant. It was a romance! Officially! She knew it. Even if Helena did occasionally imply she was
         an idiot, that it was just a convenient thing for Graeme to have a spare ear around.
      

      
      As if reading her thoughts, Graeme smiled at her, almost guiltily.

      
      ‘It won’t be for ever,’ he said. But he couldn’t deny the slight relief he felt when she stepped out of the car.
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      Issy stumbled through the puddles. It was hosing it down so hard that only a few minutes’ walking up Britton Street were enough
         to render her as completely soaked as if she’d never had a lift at all. She ducked into the ladies’ loos on the ground floor,
         which were cutting-edge (so guests could never figure out how to turn on the taps or flush the loos) and usually empty. A few blasts of the hand dryer were all she could muster for
         her hair. Oh great, it was going to look like a complete frizzathon.
      

      
      When Issy took the time and properly blowdried her hair and used lots of expensive products, it made beautiful shiny ringlets
         that fell in tinkly twists round her neck. When she didn’t, which was most days, she ran a huge risk of frizz, especially
         in the wet. She looked at herself and sighed. Her hair looked like she’d knitted it. The cold wind had put some colour in
         her cheeks – Issy hated her propensity for blushing at everything but this wasn’t too bad – and her green eyes, fringed with
         lots of black mascara, were fine, but the hair was undoubtedly a disaster. She scrabbled around in her bag for a clip or hairband
         but came up empty-handed except for a red elastic band dropped by the postman. That would have to do. It didn’t quite go with
         her floral print dress and tight black cardie, worn with thick black tights and black boots, but it would have to do.
      

      
      Slightly late, she said good morning to Jim, the doorman, and hopped the lift up to the second floor, which was accounts and
         admin. The salesmen and the developers had the floor above, but the atrium was made of solid glass, which meant it was always
         easy to see who was around and about. Up at her desk she nodded to her workmates, then realized with a start that she was
         late for the 9.30 meeting she was meant to be minuting; the meeting where Graeme would talk about the results of the board
         meeting to staff lower down the chain. She cursed under her breath. Why couldn’t Graeme at least have mentioned it to remind
         her? Crossly, she grabbed her laptop and ran for the stairs.
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      In the meeting room, the senior sales team were already seated round the glass table, trading banter with one another. They
         glanced up uninterestedly when she walked in, muttering apologies. Graeme looked furious. Well, it was his fault, thought
         Issy mutinously. If he hadn’t left her to wade through a flood she’d have made it on time.
      

      
      ‘Late night?’ sniggered Billy Fanshawe, one of the youngest, cockiest salesmen, who thought he was irresistible to women.
         It was annoying how often his sheer persuasive belief in this proved it to be true.
      

      
      Issy smiled without showing her teeth at him and sat down without grabbing a coffee, even though she desperately wanted one.
         She sat next to Callie Mehta, the only senior woman at Kalinga Deniki. She was director of Human Resources, and looked, as
         ever, immaculately groomed and unperturbed.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ said Graeme, clearing his throat. ‘Now we’re all finally here, I think we can start.’

      
      Issy felt her face beam red. She didn’t expect Graeme to give her any special favours at work, of course she didn’t, but she
         didn’t want him thinking he could pick on her either. Fortunately nobody else noticed.
      

      
      ‘I spoke to the partners yesterday,’ said Graeme. KD was a Dutch international conglomerate with branches in most major cities
         in the world. Some partners were London-based but spent most of their time on aeroplanes, scoping out properties. They were
         elusive, and very powerful. Everyone sat up and listened attentively.
      

      
      ‘As you know, it’s been a bad year here …’

      
      
      ‘Not for me,’ said Billy with the self-satisfied look of a man who’d just bought his first Porsche. Issy decided not to minute
         that.
      

      
      ‘And we’ve been hit hard in the US and the Middle East. The rest of Europe is holding up, as is the Far East, but even so …’
      

      
      Graeme had everyone’s attention now.

      
      ‘It doesn’t look like we can continue as we are. There are going to have to be … cutbacks.’

      
      Beside Issy, Callie Mehta nodded. She must have known already, thought Issy, with a sudden beat of alarm inside her. And if
         she knew, that meant ‘cutbacks’ would be staff cutbacks. And staff cutbacks meant … redundancies.
      

      
      She felt a coldness grip at her heart. It wouldn’t be her, would it? But then, it certainly wouldn’t be the Billys of the
         operation, they were too important. And accounts, well, you couldn’t do without accounts, and …
      

      
      Issy found her mind racing ahead of her. 

      
      ‘Now this will be strictly confidential. I don’t want these minutes circulated,’ said Graeme, looking at her pointedly. ‘But
         I think it’s fair to say they’re looking for a staff reduction of round about five per cent.’
      

      
      Panicking, Issy did the figures in her head. If they had two hundred staff, that was ten redundancies. It didn’t sound like
         a lot, but where did you trim the fat? The new press assistant could go, probably, but would the salesmen have to get rid
         of their PAs? Or would there be fewer salesmen? No, that didn’t make sense, fewer salesmen and the same amount of admin support
         was a stupid business model. She realized Graeme was still talking.
      

      
      
      ‘… but I think we can show them we can do better than that, aim for seven, even eight per cent. Show Rotterdam that KD is
         a twenty-first-century lean, mean business machine.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Billy.

      
      ‘All right,’ said somebody else.

      
      But if it was her … how would she pay the mortgage? How would she live? She was thirty-one years old but she didn’t really
         have any savings; it had taken her years to pay off her student loan and then she’d wanted to enjoy London … She thought with
         regret of all the meals out, all the nights in cocktail bars and splurge trips to Topshop. Why didn’t she have more put by?
         Why? She couldn’t go to Florida to live with her mum, she couldn’t. Where would she go? What would she do? Issy suddenly thought
         she was going to cry.
      

      
      ‘Are you getting this down, Issy?’ Graeme snapped at her, as Callie started discussing packages and exit strategies. She looked
         up at him, almost unaware of where she was. Suddenly she realized he was looking back at her like she was a total stranger.
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      Chapter Three

       Issy hadn’t had enough cakes left over from the bus queue for the office the day before, and anyway she would have felt hypocritical
         handing them out in a jaunty fashion after what she’d overheard in the meeting. However, the entire team had gathered round,
         demanding a treat after the break, and were horrified.
      

      
      ‘You are why Ah come to work,’ François, the young ad designer, had said. ‘You bake like aha, the patissiers of Toulon. C’est vrai.’
      

      
      Issy had blushed bright red at the compliment, and searched among the recipes her grandfather posted to her for something
         new to try. And although she felt slightly sneaky doing it, she wore her smartest, most businesslike navy dress with the swingy
         hem, and a neat jacket. Just to look like a professional.
      

      
      It wasn’t raining quite so hard today, but a chill wind still cut through the bus queue. Linda, concerned about Issy’s anxious
         expression – she was developing a little furrow between her eyebrows, Linda had noticed – wanted to suggest a cream, but didn’t dare. Instead she found herself babbling
         about how haberdashery had never been so busy – something to do with everyone taking on a huge dose of austerity and starting
         to knit their own jumpers – but she could tell Issy was barely listening. She was staring at a very sleek blonde woman being
         shown the outside of the little shop by a man she vaguely recognized as one of the many local estate agents she’d met when
         she bought her flat.
      

      
      The woman was talking loudly, and Issy edged a little closer to hear what she was saying. Her professional curiosity was piqued.

      
      ‘This area doesn’t know what it needs!’ the woman was saying. She had a loud, carrying voice. ‘There’s too much fried chicken
         and not enough organic produce. Do you know,’ she said earnestly to the estate agent, who was nodding happily and agreeing
         with everything she said, ‘that Britain eats more sugar per head than any country in the world except America and Tonga?’
      

      
      ‘Tonga, huh?’ said the estate agent. Issy clasped the large Tupperware carton of cupcakes closer to her chest, in case the
         woman turned her laser gaze on her.
      

      
      ‘I don’t consider myself to be a mere foodie,’ said the woman. ‘I consider myself to be more of a prophet, yah? Spreading
         the message. That wholegrain, raw cooking is the only way forward.’
      

      
      Raw cooking? thought Issy.

      
      ‘Now, I thought we’d put the cooker over here.’ The woman was pointing bossily through the window into the far corner. ‘We’ll
         hardly be using it.’
      

      
      
      ‘Oh yes, that would be perfect,’ said the estate agent.

      
      No it wouldn’t, thought Issy instantly. You’d want to be near the window for good venting, so people could get a look at what
         you were doing and you could keep an eye on the shop. That far corner was a terrible place for the oven, you’d have your back
         to everything the entire time. No, if you wanted to cook for people, you needed to do it somewhere you could be seen, to welcome
         people in cheerfully with a smile, and …
      

      
      Lost in her reverie, she barely noticed the bus arriving, just as the lady said, ‘Now, talking about money, Desmond …’

      
      How much money? wondered Issy idly, climbing in the back door of the bus, as Linda wittered on about cross-stitch.
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      The mirrored glass of the office exterior walls looked blue-grey and cold in the chilly morning light. Issy remembered that
         her new year’s resolution had been to walk up the two flights of stairs every day but groaned as she decided that actually
         if you were carrying large items (like twenty-nine cupcakes in a big Tupperware) then you were allowed to take the lift.
      

      
      As she entered the administration floor, clicking her entry pass (with the wildly unflattering photograph laminated on to
         it for evermore) to go through the wide glass doors, she sensed a strange quietness in the air. Tess, the receptionist, had
         said a quick hello, but hadn’t engaged her beyond that – normally she was full of gossip about office antics. Ever since she’d
         started seeing Graeme, Issy had stayed away from office nights out, just in case she had a couple of glasses of wine too many
         and accidentally spilled the beans. She didn’t think anyone suspected anything. Sometimes she wasn’t sure they’d actually believe it. Graeme was so handsome and such a go-getter. Issy
         was pretty but she wasn’t a patch on Tess, for instance, who wore tiny miniskirts but still managed to look beautiful and
         sweet rather than tarty, probably because she was twenty-two; or Ophy, who was six foot tall and stalked the hallways like
         a princess rather than a junior payroll clerk. Still, that didn’t matter, Issy told herself. Graeme had picked her and that
         was all there was to it. She still remembered them stumbling outside the Rotterdam hotel to get away from the others – they’d
         both pretended they smoked, even though neither of them did – and giggling their heads off. The sweet anticipation before
         that first kiss; the way the black sweep of his long eyelashes made a shadow on top of his high cheekbones; his sharp, tangy
         Hugo Boss aftershave. She’d lived a long time on the romance of that first evening.
      

      
      And nobody would ever believe it, but it was true: they were definitely dating. He was definitely her boyfriend. And there
         he was, standing at the far end of the open-plan office, just in front of the conference room, with a serious look on his
         face, clearly the cause of the silence over the twenty-eight desks.
      

      
      Issy put the cupcakes down with a thud. Her heart thudded likewise.
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      ‘I’m sorry about this,’ Graeme said, when everyone was in. He had thought about his approach for a long time; he didn’t want
         to be one of those weasel bosses who don’t tell anyone what’s going on and let people find out from rumours and gossip. He wanted to show his bosses he could make the tough choices, and he wanted his staff to see that he could be straight with
         them. They still wouldn’t be happy, but at least he could be straight.
      

      
      ‘You don’t need me to tell you what things are like,’ said Graeme, trying to sound reasonable. ‘You’re seeing it yourselves;
         in accounts, in sales, in turnover. You guys deal with the bread and butter; the nuts and bolts, the figures and projections.
         You know the harsh realities of business life. Which means that although what I have to say is difficult, I know you’ll understand
         it, and I know you won’t think it’s unfair.’
      

      
      You could have heard a pin drop in the office. Issy swallowed loudly. In one sense it was good that Graeme was coming right
         out and telling everyone. There was nothing worse than being in an office where senior staff wouldn’t tell anyone anything
         and everyone lived in a climate of suspicion and fear. For a bunch of estate agents, they were being remarkably honest and
         upfront.
      

      
      But still, she’d thought they might wait. Just a little. Mull it over, see if things picked up in the next month or so, or
         wait till spring. Or take a partners’ vote or … With a sinking heart, Issy realized these decisions had probably been made,
         at some level, months ago; in Rotterdam, or Hamburg, or Seoul. This was just the implementation. The little people stage.
      

      
      ‘There isn’t a nice way to do this,’ said Graeme. ‘You’ll all get an email in the next half-hour to let you know if you’re
         staying or going. And then we’re going to be as generous to you and as reasonable as we possibly can. I’ll see those of you
         who aren’t going to be staying with us in the boardroom at eleven.’ He glanced at his Montblanc watch.
      

      
      
      Issy had a sudden image of Callie, the head of Human Resources, poised with her finger over the ‘send’ button on her computer
         like a runner at the starting line.
      

      
      ‘Again,’ said Graeme, ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      He retreated into the boardroom. Through the slatted venetian blinds, Issy could see him, his handsome head bent towards his
         laptop.
      

      
      Instantly there was a flurry of panicky noise. Everyone charged up their computers as quickly as they could, pressing the
         refresh button on their email programmes once a second; all muttering to themselves. This wasn’t the nineties, or the zeros,
         when you could bounce from one job to another in two days: a friend of Issy’s had once picked up two redundancy cheques in
         eighteen months. The number of jobs out there, the number of businesses out there – it all seemed to be shrinking and shrinking.
         For every vacancy there were more and more applicants, and that was if you could even find a vacancy; not to mention the millions
         of school leavers and graduates joining the market every month … Issy told herself not to panic, but it was too late. She
         was already halfway through one of her cupcakes, crumbs carelessly scattering the keyboard. She must breathe. Breathe. Two
         nights ago she and Graeme had been under his navy blue Ralph Lauren duvet, safe and comfortable in a world of their own. Nothing
         was going to happen. Nothing. Next to her, François was typing furiously.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Updating my CV,’ he said. ‘This place is feeneeshed.’

      
      Issy swallowed and picked up another cake. Just as she did so, she heard a ping.
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         Dear Miss Issy Randall

         We are sorry to inform you that due to a 

         downturn in economic progress and with no

         improvement in our forecasts for the growth of

         commercial property uptake in the City of London

         this year, the directors of Kalinga Deniki CP

         are making redundant the post of Office Manager

         Grade 4 London Office, with immediate effect.

         Please go to Conference Room C at 11am to

         discuss your ongoing options with your line

         manager Graeme Denton.

         Yours sincerely

         Jaap Van de Bier

         Human Resources, Kalinga Deniki

      

      [image: image]

      
      ‘It was,’ as Issy said later, ‘the way they had obviously created some kind of macro to drop all the details in. Nobody could
         even be bothered to write a personal message. Everyone got the same note, all over the world. So you were like losing your
         job and your whole life, but they put less thought into it than that thing you get to remind you to go for a dental check-up.’
         She thought about it. ‘And I need a dental check-up.’
      

      
      ‘Well, it’s free now you’re unemployed,’ Helena had said, kindly.
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      The open-plan office was the cruellest way of working ever invented, thought Issy suddenly. Because clearly everyone was on
         show all the time and had been making a point of looking happy and jolly and fine, when obviously the company wasn’t happy
         and jolly and fine and maybe if a few more people had been in offices with doors they could have broken down and wept and
         then maybe done something about fixing it rather than pretending everything was absolutely fine until twenty-five per cent
         of the staff had to be let go. All around the office came gasps, or cheers; someone punched the air and shouted, ‘Yes!’ before
         glancing around in a panic and whispering, ‘Sorry, sorry … it’s just my mother’s in a care home and …’ before tailing off
         awkwardly. Someone burst into tears.
      

      
      ‘Well fick me,’ said François, and stopped updating his CV. Issy was frozen. She just stared at the screen, resisting the
         temptation to refresh it one last time, as if that could possibly bring a different result. It wasn’t just the job – well
         it was, of course, the job; to lose your job was the most upsetting, depressing thing ever. But to know that Graeme … to realize
         that he had had sex with her, let her cook him dinner, all the time knowing … knowing that this was going to happen. What
         … what was he thinking? What was he thinking?
      

      
      Without pausing to think – if she had, she’d almost certainly have let her natural timidity stop her – Issy jumped out of
         her seat and approached the boardroom. Fuck waiting till eleven o’clock. She wanted to know about this now. She almost knocked on the door but instead boldly walked straight in. Graeme glanced up at her, not entirely surprised.
         But she’d understand his position, surely.
      

      
      
      Issy was furious.

      
      ‘Issy. I’m so sorry.’

      
      She gritted her teeth.

      
      ‘You’re sorry? You’re blooming sorry! Why didn’t you tell me?’
      

      
      He looked surprised.

      
      ‘Well, of course I couldn’t tell you. Company confidentiality. They could have sued me.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t have told them it was you!’ Issy was stricken that he didn’t even trust her that much. ‘But I could have had some
         warning; some time to prepare myself, get myself together a bit.’
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