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Paws for Thought


Una swung open the glass door that led onto the fifth floor of Katapult Insurance and was hit by a putrid smell and a series of squawks. The Desktop Support team must be doing one of their meet-and-greets. Monday was supposed to be a quiet, disinfectant-scented day. But then she saw Rachida carrying a fluffy dog under her arm instead of a Mulberry handbag. Today was the Pet Insurance department’s most treasured social event – Bring Your Pet to Work Day.


‘Hi, Una,’ said Rachida, waving the dog’s right paw at her.


‘Hi.’ Una lifted her hand to wave back at the dog and then stopped. She wasn’t a people pleaser, and she had no intention of becoming a pet pleaser.


Rachida beamed. ‘This is Mr Ritzbits. He’s loving his day at the office, aren’t you?’


Una looked into the shiny brown eyes of Mr Ritzbits. He had that look of existential dread, unsure of why he was anywhere and in particular here, with no way out and nowhere to escape to. It was a look she’d seen many times before on the faces of second-year graduate trainees.


‘Nice to meet you,’ said Una. Mr Ritzbits dropped the angst and stuck out his tongue.


‘Where’s your pet?’ said Rachida, with the level of suspicion expected from a member of the Regulatory Projects team.


Una tensed. ‘I don’t have a pet. I’m not really a pet sort of person. I mean . . . isn’t it a bit like Stockholm syndrome, keeping a pet in your house until it likes you?’


‘We’d better keep circulating,’ said Rachida. ‘Mr Ritzbits is very sociable.’


Una tucked her trousers into her socks and scanned the floor for lurking predators as she tiptoed to her row. Patti, her recently assigned graduate trainee, wasn’t at her desk, but her prior arrival was indicated by a stolid protein ball dutifully observing Newton’s First Law of Motion as it sat in front of her keyboard. Una checked there were no urgent emails and then set off for Gareth’s office. He’d not replied to her email asking about possible research projects she could take on to establish herself in her new department.


She stopped at the printer – the one that did colour printing if you were suitably ingratiated with Gareth’s assistant, Trish (she wasn’t). Draped across the printer, perilously close to its keypad, was Neoliberal Tim.


‘Tim,’ she said, her fingernails cutting into her palms, ‘what are you doing down here?’


Tim seemed to shimmer – was it some effect on his tartan jacket?


He scowled. ‘There’s a new pillar on the management scorecard. We’ve all got to do more inter-departmental stuff and so here I am, representing Life Insurance. I’m getting it out of the way on Monday morning so I can pull up the drawbridge and remain in my fiefdom for the rest of the week.’


‘I see,’ said Una. ‘Not here to see Gareth, then?’


Tim bristled at the mention of Una’s current manager and his former partner. ‘Not at all. We have a purely professional relationship now.’


‘But you don’t even have a pet.’


Tim brightened. ‘But I do, Una. Allow me to introduce you to Sammy the chameleon.’


He shimmered again and Una noticed the faint outline of Sammy on his jacket.


She nodded. ‘Impressive; but a tartan jacket . . . isn’t that really cruel?’


‘Nonsense,’ said Tim, glowering. Then his face softened. ‘Well, don’t tell anyone, but chameleons can’t change their colour that easily, so I bought this hideous jacket to fit in with Sammy.’


‘And how are things back in Life?’ asked Una. She still felt a tie to her old department. She was only a few weeks into her new role in the Pet team. Even moving one floor down had uncovered a completely different corporate culture.


Tim shrugged. ‘Same as ever, Una. I could say it’s just different, but we both know it’s simply better.’


‘Hey, guys,’ said Gareth, approaching them, a small bouncing dog at his feet. ‘Looking well, Tim. Interesting jacket.’


Tim folded his arms, causing a flurry of movement and colour across his chest. ‘This is Sammy. The chameleon.’


Gareth nodded and smiled. ‘Yes, well, at least the chameleon is trying to blend into its surroundings.’


‘I guess those of us from Life Insurance do stand out,’ said Tim. ‘Just wanted to show my face, show that I’m joining in.’


‘Appreciated,’ said Gareth, lifting the dog, who looked at Una with its head on one side. It made her want to put her head on one side too, but oh no, she wouldn’t. ‘So, Una, you’ve been trying to get hold of me about a new project, right?’


Una didn’t want to have this discussion in front of Tim. He wouldn’t treat the research potential of Pet Insurance with the seriousness it deserved.


‘Need to review the no-claims-bonus on gerbils?’ Tim smirked.


‘Perhaps we could talk about this some other time, Gareth?’ said Una.


Gareth held up his hand. ‘No need. I was thinking . . . you and Tim made such a great team on that Eastbourne project, extending the frontiers of actuarial research as well as catching a dangerous serial killer. You should work together on a research project that overlaps Pet and Life Insurance. That would be great for everyone. Win win.’


Tim frowned. ‘I don’t see how that’s a win for me, Gareth. I’m known for being an innovator. What on earth could be cutting edge about insuring someone’s budgie?’


‘And I really wanted an opportunity that would highlight my personal contribution,’ said Una, before adding, ‘as well as showing I’m a team player.’


Gareth nodded impassively, his experienced-middlemanager shell absorbing the gripes.


‘Great – that’s settled. I’m sure you can come up with a project to suit both of your aims.’


‘I’ll have a think, Gareth,’ said Una, faltering under his hardboiled pleasantness. ‘I can ask Patti, she’s good at generating new ideas.’


‘Super duper,’ said Gareth. ‘Let’s harness the full potential of our team. Tim?’


‘Only if the proposal presented to me is of a sufficient quality,’ said Tim, rocking up and down on his heels. ‘But if it’s something that will help you – I mean your department – then I’ll at least consider it.’


‘That’s a yes, then. Let’s catch up end of the month.’ Gareth patted the dog. ‘This is Thimble, by the way; only had her three weeks but we’re already soulmates.’


Tim’s brow furrowed. ‘You never mentioned wanting a dog.’


‘Things change, people change,’ said Gareth. ‘Now, Thimble, let’s get you some water. See you, guys.’


Gareth ambled off with Thimble prancing at his heels.


‘I’m pretty busy at the moment,’ said Tim. ‘I’ve quite a large team to manage so this project would have to be something super special to get any Tim time.’


Una bristled. ‘Well, I’m busy too, but I’ll let you know if I come up with anything that would be worthy of your attention.’


Tim lowered his voice. ‘How are you getting on with managing your graddie? One or two of the junior associates in my team act like they’re on The Apprentice – throwing their weight round, criticising my approach when they don’t know anything yet. It’s exhausting.’


‘Well, Patti isn’t like that. I’d better get on.’


Una made a coffee and returned to her desk. The truth was she was struggling with people management. She’d been so judgemental about her managers in the past and now she was in their position she realised that none of them knew what they were doing, because she certainly didn’t. She’d been on a couple of courses but that only reaffirmed her belief that management came naturally to but a few and was a serious case of impostor syndrome for everyone else. Her discomfort was punctuated by small victories when she was able to explain something technical, or give some advice based on what she herself had got wrong in the past.


Ten minutes later, Patti appeared at her desk with a huge reusable coffee cup bearing the company logo. She was wearing yet another new outfit that Una presumed had come from the upmarket recycled clothes site she often used. Una hadn’t explored any recycling options, she was still wearing her shop-bought clothes, but as she hadn’t purchased any new ones for some time, she consoled herself that it might count as some sort of entry-level recycling.


‘Morning,’ said Una.


Patti nudged the protein ball away from her keyboard. ‘Morning. It’s just your average start to the week, except for the office turning into a zoo. The New York team sent me that data overnight so I can get going on the charts you asked me to do.’


‘Thanks. Good to see someone else around here doesn’t have a pet,’ said Una.


Patti looked up from her screen. ‘Of course I have a pet – well, a family pet. A Persian cat. But Nigella doesn’t like travelling on public transport.’


Una nodded. ‘I can sympathise. By the way, I just spoke to Tim – someone I used to work with in Life Insurance. He now heads up one of the teams there.’


She tried to sound positive about the promotion that Tim had swiped from her after the fateful Eastbourne project.


‘That’s cool,’ said Patti. ‘I’d like to work in Life Insurance someday. Perhaps I can reach out to him about some mentoring advice.’


Una sighed. ‘I’m sure he’d enjoy that. He loves knowing best.’


‘No, no. I’ve joined a reverse mentoring scheme where I give feedback to senior managers on better ways to interact with junior members of staff. So that they can see things from my perspective. The Gen Z viewpoint?’


Una smiled. ‘I think Tim would be the perfect choice. Anyhow, Gareth suggested we work with him on a cross-departmental Pet and Life research project. Perhaps you want to think of some ideas?’


Patti was elated. ‘Brilliant. I’ll do a mind map.’


‘Okay. Why not?’ said Una. She knew why not. Mind maps were confusing to look at – her own mind didn’t resemble the sort of sprawling mess that passed itself off as a mind map; she felt pretty sure that her brain was formatted like an Excel spreadsheet.


Patti was almost fizzing with excitement. ‘When do you need it by?’


Una shrugged. ‘It’s not urgent.’


Patti was now actually fizzing with excitement. ‘I’d appreciate a deadline. It will help me as I’m an INTJ.’


‘Let’s say . . . by end of the week?’


Patti huffed. ‘Well, that’s going to be tough but okay, yes, I’ll do it.’


‘Great, thanks.’


Una looked down at her phone. A text from Mum to call her back. An emergency? Her mother lived in Eastbourne, so anything was possible.


She dashed out into the corridor to ring her.


‘Hi, Una, sorry to disturb you at work,’ said Mum. ‘Cassie has had to go into hospital for a knee replacement, a slot came up. We offered to look after Pedro, but she’s very insistent that you look after him.’


Una was outraged. Pedro was the difficult and diffident cat that belonged to Mum’s mystic friend, Cassie. She’d hoped never to see Pedro again.


‘Me? But I don’t even live nearby – it will be confusing for him if you take him out of Eastbourne, he’ll be out of his habitat. London will be too noisy for him.’


‘Cassie said she’d feel happier knowing he’s with you,’ said Mum. ‘She said it came to her in a vision that something bad was going to happen, but that Pedro would protect you. So, there you have it. It should only be for six weeks.’


‘Six weeks! But I don’t know anything about looking after a cat. We need to discuss this!’


‘We’re going to pop up to see you at the weekend. We can sort it out then . . .’


‘This weekend?’ Una spluttered. ‘And what about this vision you mentioned?’


‘I think this line’s breaking up,’ said Mum. ‘Have to go. Ken sends his love.’


Una returned to her desk. She was simmering with irritation at the possibility of having Pedro foisted upon her.


But then she recalled Rachida’s earlier disdain. Perhaps it did look a bit odd that she couldn’t even commit to looking after a pet for six weeks. When she was young, she’d had a pet tortoise, Raymond. She remembered lying on the patch of lawn at the back of their house, talking to Raymond, his leathery head bobbing in agreement. One winter, Mum had packed Raymond into a straw-filled Kwik Save cardboard box and put him in the cupboard under the stairs. Then in spring they had taken the box out.


‘Don’t look,’ Mum had said. ‘I think Raymond is having difficulty waking up.’


The next day, Dad had taken Raymond to a small hole he’d dug by the rosebush in the garden.


‘Una, do you want to say goodbye to Raymond? He’s going off to tortoise heaven.’


She’d wondered about this place and whether Raymond had led a good enough life. Dad had picked up Raymond, wrapped in a yellow J-cloth, and was setting him down in the hollow when a grey scaly leg had emerged and waggled.


‘He’s alive!’ Dad had said, turning round and beaming at her. ‘He’s still alive.’


Una had started crying – why was life so unpredictable?


She’d had little need for pets after that.


‘Perhaps you could give me some mentoring,’ she said to Patti, who had already joined two ovals titled ‘Life’ and ‘Pets’ on an otherwise blank mind map, ‘about looking after a cat, if I can’t find a way to wriggle out of it.’


Patti beamed. ‘You’re going to get a cat? I’m so happy – it will be a companion for you, so you don’t feel lonely.’


Lonely? Una wasn’t aware that she was lonely. Until now.
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Cat Accompli


Una spent Saturday morning tidying her flat, ready for the onslaught of visitors. She hoovered the laminate flooring, washed mugs and sourced digestives (one pack plain, one pack milk chocolate). At noon, she slumped in her sturdy armchair and surveyed her handiwork. All done – the only remaining task was to avoid cat-sitting Pedro. At 12.15, the buzzer went, and Mum and Ken swept in.


‘Look at you,’ said Mum. ‘You look well.’


Tanned, with tousled, highlighted hair, Mum was the one looking well after her honeymoon. Ken, her newly acquired husband, was even more tanned, making his white, quiffed hair stand out more than usual.


‘Good to see you,’ said Ken, appraising the paintwork in the small hallway with an expression that would lose an amateur poker match, and rapping the walls with his knuckles to confirm they were solid. ‘Finally get to see your flat. Not the easiest place to get to, this Balham. Never mind, perhaps you’ll be able to afford somewhere more central someday.’


Mum and Ken wiggled themselves into the depths of Una’s two-seater sofa. Una tensed as Ken gently put down a plastic crate with a blanket over it. She suspected that somewhere inside that crate lurked Pedro. She would have to negotiate hard – as hard as when she successfully got Luca in the PMO team to add an extra bullet point on the monthly status update.


‘We brought a present back for you,’ said Mum, handing her a duty-free carrier bag.


Una opened it up. It was a bottle of a liqueur she’d never heard of.


‘It’s forty per cent proof,’ said Mum. ‘It’s probably illegal.’


‘But authentic,’ said Ken.


‘Thanks for the thought,’ said Una. Perhaps it would clear that persistent mould on the bathroom grouting.


‘Now then,’ said Ken, leaning forward, ‘let’s get Pedro accustomed to his new home.’


‘Home?’ said Una, moving a plate of milk-chocolate digestives towards them like a pawn. ‘I haven’t agreed to look after Pedro. You’ve been dodging the topic all week, Mum. I mean, wouldn’t Pedro be better off with you? You’re so good with cats.’


Mum shook her head. ‘Ken is selling his own place and moving into mine at the moment; that’s stressful enough without taking on a cat.’


‘Besides, we thought Pedro would be a bit of company for you,’ said Ken, peering over at a neat stack of New Scientist magazines that doubled as an occasional table.


‘I like my own company,’ said Una.


Pedro poked his head out of the cat box and then ducked it back in again.


‘What about Jean and John?’ said Una, shifting strategy to cover everyone she’d ever met in Eastbourne, starting with Mum’s bingo crowd.


‘They have a Baltic cruise coming up,’ said Mum.


‘Raj?’


Mum shook her head. ‘Not a pet person, he said. But he’s popping to London soon to see a musical. He’ll text you when he’s up here, perhaps you can go with him.’


‘He’s got tickets for Cats,’ said Ken, leaning forward.


Una shuddered; it was bad enough being bullied into looking after a cat, never mind having to pay to hear one sing. ‘Okay . . . what about Anton? He gets on with Pedro.’


Una had witnessed first-hand how well Ken’s son Anton could bring out Pedro’s good side.


‘The thing is,’ said Ken, ‘Anton’s a bit unsettled at the moment. I thought something was going to happen with him and Rosa after the wedding, they went out for dinner at Dino’s. But now he’s talking about looking for a flat up here.’


Rosa had been on duty for hair and make-up at Mum and Ken’s wedding. Although Una didn’t know her very well, her boho dress sense chimed with Anton’s dishevelled look. Perhaps Una could bring them together so that Anton could stay in Eastbourne and take charge of Pedro.


‘Such a shame,’ said Mum. ‘I think they’re perfect for each other. People can get in the way of themselves, can’t they, Kenneth? You just need to see what’s right in front of you.’


They gazed into each other’s eyes.


Una squirmed and leant forward. ‘Pedro. Pedro,’ she called softly.


Pedro emerged, one leg at a time. Una felt a bit sorry for him – she was his last resort.


‘We’ve brought a load of food for him,’ said Ken. ‘We found these pellets he’s okay with. And we’re trying to wean him off those Kitty Treats he likes; they’re no good for him. But we’re leaving a packet with you just in case.’


‘And what about injections?’ asked Una.


Mum beamed. ‘Knew you’d ask. He’s got a new flea collar on, and he’s completely up to date on all his shots.’


‘I meant for me,’ said Una. ‘Do I need any injections?’


Pedro was now fully out, looking ferociously at the carpet. How could she cope with sharing a living space with this wild animal?


‘Look,’ said Una, ‘I’m not happy at all about this. Is there some way I can speak to Cassie? You still haven’t given me her number.’


Mum unzipped her handbag and took out a Gregg’s receipt with a phone number written on the back. ‘Good thing you reminded me; there you go. She said you don’t need to call her every day with an update.’


‘What?’


‘She’d just like a video call now and then,’ Mum continued, ‘to show her that Pedro is okay.’


Una huffed. ‘Is that necessary? I could contact her if something goes wrong.’


‘That won’t help her get better, will it?’ said Mum.


‘Anyway, I wasn’t asking for her number to give updates about Pedro’s welfare, I want to know why she’s singled me out. What did she see in her vision?’


‘Ah, yes,’ said Ken, ‘just before they wheeled her away, she grabbed my arm and said she’d had a premonition that Pedro was going to save you from harm, and it was very important that he stayed with you for the foreseeable.’


‘Harm? What sort of harm?’


Ken reached into his blouson leather jacket and handed an envelope to Una. Inside was a handwritten letter on lined paper with some kind of watermark. The black ink sprawled across the page with an overabundance of loops and Una strained to parse each word. How did people communicate before word-processing software became readily available?




Dear Una,


Thank you for looking after Pedro or perhaps you should thank me for letting Pedro look after you. I had a dream about you. I could see you alone and afraid in a dark chamber, as danger and mayhem swirled all around. But somehow Pedro protected you. I don’t like the thought of him being in a big city so please take care of him, not least for your own sake. And make sure he has sardines once a week to keep his coat shiny (tinned will do).


Love Cassie





Throughout Una’s recent escapade in Eastbourne, Pedro had been a total menace. He’d led her in completely the wrong direction on her murder investigation. The thing was, Cassie’s visions had turned out to be pretty accurate and now she was predicting harm – harm to Una. There was no obvious danger in Una’s day-to-day life – just going to work, paying bills, keeping an eye out for sinkholes. What new disaster loomed?


‘A cup of tea would be nice,’ said Mum. ‘Was quite a drive.’


Una returned with teas and more biscuits.


‘We’re staying in one of these mini hotels,’ said Mum.


‘Cosy, and next to the motorway,’ said Ken. ‘I want to leave early doors; I need to make it back in good time for the over-sixties tap-dancing competition tomorrow afternoon.’


Una stayed silent – no way was she going to get drawn into a conversation about tap dancing. Pedro had now made it to the TV stand and was sniffing the completely redundant Blu-ray player.


‘You could get a sofa bed in here for next time we visit,’ said Ken. ‘I can’t really sleep on a normal sofa with my back, and I appreciate you’d have wanted to give up your own bed, but I wouldn’t want that.’


‘I’ll look into it,’ said Una. She hadn’t invited them to stay with her and was relieved to hear they’d sorted out their accommodation. But it was hardly being dutiful. She’d look out for a sofa bed in the sales.


She felt a nudge on her leg. It was Pedro. He was rolling the top of his head against her leg.


‘Aww, he likes you,’ said Mum.


‘He’s after a feed,’ said Ken. ‘Cupboard love.’


‘What about his . . . toilet training?’ said Una.


‘Litter tray in the boot,’ said Ken. ‘I’ll bring it up for you. Just google. It’s all on the internet these days.’


Una girded herself for reading up on cat toilet best practice that evening. Cassie’s warning was vague and unconvincing but there was always the possibility . . .


‘Look,’ she said, ‘since you brought him all the way here, I guess he can stay with me until I come to visit you next,’ she said. ‘Is that a deal?’


‘Deal,’ said Mum, opening the wrapper on the plain digestives.


‘You know, it’s funny, we had a Bring Your Pet to Work day on Monday and now I’ve got a pet – well, for a bit.’


‘Shame,’ said Ken. ‘But I don’t think Pedro would want to be round lots of other pets. This flat is perfect for him, his own domain. And you might be able to let him have a wander round that small patch of grass at the back.’


‘The communal gardens,’ said Una, suppressing the urge to enlighten him about the flat’s hefty service charge. ‘I’ll keep him indoors initially.’


‘We’re going to head off and check in,’ said Mum. ‘But we’ll take you out for a nice meal. Wherever you want to go.’


‘We can get the tube to meet you,’ said Ken. ‘It’ll be a bit of an adventure.’


‘What about Pedro? Can he stay here on his own?’


‘Perhaps put his basket in the kitchen,’ said Mum, ‘with some water and food.’


‘And the litter tray,’ said Ken. ‘He’ll be fine for a few hours, won’t you, mate?’


He tickled Pedro under the chin and Pedro transformed from a frosty, aloof figure into a puddle of affection.


Mum and Ken put on their coats, brought the rest of Pedro’s things up from the car and left.


Una was now alone with Pedro. He was stalking around her flat like a potential buyer. What was he making of it? Not a lot, from the rather unimpressed look on his face.


She put his bed on the kitchen floor where the units formed a corner. She hadn’t checked if she could keep a cat in the flat but surely no one would snitch on her, and it was a temporary arrangement to help Cassie.


When she was back at work on Monday, she’d ask Patti for some advice on what to do with him. Did he need to go for walks? If not, what sort of exercise schedule was required? How many times to feed him and with how much? How to clear the litter tray – which bin would that go into? And most importantly, his pet insurance – would Cassie’s policy cover his stay with a third party?


Pedro had stopped his walkabout and was washing himself. That was one thing, at least he was self-cleaning, like her oven.


She texted Anton:


Heard you might be flat-hunting let me know if I can help.


A few seconds later he replied:


Coming down to look next week, just a room in a house-share. Not looking forward to it. Maybe you could come on one or two of the visits if I get that far. Heard you’re looking after Pedro.


She hoped he wasn’t expecting to stay at her flat on the sofa – she already had a cat to host – and decided on a vague but polite approach.


Have you got somewhere to stay?


Yeah thanks. Staying with my mate and his girlfriend in Stoke Newington. Hopefully find something round there.


She wasn’t very familiar with Stoke Newington, other than that it was in North London somewhere. She’d hated flat-hunting – being interviewed by people and constantly not making enough of an impression to be allowed to pay extortionate amounts of rent for a grotty room in a house with a shared bathroom and kitchen. Thank goodness she had her own space now.


Pedro yawned. Well, mostly her own space.


She texted back:


Happy to help on the flat-hunting.


Ta. BTW I’m going to do a premiere of the wedding video in a few weeks at your Mum’s flat if you want to come.


She wondered if Rosa was going to be at the wedding video premiere. This could be an opportunity to get her and Anton together . . . and then Anton could take over cat-sitting duties for Pedro. Sure, she hadn’t done much matchmaking before – no one had ever asked her to. She left that sort of thing to Amara, the self-proclaimed expert in matchmaking since they’d been students together. On their call last Sunday, Amara had hounded her to go back onto Numbr, the dating site for the mathematically minded. She’d claimed that such a specialised site would have weeded out perverts and time wasters. Thinking back over their maths cohort at Leeds University, Una wasn’t sure how Amara had arrived at this conclusion. But now she had a cat to look after, there was no time for numerical romance.


Yes, I’ll be at the premiere. With popcorn.


Plain popcorn and only eating the fully popped ones to preserve her teeth and avoid choking.


After sorting out Pedro’s things, Una got ready to meet Mum and Ken for dinner. She looked back at Pedro before she left. He studiously ignored her, purposefully staring at a completely unremarkable patch of the carpet.


‘Remember that your litter tray is in the kitchen please,’ she said to him.


This was stressful – she wasn’t ready to be his temporary carer. But what was the danger that Cassie had foretold, and how could Pedro protect her?
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Nine Lives Insurance


Patti had booked one of the large meeting rooms on the top floor to present her proposal for the joint Pet and Life Insurance project. It was the sort of room that was used for meetings with important clients but here they were, Una, Patti and Tim, on a Tuesday afternoon, sat around a table meant for ten, the sun pouring through the floor-to-ceiling windows and the City of London stretching out before them.


Patti was setting up her presentation on a large screen that loomed from a wall at the far end of the table. Una’s goal was to agree on the scope of the project and how she could make her and Patti’s contribution visible without Tim hogging all the glory.


‘I could sit and look at this view all day,’ said Tim, scrolling on his phone.


‘It’s amazing,’ said Una.


‘Did you do anything exciting at the weekend?’


Una shook her head. ‘No, just pootled about. But Anton’s coming to London next Sunday flat-hunting, so I said I’d help him look at a place.’


Una wished she hadn’t mentioned Anton – whenever Tim had met him during their Eastbourne investigation, Tim had turned super-Alpha to undermine him.


‘Really?’ said Tim. ‘I’ve got a rental property portfolio. But I imagine most of my lettings would be outside of Anton’s range. They’re aimed at high-earning professionals who want top-end pads in central locations. Where’s he looking?’


‘He wants to live near his friends, in Stoke Newington.’


Tim’s face curdled. ‘Stoke Newington! A North London village accessible by a single bus route so it can preserve its aspic of smugness. Not my scene. At all.’


‘I don’t really know it,’ said Una. ‘I don’t fancy sitting on a bus for ages.’


‘Take a book,’ said Tim. ‘Take Advanced Actuarial Methods, volumes one to three.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Una. She was now feeling 12 per cent less motivated about her trip to Stoke Newington, but she also knew how awful it was slogging away to find a decent place to rent in London, and she felt obliged to give some moral support to Anton.


Tim brightened. ‘And Ken and your mum are well?’


‘Yes,’ said Una. ‘Ken often asks after you, for some reason.’


Tim had also met Ken in Eastbourne and the two had bonded at Ken’s stag do.


‘I like Ken,’ said Tim, ‘he has spirit.’


‘I guess so,’ said Una.


‘And say hello to drippy old Anton from me. If I hear of any flats going in the so-called mature-student range, I’ll let you know.’


‘Thanks.’


‘I feel for him,’ said Patti, straightening up after successfully displaying her presentation slides on the screen. ‘I’m still living at home but no matter how much I save, I’ll never have enough for a deposit on my own place.’


‘Save harder,’ said Tim. ‘Fewer fancy coffees and a little less avocado on toast might help.’


Patti swung round to face him. ‘That’s such a patronising cliché. I don’t even eat avocado on toast any more. Mum makes a big batch of bircher muesli for me.’


Tim snorted.


Patti tapped the table with her shiny coral fingernail. ‘Right. Let’s focus, everyone; I’ve got my presentation deck ready for us to review.’


The huge screen displayed the title slide: ‘Pets and Lifespan – Proposed inter-departmental research project’.


Una felt a small glow of pride that her graduate looked so professional in front of Tim.


‘Great,’ said Tim. ‘Good initiative.’


Patti nodded. ‘I’ll take you through my proposal but please stop me if you have any questions along the way.’


The initial slides covered the background on Pet and Life Insurance – the size of the market, key trends – and then Patti arrived at the slide with her research proposal.


‘Gareth suggested we look for a cross-departmental project that will combine the interests of both Pet and Life Insurance. My suggestion is around pets and lifespan. Does owning a pet increase longevity and, if so, can we make any correlation between lifespan and particular types of pets?’


Tim put down his phone. ‘Surely there’s already been a lot done in that area.’


‘There have been previous studies on this topic,’ said Patti. ‘I’ve added research links in one of the Appendix slides. But I suggest we look at one type of pet and drill down. For example, I’ve got a cat. We could focus on cat owners and perhaps even look at different breeds to see if there is any variation.’


Tim leant forward. ‘And how do you propose we focus on the impact of cat ownership on lifespan and rule out all the other factors?’


‘That’s always tricky,’ said Patti, remaining calm under Tim’s questioning. ‘But we would look through similar projects to see how best to isolate this one factor.’


‘We just need to get a large enough cross-section,’ said Una.


‘We may need to look at bringing in more factors, like whether the person has a history of owning cats?’ said Tim.


‘Perhaps we can do some research on breeds and how we would group them appropriately,’ said Patti.


Una’s brain was whirring. ‘Good idea, we can’t cover breeds down to the nth level – we could pick the five most popular or find some way to group breeds together.’


‘I still think we could get false correlations all over the shop,’ said Tim. ‘It could be that cat owners who live longer are simply the ones who spend most time with them.’


‘Well, let’s start crunching the data and see what turns up,’ said Una.


Tim rolled his eyes. ‘Yes, thank you, Una; I’m not the one being trained up. I must admit, Patti, this idea has some potential. I could put a couple of my graddies on it. That would keep them quiet for a while, instead of whingeing on all the time.’


‘Thanks, Tim,’ said Patti, poker-faced. ‘And in terms of your graddies, I wondered if you’d like to take part in a new scheme that’s been set up for reverse mentoring. It will definitely earn you some brownie points with the management team. Gareth’s a big fan.’


‘Reverse mentoring,’ said Tim, brow furrowed. ‘You mean . . . you mean . . . you mentor me?’


‘Yes.’


‘On what?’


‘On getting the perspective of junior members of the team.’


Tim bristled. ‘But I’ve just told you, I have to listen to that all day. Except when I’m wearing my amazing noise-cancelling headphones – or whinge-cancelling headphones, as I now call them.’


Patti smiled at him. ‘Yes, but imagine how much better to just hear from one junior person in detail so you can find out why they are complaining and how to resolve the source of the complaint. That way you’ll cancel the noise outside your headphones too.’


Seeing Patti from an outside perspective was a little unnerving. She was running rings around Tim, which led to the distinct possibility that she was running rings around Una too.


Tim was rattled. ‘Well, I’ll have to see how busy I am. But I appreciate your offer.’


‘I’ll find a free slot in your calendar and send you an invite to our first session,’ said Patti.


‘Great,’ said Una. ‘Thank you for the presentation, Patti. It sounds brilliant. If you could write up the main points so we keep track of them, and I can let Gareth know about our progress.’


‘Hold on. I think that I should be the one to update Gareth about our progress,’ said Tim. ‘After all, it is an interdepartmental collaboration and I’m in the other department.’


‘Well,’ said Una, fuming but unable to think of a counterpoint.


‘I’ll cc you both, natch,’ Tim added, sweeping up his phone and swishing out of the room.


‘He will need many mentoring sessions,’ said Patti.


‘Indeed,’ said Una. ‘I’m going to get you a coffee – good job.’


Patti smiled and suddenly looked young and graddie-like again after being so scarily in control during the presentation. ‘Thanks, boss,’ she said.


As they walked to the lift, Una started to think about her own longevity and its newly formed link with Pedro.


‘About having a cat,’ she said. ‘How do you know what it’s up to during the day? I mean, what if I come back and Pedro has ripped everything apart?’


‘Haven’t you put in a cat cam?’ said Patti. ‘We tried fitting a camera on Nigella’s collar but there was too much footage and so we put a few cameras around the house so we can check on her during the day. If it was a dog, you could get people to look in during the day, take it for a walk, but it’s not so easy to find a good cat checker.’


‘Isn’t it a bit creepy, putting Pedro under surveillance?’


‘But it’s with a good intention, right?’ said Patti, as they came out of the lift.


Una decided to mull this over later. It wasn’t as if she could ask for Pedro’s consent, and she was supposed to be taking good care of him for Cassie.


Back at her desk, she saw she had a message from Tim and started up a video call.


Tim was at his desk, looking poised and ergonomic. ‘Just updated Gareth vis-à-vis the project. I’m so pleased that you and Patti have agreed to join my cross-departmental collaboration; this is really going to fire up the world of pet insurance.’


Una’s jaw tensed. ‘Hang on, this was all my idea: I set it up, I asked Patti—’


‘Una, don’t get so emotional. Gareth was very happy with your contribution and I’m going to make sure you get full credit for your efforts. I just think that my leadership skills can help jumpstart our initiative, yes?’


Una wasn’t an expert on subtext. She preferred people to say exactly what they meant and no more. But she had become an expert on Tim, and his sudden enthusiasm for pets and their insurance seemed to be related to Gareth. He’d been moping about for the last six months since their split, whereas Gareth seemed to have moved on. She had to pick her fights and, in this case, perhaps it was kinder to let Tim look as if he was in charge, for the moment.


‘Okay, Tim. I get it. You want to be in Gareth’s good books.’


‘Appreciated,’ said Tim. ‘And of course, I’m keen to help if there’s something I can personally contribute to. Tim isn’t afraid to roll up his sleeves, with enough notice, and with a pre-agreed timebox as to when his sleeves can be rolled down again.’


Una ended the call.


‘Patti, we’ve got a go-ahead from Gareth, and an offer of help from Tim.’


Patti looked up from her industrial-speed typing. ‘Cool. I’m just about to send out next steps. I think I’ll do some research on breeds, see if there are any natural groupings we should consider. Or perhaps there are some cat dictionaries or encyclopaedias we could scan for most popular keywords.’


Una was learning the tough lesson of having to manage people who were doing a better job than her and letting them get on with it.


‘Sounds good. I’m going to do some research on cat cameras for Pedro,’ said Una. ‘Although, I liked your suggestion about someone checking up on him. Let me see.’


She started googling ‘cats Balham’ and a link appeared for ‘The Balham International Cat Show’. Taking place in the middle of May, the show would see cats compete from across the globe to somehow be crowned ‘Best Overall Cat’. And it was being held in St Gertrude’s church hall within walking distance of her flat. The article finished with a short paragraph on the sadness within the local cat community about the recent tragic accidental death of last year’s overall show winner, Jeff Bridgely. Not what she wanted to read about when their new project meant they were hoping to find cats with nine lives and owners with one really long one.


‘Patti, just pinging you a link. There’s a cat competition coming up next month. That should show us which breeds are the most popular. I might get a ticket.’


‘I could come too,’ said Patti.


Una had forgotten about the FOMO of new graduates. ‘But it might be at the weekend. Outside of work hours. In Balham.’


‘That’s fine. Just let me know when you’re planning to go, and I can work round that. Perhaps I can get some treats for Nigella when I’m there.’


Una was cheered. It would be better to go with someone else and Tim had a cat allergy, so he’d be less inclined to tag along – although she’d have to invite him too in case he wanted to look good in front of Gareth. She read on. ‘There’s some kind of information booth at the local farmers’ market on Saturday. I can get the details and we’ll decide on Monday if it’s worth going to.’


Patti beamed. ‘Sounds like a plan. Thanks, Una. I really like this thinking-outside-the-box approach.’


Una glowed with a fragile but emerging managerial pride. She’d never ventured into the local farmers’ market as she’d assumed it was full of overpriced eggs and unwrapped items of food that members of the public might breathe over and contaminate. There was also the possibility of actual livestock being there, too. A stampede in Balham? But she had to go, this was a brilliant opportunity – the cat show would be a great data source. And then she remembered Cassie’s warning and her fingers prickled. Was the cat show, this amazing piece of luck that had fallen into her lap, somehow part of the threat?
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Trying not to Cark It at Balham Farmers’ Market


On Saturday morning, after a half-hearted bowl of porridge that left her feeling as unsatisfied as Goldilocks at the start of her porridge odyssey, Una slung on her new lightweight gilet and headed to the farmers’ market.


Balham had grown more upmarket since she’d moved there five years ago. Back then, she’d felt like an unpopular affluent gentrifier. Now she felt like an unpopular but slightly shabbier gentrifier, judging by the well-heeled newcomers.


Una strolled along the main road, with its mix of artisanal cafés and betting shops, and arrived at the market. It looked like it had once been an old stable yard, but today its cobbles hosted a set of stalls and a throng of customers. The market was busy and there was no seating – the whole shebang was predicated on people milling about without resting, like middle-class sharks. Una set off down the first row of stalls, planning to do a systematic sweep that would in time bring her to the Balham International Cat Show booth.


As she’d feared, there were many stalls with unwrapped food on display. Fudge, cupcakes, loaves – all boasting about being ‘home-made’. A beetroot brownie appeared in her eyeline. An appetising snack to some but here in the open, prominently stacked on a plate at the front of a stall, she could only see a petri dish teeming with bacteria. The man beside her was dipping a small chunk of bread into a publicly shared bowl of olive oil.


She quickly walked past a bath-bomb stall. It was borderline criminal to assault people with violent smells for profit. However, the slabs of handmade soap presented something of a conundrum. Were publicly displayed unwrapped bars of soap dirty or clean? If someone else picked them up before they were purchased, then surely their germs were going to get rinsed away. Or would you need an additional bar of soap to clean the soap?


She felt a light pressure on her calf and looked down. A large dog was sniffing at her jeans. She didn’t want to tell off a large dog and looked for its owner. Typical – a distracted man in his forties with windswept hair, ski jacket and designer wellies was stood near by looking at a jar of pickled lime, a long leash dangling from his jacket pocket. He was clearly the dog’s owner; he even looked like the dog.


‘Hugo,’ shouted the man, without even looking at the dog. The dog pounded over to him and gazed up with adoration as the man continued to pick up different jars. It seemed unlikely that Pedro would ever look at her with such devotion.


Una turned a corner and spotted a stand titled ‘Information’ in marker pen, and then underneath ‘Balham International Cat Show’. On the table were leaflets photostatted in an extremely old-fashioned way, next to a giant photo album. Behind the stall sat a woman in her late sixties with short cropped grey hair and intense brown eyes that at this moment were boring directly into Una’s soul.


Una needed a moment. She even picked up a nearby jar of honey made by Balham bees. She wondered what properties of bees in her area influenced the flavour. Did the excellent transport links and outstanding primary schools affect the taste?


She must go to the stall. She’d mentioned it to Patti, and it would help their shiny new project. She was a middle manager now! But she was intimidated by the scary stallholder.


She edged forward, looking left and right as if she was crossing the road; the woman maintained her stare.


‘Yes?’ said the woman, as Una stood in front of her. ‘Can I help you?’


Surely Una’s purpose for approaching a stall providing information on the Balham International Cat Show was clear enough?


‘I’d like to find out more about the cat show, please,’ she said, her glance darting back and forth to the woman’s steely gaze. That was it! This woman had spent a lot of time with cats and now could stare at other people with a cat-worthy attention span.


‘I see,’ said the woman. ‘We have a very comprehensive website, so what exactly would you like to know?’


This wasn’t going well. It was a reasonable question. Why had she come here? Why couldn’t she just look online like everyone else? But if all the information was so accessible, then why have this stall at all?


‘I’ve recently got a cat. A pet cat. And I was wondering what the show could offer a new owner in terms of getting ideas or advice?’


Wow. Una was mentally patting herself on the head. That was a great piece of impromptu conversation. It was even sort of true; it was just that she’d missed out the bit about using the show as a way of extracting data, in order to help her research project back at the office. Not the sort of reason this terrifying individual would appreciate.


The woman slowly rapped her fingers on the cheap purple baize cloth in front of her. ‘Open up that photo album.’


It was an old-school type of album with a padded leatherette cover, embossed with ‘Cats’ in gold lettering. Una tentatively flipped open the cover. She hadn’t brought any anti-bacterial gel – such a mistake when dealing with analogue information.


‘Am I looking for something in particular?’ said Una.


‘The first section has the pictures of last year’s winners. But as you progress, you’ll see that the show has a marketplace section where you can buy premium food, grooming equipment, costumes . . .’


‘Costumes?’ said Una.


‘. . . baskets, litter trays, monitoring devices . . .’


‘Okay, now that is of interest,’ said Una.


‘. . . toys, treats, music. But in my humble opinion, the highlight of the show is the cat competition itself.’


‘This competition is just a bit of fun, right, where one of them gets a prize or something?’


The woman blinked. ‘You really are a beginner, aren’t you? Perhaps you’d be better off looking into the Clapham North Catstravaganza next weekend. Very commercial, much more mainstream. You’ve just missed the Tooting Feline Pageant – that was last month – no great loss. But for the true professionals we have the Balham International Cat Show – the most prestigious competition in the South West London Cat Grand Slam.’


If Una had fur, it would have been ruffled. This woman was extremely rude but in a manner that meant she couldn’t walk away. It was the sort of mesmerising rudeness that drew you in.


Una continued to flick through the pages in the album. The first photo was ‘Best Persian’. The cat was looking at her like this woman did, like she was a second-rate creature. The title read ‘Lord Partington-Lane III’.


‘A royal owner,’ said Una. ‘I bet that cat gets caviar for breakfast.’


Humour was a great way of breaking the ice with strangers. Admittedly, it had never worked for her yet, but she was struggling, and she needed to try her full Swiss Army Knife of conversational tools.


‘That’s the name of the cat,’ said the woman, shaking her head. ‘The name of the owner is underneath in smaller lettering. The star is the cat.’


Una peered at the text. There it was, below Lord’s name – Rosemary Sconce.


‘Oh. Oh, I see. I wonder why she had to give her cat such a long name.’


‘It’s a very special cat,’ said the woman. ‘Whereas Rosemary is a very ordinary owner.’


The next picture was of ‘Best Long Hair’ – Mademoiselle Fifi Lautrec, owned by Luke Lavish. And then came ‘Best Short Hair’ – Greyfriars Davenport of Devizes, owned by Sue Carmichael. She was glad that Pedro had just one name. Simple. Appropriate.


‘Are you going to enter your cat?’ said the woman. ‘I can offer you a special discount on entry as you’re here today in person. Five per cent off. Limited offer. I’m Ellen, by the way.’


‘I’m Una. Look, I don’t know if Pedro is a show cat,’ said Una, and then remembered she had an information source sitting right in front of her, ready to be data mined for her project. ‘What would showing involve, if I did want to enter?’


‘Well, if you have to ask . . .’ said Ellen, rolling her eyes. ‘We have two rounds. The Beauty round followed by the Purrsonality round.’


Una looked at Ellen. Was this a joke?


‘But cats don’t really have a personality, do they?’


The brown eyes took on a rather evil glint.


‘Let me show you,’ she said.


Ellen flipped the photo album to a later section and there Una could see pictures of Lord Partington jumping through a hoop while maintaining his expression of total superiority. Its owner, and she had to presume this was Rosemary Sconce, was theatrically holding the hoop in one hand and waving a tiny cat treat in the tips of the fingers of her other hand.


‘Wonderful hoop work from Rosemary, I have to admit,’ said Ellen, thawing.


‘I suppose so,’ said Una, ‘although the cat’s just doing the trick to get the treat. It’s not really showing personality.’


Ellen’s back arched. ‘What would Lord Partington need to do for you to accept him as showing personality?’ she said, pausing between each word. It was a reasonable question, quickly followed up by, ‘And tell me, how do you go about demonstrating your personality?’


Una was stumped; the brown eyes were boring into her again. She wasn’t sure if she had a personality at that moment. She probably couldn’t even jump through a hoop, what with her dodgy ankle.


‘And what breed is your cat?’ said Ellen, frowning with her mouth.


Una fished out her phone and found the only picture she had of Pedro.


‘Non pedigree,’ said Ellen. ‘Is it a rescue cat? Has it led a tough life?’


‘It’s not a rescue cat,’ said Una. ‘Not that I’d have a problem with that. And so what if it’s not a pedigree? Surely the pedigree ones are overbred and sickly.’


She was fuming at Pedro being talked down like this. Ellen stood up.


‘Pedigree is everything in the cat show world. Years of breeding have produced Greyfriars’ upturned nose, Fifi’s luxuriant coat and that sense of elegance and worldliness you can only get with a cat of pedigree. They inherit a whole history in their bearing, in their walk, in their cattitude!’


Cattitude . . . Una took a deep breath in and out. There was no point causing a scene over Ellen’s clearly misguided views about the cat hierarchy.


Ellen sat down again. ‘You’re a newbie. It’s not your fault you don’t know anything. Look, here’s the category for your cat.’


Ellen flicked through the album and pointed to ‘Best Domestic Cat’, a Miss Flora Tibbles owned by Lisa Maggio. An extremely handsome tabby-looking cat with a tortoiseshell back and white paws.


‘Now that’s a good cat,’ said Una.


‘The best of the domestics,’ said Ellen. ‘But look at last year’s overall winner, across all categories.’ She swept back to a page near the front of the album which announced ‘Best Overall. And Best Siamese.’ There before her, was the snootiest cat that Una had ever seen. Prince Hugo of Luxembourg. This cat was sitting on a scarlet velvet cushion, ramrod straight as if it had been to cat finishing school. His owner was a Jeff Bridgely.


‘Hang on,’ said Una. ‘Isn’t he the one who died recently?’


‘Oh, you know about Jeff?’ asked Ellen. ‘I guess he was a big deal in the cat world. But it’s Prince Hugo I feel sorry for.’


Una nodded. ‘I saw it in the Balham Bugle. Said something about a tragic accident.’


‘That rag?’ said Ellen. ‘I wouldn’t line my cat’s litter tray with it. Among fellow competitors we didn’t want his unexpected demise sensationalised like that.’


Una straightened up. ‘You haven’t mentioned anything so far about you having a cat – do you enter these cat shows?’
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