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The Yoghurt of Doom


I want many things in life: an end to world hunger; all wars to cease; a definitive answer on whether that dress was really blue and black or white and gold. But most of all, right now, I want whoever keeps stealing my yoghurts to STOP.


We’re adults in a London office, not teenagers, and yet for three weeks now, someone has gone to the fridge and pinched my yoghurt. And it’s not a mistake, because I’ve lavished half a sharpie on them, writing everything from ‘Ella’s – Hands Off!!!’ right through to ‘Thrush medicine’ – which admittedly got me some funny looks, but even that yoghurt was gone by lunchtime! Whoever it is must have a strong stomach as well as no conscience.


That’s why I’ve finally decided to follow Jenny’s advice and do something about it. Last night I peeled back the corner of my cherry yoghurt, squirted in some hot sauce, added a few dried chilli flakes, and stuck it down again. It’s in the fridge right now, waiting for the culprit. Trouble is, the kitchenette is down a side corridor, together with the toilets and the photocopier, and I’ve just ‘been to the toilet’ for the third time, and the yoghurt’s still there. Maybe whoever it is doesn’t like cherry, which is a shame, because I do, and unsurprisingly I don’t fancy it any more.


Over at the next desk, Jenny taps her pencil urgently on her keyboard and gives me a keen look. I shake my head to show the trap hasn’t been sprung and she rolls her eyes. I pull a face in agreement and we get back to work.


I plough through some emails, and pull up the next set of design layouts advertising villas. While away the warm summer evenings with a cocktail and a swim in your own private pool, surrounded by the beautiful Italian … blah blah. The page has dry text and a few glossy photos. It’s my job to liven it up by inserting blocks of colour to ‘heighten the reader’s sense of engagement and immersion’. Usually in pastel shades – nothing inventive or avant-garde, because if you notice I’ve done it, I’ve failed, apparently. It’s your standard thankless task, but I don’t mind. Well, not really. I mean, it is a bit of a comedown from managing my own team at the call centre, both financially and status-wise, but I knew I’d have to work up from the bottom when I took this job. It’s the price I have to pay to get back into art and design, and soon enough I’ll be one of a team over in the glass conference room, throwing about ideas and doing proper design work, like the Eau de Parfum Team brainstorming in there now. They’re gesticulating and laughing, drinking coffee from the Gaggia coffee machine, happy, enthused and energetic as they take turns to air their ideas for the next big ad campaign.


I try a few shades of aqua, some slightly bluer tones, but it’s difficult to focus and keep an eye on everyone heading down towards the kitchenette end of the office. Though, to be fair, with Sexy Tom going that way, I’m not the only one looking. Tom’s on the Fashion Team and his metrosexual good looks, dove-grey suits and hair graded to nothing at his collar, draw eyes like iron filings to a magnet. He is pretty, if a little too self-assured for my taste and I bet his make-up bag is better stocked than mine, but he has a certain something. Not that he’d look twice at me. To him I’m just another mid-height, pretty but non-remarkable junior member of staff, with feathered and highlighted brown hair, wrap-around dress and boots. Although, now I think about it, he’d probably just stop at ‘junior member of staff’. But I have to admit, I’d much rather be doodling a pencil drawing of him than arranging pastel-coloured blocks behind text.


I reread the brief: ‘Sun, sea and sand colours, with a hint of coral’. I bring up some pictures of coral, which seem to come in as many shades as paint, and try to decide what colour the sun is as I’ve never looked at it myself.


I try pastel yellow and peach, adjust them to the glorious tones of Italian buildings in the evening sun, lighten them and—


‘Pssst!’ Jenny tips her head to indicate the people jostling at the end of the kitchenette corridor. ‘Do you think …?’ she whispers, and triumph zips through me.


Very possibly. We hurry over, and I stand on tiptoes and crane my neck to see over the heads of the people standing in the kitchenette doorway. Sexy Tom is scrubbing at his tongue with a blue paper towel. I shift slightly, and catch a glimpse of my cherry yoghurt on the countertop beside him. It’s denuded of its ‘Do not eat!’ lid.


‘What’s going on?’ cries someone from behind us.


‘Tom’s been poisoned!’ calls someone nearer the front. ‘We’ve called an ambulance.’


Jenny gasps, and my stomach drops.


Oh shit.


‘It could be cauthdic thoda, or athid, or bleatth,’ pants Tom, his mouth under the tap. A co-worker repeats his every word into her mobile, and Jenny grabs my arm to pull me away.


I shake her off and try to push forward, but I can’t get through. ‘No! It’s just chilli,’ I call, but no one listens. ‘It’s just chilli,’ I repeat.


Tom clutches at his throat, his eyes wide. ‘God! Am I dying?’


‘You’re not dying. It’s chilli. Just chilli, that’s all.’ I’m squeezed in beside the person on the phone. I lean my head into her line of vision, but all her focus is on Tom. I push forward again, but the knot of people is so tight, all I get is glares and I’m forced to watch as three women minister to him in the confined space: one filling a cup, another applying a wet towel to his forehead, while a third flaps at the rest of us stuck in the doorway.


Tom hangs his head and grips the countertop, shaking. ‘Tell them to bring an antidote.’


‘It’s not poison, it’s chilli!’ My words are lost in the shocked gasp as Tom collapses to the floor. His acolytes prop him against a kitchen cupboard, his face upturned like a fish on a hook, and I savagely elbow my way through, crouch down next to him, take his face in my hands and peer into his half-open eyes. ‘YOU HAVEN’T BEEN POISONED. IT WAS JUST CHILLI, THAT’S ALL. I WAS JUST TRYING TO STOP SOMEONE STEALING MY YOGHURTS.’


He looks into my eyes for the first time, probably ever, focuses, and glowers. ‘You poisoned me?’ he asks incredulously.


‘No, I—’


‘Ella poisoned Tom,’ says someone behind me, and her comment is relayed back.


I close my eyes, ready to explain yet again that it was just sodding chilli, when a quick-response paramedic pushes through and kneels down beside me.


‘What’s he taken? Narcotics? Poison? Chemicals? Do we know?’ He looks from me to Tom, and pulls up Tom’s eyelid.


‘Chilli,’ I say, now heartily sick of the word.


The paramedic frowns. ‘Chilli?’


‘Hot sauce. I put it in my yoghurt because someone’s been stealing them and …’ I hold out my hands to present Tom. Tom glares wonky-eyed daggers at me, and the paramedic lets go of his eyelid and joins Tom in glaring at me. ‘It only had two out of three chillies on the label! Sorry, I didn’t think it would cause this much fuss. Sorry,’ I repeat, though actually, I think Tom should be the one apologising.


The paramedic relaxes onto his heels and pulls his radio off his belt. ‘Call off the ambulance. False Alarm. Just someone playing silly-buggers with hot sauce.’


‘Roger,’ says someone at the other end, and he clips it back on his belt. He takes Tom’s wrist in his hand. Probably checking the time rather than Tom’s pulse, but it goes awfully quiet. Everyone glares at me, except for Jenny who studies her shoes.


‘I’m sorry,’ I apologise to the room at large. ‘I didn’t mean to scare anyone, but someone’s been stealing my yoghurts, and I needed to find out who.’ The room erupts. It seems everyone else would rather supply Tom with his daily snack than harm a hair on his immaculate, thieving head.


Rob, my boss, rests his chin on his fingertips and studies me across the wide expanse of his desk. ‘So, a prank gone wrong?’


‘No, nothing like that. I was just trying to stop my yoghurts being stolen.’


Rob’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘By Tom?’


‘Yes, as it turns out.’


Rob presses his lips together and air jets out through his nose. He looks down at his desk and shakes his head sadly before looking back at me. ‘Tom has made a complaint, and I might have been able to explain away a prank gone wrong – but an intentional trap, Ella? That’s more difficult, and might I add, not very nice.’


My insides squirm. ‘It was just meant to stop him taking my yoghurts, and I’ve tried everything else.’ Rob’s frown doesn’t budge. ‘And some might say stealing someone’s lunch day after day isn’t very nice, either. Thou shalt not steal, and all that.’


Rob sighs and pulls a file out from his desk drawer. He places it between us, so I can read ‘Ella Tate’, written in pencil on the top corner. ‘I’ll be dealing with Tom’s stealing separately, don’t you worry. But that’s not the point. This is a very serious situation, Ella.’


‘But it was just—’


‘Let me finish. You have caused another employee emotional anguish and to fear for his life, and he has formally complained. There must be consequences.’


‘Fear for his life?’ Seriously? Who does Tom think he is – James Bond? I try to look contrite. ‘But he just ate some chilli. Nothing dangerous. Nothing weird. I even wrote “Do not eat” on the lid. I mean, would you be having this conversation with the cleaner if he drank hand soap?’


‘The cleaner had no reason to think he would drink hand soap. You, on the other hand, had every reason to believe your yoghurt would be eaten and yet you still tampered with it.’


‘Not in any dangerous way! He just ate some chilli! Chilli! He got a hot tongue. The cure is yoghurt, and he was already eating that! People do it all the time. It’s hardly the crime of the century.’


Rob massages his temples and breathes out. ‘I’m disappointed you can’t grasp the seriousness of the situation, Ella.’


Believe me, I’m grasping it! What I don’t get is why it was apparently hilarious when Matt drew a spider on the toilet roll and Claire freaked out, and why when Karen concussed John with a metal bin full of ping-pong balls propped on top of a door, she got a pat on the back, but this is too much? ‘I don’t see why we can’t just move on.’


‘Because he’s contacted Human Resources,’ Rob says calmly.


‘Oh.’ My heart thuds to the bottom of my boots. It’s gone inter-departmental. And I’m guessing that’s where Tom used the words ‘emotional anguish’ and ‘fear for his life’.


‘Someone will be up shortly to speak with you. I just wanted to hear your side of the story before they arrived. Am I right in thinking you are coming to the end of your three-month trial period?’


Heat courses through me, leaving me strangely cold. ‘Yes.’


‘And you are … how old, if I might enquire?’ He tags on a smile.


‘Twenty-nine.’


The smile vanishes. ‘So, not fresh out of university?’


‘No.’


He breathes out heavily as my defence of youthful exuberance floats away on an ebbing tide of yoghurt.


‘And what is it that you bring to the department?’


Is he talking about my lunch? ‘Erm?’


‘What are your skills? What do you bring to the table? Why should we keep you on?’ He’s waiting for my answer.


‘I do design choices … support the process,’ I say weakly. It’s not even good English. ‘And I work well with my colleagues?’ Not Tom, obviously, but I have no idea what Rob’s looking for.


He nods slowly, and there’s a gentle knock at the door. ‘Go and wait at your desk, please, Ella.’


I sidle out past Mr HR, who looks down at me with interest, and return to my desk.


Jenny taps her keyboard with her pencil. I give her a clipped shake of my head.


‘What happened?’ she hisses, refusing to be put off.


‘Tom complained,’ I whisper. ‘I explained about the yoghurts and why I did what I did.’ I’m careful to add a lot of ‘I’s so she knows I didn’t mention her. ‘But it doesn’t look good.’


She bites her lip. ‘They sent Tom home to recover.’


‘Oh God!’ I look anxiously at her. ‘I only put in a few drops. Do you think he’s allergic?’


‘No, he’s fine – no hives or anything, and he sprang up off the kitchen floor pretty damn fast; even checked his suit for signs of dirt before he rushed off to the toilets. It was only when he came out that he staggered about like an old man.’


‘Delayed shock?’ I offer.


Jenny shakes her head. ‘He was milking it for everything he’s worth – sorry for the dairy pun.’ She giggles, but stops as Rob opens his door and beckons me back with his head.


‘Good luck,’ she mouths, and I get up and walk over, trying to ignore the ceremonial drums beating in my head.


‘Close the door, please, Ella. Sit down,’ says Rob.


Mr HR is perched on Rob’s desk with his arms folded, so I take the chair. I grip the edge of the seat and cross my fingers under the folds of my dress, even though the troubled look in Mr HR’s eyes and Rob’s throat clearing tells me it’s a lost cause. 


It doesn’t take long. They put on a good show full of we-regrets, unfortunatelys and out-of-our-handses. Rob even pinches the bridge of his nose as he calls down to security for someone to escort me from the building, and we sit in uncomfortable silence until Stan, the cheerful security guard, opens the door and grins at me.


‘Ah hello, pet! Leaving, are we?’


‘Yes.’ What else is there to say?


‘Ah well, let’s get you on the tube before rush hour.’


Stan follows me to my desk and waits, like a human billboard, broadcasting my fate. Blushing furiously I log off my computer, slurp down my cold coffee and dry out my Secret Santa ‘Let’s get Graphic’ mug before stowing it in my bag along with my lip balm and mints. I look around, but even though it feels like every eye in the office is on me, Jenny’s the only one who meets my eyes, and she’s biting her thumbnail.


I smile at her and shrug. ‘It’s just a job.’ And it is. It’s just a job. It was supposed to be The Job, but clearly that’s not going to happen.


She smiles back sadly.


Stan steps back to let me out and I wave my fingers at her. She holds up a hand, but she’s the only one. Everyone else types frantically, glued to their computer screens, determined not to make eye contact. I’m almost tempted to shout an exuberant goodbye, saying I didn’t want to work here anyway – but for one, Stan is holding his arm out directing me towards the lift, and for two, it isn’t true. I gave up a lot for this job – gambled everything on it in the hope that it would lead to the life I wanted.


I pick up my coat and take one last look at the glass conference room, where one of the designers is pitching her ideas to the mobile phone company she’s been assigned to. She’s smiling and talking animatedly to a rapt audience and, as Stan clears his throat encouragingly, they applaud her.


I sigh and follow Stan to the lift. We wait, with him wheezing even after only that small distance, and I glance at the stairwell, tempted to make off down the stairs just to see if he follows me. I’m betting he’d take the lift and hope to catch me at the bottom, or else radio in for backup.


We step into the lift and Stan presses the lobby button.


‘Soon be Valentine’s Day,’ he says.


Now I really wish I’d taken the stairs. Thankfully, we’re only three floors up so the doors slide open before he can say more. I hand him my pass and he waves as the glass doors swing closed between us: him in the warm, me in the wilderness … well, on the London street, anyway. Though it could be the Arctic tundra, given the way the February wind is slicing through my clothes.


I pull my coat a little tighter and stare about helplessly. A tide of people usually carries me towards the tube station, but right now the expanse of paving is empty. Apart from the crow. It gallops over and tips its head and looks up at me inquisitively.


‘If you’re an omen, you’re late!’


It looks at the ground as if to acknowledge this sad fact and bounds off on its next prophetic mission, while I button up my coat and set off for the tube station.
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‘Don’t Pass Me By’


The tube station concourse feels wrong. My footsteps are too loud and echoey, the lights are too bright and the ticket barrier clamps closed behind me like an industrial press. I slide my Oyster card back in my pocket and I’m so cold, the warm, stagnant air from the tunnels is almost welcome. I try to breathe it in, but knowing this is the last time I’ll come through here, my breath hitches. I try to swallow, but there’s a traitorous lump at the back of my throat and my eyes start to sting. I close them and count.


In, two, three, out, two, three.


I know from experience I just need to pinpoint the feelings and tamp them down long enough to get back. So what are they? Anger? Upset? Anxiety? They don’t quite fit this glacial half-panic. Am I in shock? That’s closer. Bewildered? Yes. Lost? … Heartbroken that I’ve just lost the job that could finally make sense of me, my life and who I am? My breath hitches. That’s the one, but labelling it isn’t helping. If anything, it’s making it worse and I have to squeeze my eyes closed to keep the tears from leaking out.


Someone barges into the back of me, and a man glowers at me as he accelerates past and onto the escalator. In an instant, he’s gone, but the shock is enough to get me moving. I step on the escalator and breathe careful, measured breaths as the escalator emits eerie, ghostlike groans.


It scrapes me off at the bottom, and I take the tunnel towards my platform. One foot in front of the other. Still breathing, but even though I know it’s coming, I stop short in front of the cat food advert designed by our office. Tears blur the cat, but I really don’t want to cry – not here. People will think my cat’s died, and I really don’t want to have to explain I don’t even have one.


I stumble onwards and an unseen train sends dirty air up the tunnel, blowing my hair away from my face. I wipe my coat sleeve across my eyes, and—


I’m only metres away from the tattooed busker who always plays Beatles tunes, whose pitch is by the blocked-off tunnel junction. Luckily he hasn’t noticed me – he’s just setting up, tuning his guitar, but as I half turn, ready to creep past, he puts aside his guitar and makes a fuss of his dog. He smiles indulgently as the sweet brown mongrel sprawls on its blanket, front paws like a meerkat, basking in having its tummy scratched. It would be a good time to slide past, but I’m caught in their moment. So much so, I can’t help smiling as its tongue lolls, and as I do, the constricted feeling in my chest loosens. With relief, I take a deep breath and dry my tears with the back of my hand, then feeling some sort of thanks is in order, I pull a five-pound note from my bag. I drop it into the collection pot, and to my horror the tattooed man glances at the pot and looks up.


‘Are you sure, love? I’m not even playing …’ His eyes narrow. ‘Or is that the point?’ I almost shrink back, but he grins and I smile weakly.


I indicate the dog. ‘It’s just nice to see someone happy. I needed that.’


‘He’s a happy soul – good to have around. Tough day?’ he asks softly.


I bite my lip. ‘Is it that obvious?’


He smiles. ‘People rarely stop unless something’s knocked them off course … or if they’re on holiday,’ he adds grudgingly.


‘Not on holiday.’


His eyes are kind and his tone is gentle. ‘I didn’t think so.’


‘Actually, I’ve just lost my job.’


He smiles sympathetically. ‘And you found yourself staring at a happy dog …’


‘… wishing my life was that simple,’ I agree sadly. ‘Not that I want my tummy scratched.’


He laughs. ‘Oh, for the simple pleasures in life. Did you like your job?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean did your life revolve around your work? Did it make you feel valued, important …’ He shrugs. ‘Did it give you a sense of achievement?’


I want to say yes, but his earnestness invites me to be truthful. ‘I was hoping one day it would.’


‘Ah. You were trying for your dream job,’ he says with sympathy.


I picture some of my friends whose art has taken off and who have their own studios. ‘Well, maybe not my dream-dream job, but it was something I’d hoped I could be proud of.’


He nods. ‘And the people you worked with? Will they stay in touch?’


‘My friend Jenny might.’ Though now I think about it, I doubt she will if she’s afraid it’s her fault. Survivor’s guilt, or something? But like the old saying says, ‘If I told you to jump off a cliff …’


He smiles. ‘Well, that’s something.’


I manage a half-smile. ‘Silver linings? Or is this where we talk about closing doors and opening windows?’


He frowns. ‘Well, I suppose we could, but I find it better to remember success comes in different guises: more than you can possibly imagine, and you can’t possibly see all ends. For example, this may be an opportunity to follow your actual dreams.’


‘I suppose,’ I say, unwilling to admit I’ve already spent years doing that; touting my drawings to agents, galleries, card companies and gift shops, even to the extent of having stalls at festivals and Christmas fairs. I’m not sure I so much followed that dream as trampled it to death, but nothing came of it and in the end I gave up. ‘But that only works if you have dreams to pursue.’


He winks at me. ‘Surely there’s something you want?’


I look up the tunnel to avoid his gaze. ‘I wouldn’t mind a fairy godmother plopping down and presenting me with a winning lottery ticket, if that’s what you mean?’


He assesses me for a moment. ‘No, but there’s definitely something,’ he persists, even though I smile apathetically to dampen his interest. ‘Closet ballerina, or a secret Fat Duck chef?’ he offers playfully. ‘Pocket Pavarotti?’


I laugh. ‘Maybe in the shower,’ but I shake my head. ‘Why are you so certain there’s something?’


He smiles at me. ‘Because Fate or Destiny or whoever clearly has you marked down for change, otherwise why would you be here?’


‘Fate?’ I ask. I can’t go with Destiny, because she’s always struck me as a stripper, spreading clumpy fairy dust about like glitter. Fate, however, has a solemn life-choices vibe about her. ‘Are you saying Fate made me lose my job, today?’ It sounds better than yoghurt, but still … ‘Why would she do that?’


‘Maybe she reckons it’s time for a change. Maybe she thinks you’re destined for something better. Maybe she thought you should chat to me?’ His wide grin shows me he is, to some extent, joking.


‘That’s a lot of maybes.’


‘Maybe.’ He smiles.


‘But what if a London design job was the pinnacle of what I could achieve?’


‘Then I think she’d have left you to it, don’t you? But maybe …’ He smiles wider. ‘… she has something better planned for you.’


‘I wish she’d tell me what it is.’


He chuckles. ‘I don’t think that’s her style.’


‘Then what is?’


‘You have to give her legroom, keep your eyes open for opportunities. Maybe even think outside the box and not head straight back into your old routine—’


‘So you’re saying I shouldn’t apply for a similar job?’


He laughs. ‘That’s up to you. It’s your life.’


‘But if you were me?’


He holds my gaze for a long second. ‘Let me show you something— No, don’t look like that, it’s nothing weird. I want you to see exactly what I see every day.’ His eyebrows flick up in challenge, reminding me of my old A-level art teacher when he was about to suggest something radical.


‘What do I have to do?’


‘Just stand there and watch the rush hour come through, that’s all. Just see what I see.’


I check my watch. Five o’clock isn’t far away and the number of commuters is already picking up. He picks up his guitar, slings the strap over his head and starts playing a rendition of ‘We Can Work It Out’. He winks at me. Funny. I bend down and stroke the dog, who nuzzles my leg. A gust of warm air announces the arrival of another train somewhere down the tunnels, and after a minute, the air sucks away with its departure.


As he plays the last few chords, the busker jerks his head back. ‘Stand against the wall, well out of the way, and listen.’


At first I think he means I should listen to ‘Help!’, but as he moves on to the chorus, his head nodding to the rhythm, a strange, low patter funnels down the tunnel. It grows in volume, until a stream of people turn the corner and course through the narrow tunnel towards us. It’s almost an onslaught, or a charge, and I flinch as the odd coin lands in the busking pot and guitar case like stones kicked up by a panicked herd. I press myself back against the wall, glad of the extra space provided by the blanked-off tunnel, and watch mesmerised as they condense and compress, until they merge into a single sinuous entity, slithering past, their footsteps echoing off the tiles like the rattle on a snake, bizarrely accompanied by the cheerful melody of ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’. And just when it seems like they’re a never-ending tide, the flow decreases, and the mass relaxes and gradually reverts to individual people, still hurrying and busy, but no longer that shocking beast.


He strums his final chords and turns to me. ‘That’s what’s been carrying you along all this time. Where could Fate fit in amongst that? She’d be trampled to death by your timetables, charts, appointments and meetings. No, Fate would have to do something pretty drastic to even separate you.’


‘Like make me lose my job?’


He winks. ‘Now you’re getting it. You asked what I’d do? I’d give Fate a chance, after all she’s put a lot of work into getting you here.’


It would certainly help explain the ridiculousness of what happened. I almost like the idea. ‘But don’t I get a choice?’


His eyebrows meet. ‘Of course you do. You can plough straight back into the rat race if that’s what you want. But do you really want to, now that you’ve seen it?’ He glances at the people still streaming past us, but it’s like we’re in a different dimension: invisible and unheard – the ones who’ve ‘seen it’, not quite The Matrix, but close. ‘I certainly wouldn’t go back,’ he says softly.


‘But isn’t leaving it to Fate scary?’ My pension, food bills and rent all hurl themselves against a glass wall in my mind.


‘I guess that depends on your definition of scary. Is uncharted scary? Is trying something new scary? Is learning what you want and becoming who you want to be scary?’ He pauses significantly. ‘Or is settling for stagnation and a less-than-wonderful life the real nightmare? I guess you have to decide whether what you have now is worth settling for.’


Our eyes meet. What do I have now? Apart from a few friends and some savings, just my flat, which is rented, my roommate, who I’m avoiding right now, my mother’s respect, which I’m not sure I’ve ever had, and a head-start on getting another job.


He smiles at me. ‘Just think about it,’ he says gently.


‘I will. Thanks,’ I say, meaning it.


‘My pleasure,’ and giving me a small wave, he plays me out to ‘Hello, Goodbye’ and I carry on along the tunnel in a daze of new ideas.
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Gravel-rash Friends


Three trains squeal to a halt, load up and leave. Part of me wants to climb on, go back to the flat, crawl under my bedcovers and sleep, but the sane part knows that won’t happen. I’ll actually just end up listening to my flatmate and her boyfriend exploring the early stages of their new relationship, which I don’t begrudge, but it’s a little off-putting when you’re trying to eat, sleep or figure out what to do with your life.


No, what I need is a friend – a good friend who’ll give me some proper honest advice, and that means Vivienne, because no matter how painful, she always speaks her mind. Decision made, I get on the next train, switch tube lines, and head for Vivienne’s shop in Notting Hill.


Vivienne’s shop is tiny, but glorious. It’s a cluttered Aladdin’s cave of glistening curiosities, chock-full of Vivienne’s own amazing handcrafted wire, wicker and beadwork birds, some as tiny as hummingbirds, others as huge as herons, and her partner (both business and wife) Clara’s beautiful copper and enamel jewellery, which has graced both catwalks and magazines. The shop strikes a happy medium between tropical bird emporium and Moroccan market, and stocks both their work and pieces by other artists they admire. They sell mostly via the Internet, with Vivienne’s Christmas tree robins, decorated with anything from sequins to real diamonds, sometimes fetching thousands. This little shop, however, as well as being worthy of a place on London’s list of must-see attractions, earns its keep, and provides them with a workshop out the back.


The bell on the door tings and Vivienne comes through from the back dressed in bright jumpers, scarves and jeans, and wearing dragonfly earrings made by Clara.


‘Ella! It’s been weeks!’ She grabs my hand and leads me through to the back to make us chamomile tea. ‘What news?’ she demands as she flicks the switch on the electric kettle, and I tell her about my yoghurt, the chilli sauce and my swift exit from the company.


She blows out a breath and gives me a one-armed hug. ‘Jesus! It sounds frickin’ hilarious, right up to the point they sacked you. What on Earth’s the matter with them?’


Relief floods through me. ‘I know, right?’


‘But seriously, don’t you have some recourse? Unfair dismissal or something? I thought the best thing about working for these corporate giants was the job security?’


The irony isn’t lost on me. ‘In theory, if I’d got past my three-month trial period, then yes, they’d have had to go through the whole “first warning, second warning” thing. But as it is, they can say I wasn’t suitable and that’s that.’


‘How long until the three-month point?’


I wrinkle my nose. ‘Six days. I know, I know. If only I’d been a bit more patient—’


‘Stuff that, he stole your yoghurts!’


‘Yes, he did! But no one seems interested in that part. It was all “Tom had a near-death experience”, “Tom feared for his life”, when he could have just laughed it off.’


‘Hmm. He was probably embarrassed and wanted to deflect the attention onto you.’


She might have a point. ‘But to go so far as to get me sacked?’


Vivienne shrugs. ‘Don’t underestimate the power of embarrassment. It’s a highly under-rated emotion.’


‘I suppose.’ I picture Tom lying martyred on the kitchenette floor. He really went for the Oscar.


‘What about your mum. Can’t she help?’


I sip the scalding-hot tea and wince. ‘No, she mainly deals in conveyancing, not employment law.’


‘And you don’t want to tell her, anyway?’ Vivienne guesses shrewdly.


‘You’ve got it.’ I rub my tongue on the roof of my mouth.


The door tings and we make our way back into the main shop. We perch on the bar stools behind the counter as a lady browses.


‘So what’s the plan?’ asks Vivienne.


‘It only just happened!’


‘Yes, but the world hasn’t stopped turning. What are you going to do?’


This is exactly why I came to see Vivienne – she can be like a hundred-mile-an-hour gravel rash, but she makes you face facts. I sort through my options. ‘I could ask about my old job at the call centre? They were genuinely sorry when I left.’


‘Is that what you want to do?’


I shrug. ‘It’s a job with a pay cheque.’


‘That’s not what I asked. I asked if it’s what you want to do?’


I hold up my hands. ‘That’s the problem. I don’t know what I want to do!’


‘I only ask because now could be a good moment to make a change. It’s not like when the call centre offered you that promotion and you went bananas about being stuck in the same depressing job for the rest of your life. This time you have nothing to lose.’


I almost laugh.


Vivienne frowns. ‘What?’


‘It’s just that a busker I met on my way here said pretty much the same thing. He said Fate is giving me a chance to do something different.’


Vivienne leans forward. ‘What else did he say?’


I shrug, skipping over the pocket Pavarotti comment and the slithering basilisk of people. ‘That I could step out of the rat race and see what happens – maybe even leave it to Fate. He was quite compelling about it, actually. I was almost tempted.’


Vivienne’s eyes narrow. ‘Really? That doesn’t sound like you.’


‘I know! I’ve always been sensible and taken the next logical step; worked at one job while trying to get my drawing off the ground in my spare time, but look where that’s got me.’


‘Up yoghurt creek without a spoon?’


‘Exactly! And now I’m not so sure I want any of it any more, or if I ever did!’


‘You wanted to draw when you went to art college,’ Vivienne reminds me, which is true. I fought tooth and nail for it back then. I didn’t even back down when Mum brought out the big guns and accused me of being just like her sister Gillian.


‘You’re right. I loved it, and I’m sure I still would if I’d had even an ounce of success, but despite really, really trying, I haven’t, and to be honest, I don’t think I feel the same about it any more. In fact, I think it’s time to admit defeat and try something new; find something fresh I really want, because I’d love to feel that spark again – that excitement of wanting something so much I’d do almost anything to get it,’ rather than the stomach-churning anxiety I get every time I look at a sketchpad.


‘So, what you’re saying is: you want to want something new?’ checks Vivienne, boiling it down.


‘As ridiculous as that may sound, yes! And I want it to be fulfilling, worthwhile and enjoyable.’


She nods thoughtfully. ‘OK, it’s a place to start.’


‘Do you really think so?’ I stare at her uncertainly as the customer shyly puts her purchases on the counter. Vivienne wraps the three wire birds in newspaper, pops the necklace into a velvet pouch, and takes her money. We wait for the customer to leave the shop, and Vivienne leans on the counter and props her chin in her palm as she studies me.


‘Are we just talking about your job here, or living arrangements and relationships, too?’


To be fair, none of them are in that great a shape, and I’d love not to go on any more disappointing Tinder dates. ‘Everything,’ I say, even though my stomach contracts.


Vivienne looks me in the eye. ‘Everything?’


‘Yes,’ I repeat more confidently. ‘Because look at what you’ve achieved since art college –’ I indicate the shop in all its Bohemian glory – ‘whereas I’ve ended up in this weird non-happening rut. Maybe I should give Fate a chance?’


Vivienne nibbles her thumb for a second and nods. ‘All right, but I think you need a plan.’


‘A plan? Isn’t “planning” and “Fate” a contradiction in terms?’


She presses her lips together. ‘You want to want something, right?’ I nod. ‘Then you should practise.’ She says it like it’s the most obvious thing in the world.


‘Practise what?’


‘Asking yourself what you want and following through on it. After all, how do you figure out what you want if you don’t start looking, and what’s the point of wanting something if you don’t actually get it? You could start right now. What’s the one thing you want right now? I mean really want.’ Her challenge escapes into a smile.


‘Such as?’


‘Anything: as ridiculous as you like. Just name it.’


Cream cake? A date with someone fantastic? Then I think about the next few days and shudder. ‘I don’t want to spend Valentine’s Day in the flat with Lindi and her boyfriend.’


‘OK, there you go. Now make it positive.’


‘I want to spend Valentine’s Day somewhere else.’


She holds out her hands in a ‘ta-daa’ move. ‘There you go. Now all you need to do is make that happen. And each time you think of something you want, write it down and work on it.’


‘So that’s how you’d plan for Fate?’ I ask, slightly thrown. It’s practical, I’ll give her that, and I really would love to be out of the flat on Valentine’s night.


‘Well, it can’t hurt, can it? They say that God helps those who help themselves, and I don’t see why Fate would be any different. Plus, you’ll be giving her a place to start.’


‘That’s true.’ I examine my fingers, feeling faintly ridiculous. ‘But I can’t help feeling this is all just an overreaction to losing my job.’


Vivienne brings up the search engine on her phone.


‘What are you looking up?’


‘“Should I re-evaluate my life?”,’ she enunciates, taps enter and scans the entries. ‘Answer these questions – “What would you do if money were no object?”’


‘Go back to art college,’ I say without thinking.


Vivienne frowns. ‘Really? After everything you just said?’


I try to think. ‘I loved art back then. I loved being with creative people and trying out new things, and I loved having time to … play.’ It sounds frivolous, but it’s true. ‘Why, what would you have said?’


Vivienne’s eyes widen. ‘I don’t know … I’d probably go on a buying trip to Cambodia, Thailand and Morocco with Clara.’


‘And then?’


‘And then come back here and sell the stuff in the shop.’ Vivienne smiles, content with her life. I push down my envy as she checks her phone for the next question. ‘“What are you most afraid of regretting at the end of your life?”’


That’s trickier. ‘Of not being missed, I suppose.’ It’s how I feel right now, and it’s scaring the hell out of me.


Vivienne’s mouth tightens, but she doesn’t comment. ‘And “Describe yourself in three words”.’ She pins me to my stool with her eyes.


‘Aimless.’ That’s pretty obvious. ‘Lonely.’ Shit, that’s bleak, but given I’m here avoiding my flatmate’s exuberant love life, it’s probably true. ‘And … bored, I suppose. Not in a bad way,’ I add as Vivienne’s eyebrows meet in the middle. ‘It’s just …’ I squeeze my hands together. ‘I want something exciting to happen.’


Vivienne gives me a nod. ‘OK. Well, let’s nudge Fate into action, then.’ She checks the time and pulls a face. ‘It’s closing time. Come back for dinner?’


I shake my head. ‘No, thanks. I’ve got leftovers in the fridge.’


‘OK,’ she says, perhaps sensing I need some time to think. She gives me a comforting hug. ‘Phone me if you want to. And make a list of things you want. It’ll give you a place to start.’ As she empties the till, I wander back to the underground, deep in thought.


Back in the flat, things are just as cosy as I expected – Lindi and her boyfriend are snuggled up on the sofa watching TV. I get changed into some sweats, collect a pen and a pad and take a seat at the kitchen table as yesterday’s lasagne rotates in the microwave.


I stare at the pad.


What do I want from life?


God, it’s like an exam question.


I push my hands through my hair and jot down What do I want? I resist the urge to write ‘be somewhere else for Valentine’s Day’, in case Lindi comes in and sees, and put the pen down.


What does anyone want?


I pick up the pen and draw over the question mark a few times. Thankfully, the microwave beeps. I take my dinner out, get a fork and sit down again. I take a bite and chew.


Maybe I should try to picture my ideal life?


Do I want kids? A husband? A house? Career? Penthouse flat? Castle? Cottage with roses around the door? Igloo? … I let out a sigh. I can’t picture myself with any of it … Do I want money? Fame? Success? Do I want to reject the world and move to an island in the Philippines and spear fish for my dinner half-naked for the rest of my life?


I snort and take a forkful of lasagne, burn my tongue, already rough from the chamomile scalding, and breath fast in and out to cool what’s in my mouth.


Lindi giggles in the living room.


I pick up the pen.


1. A place of my own. OK, that’s a start, and that means:


2. A career. Not just a job, but something I can get really excited about and can’t wait to get up for each day.


I take another bite of lasagne.


So 3. Fulfilment? Or at least be able to feel proud of myself. I have no idea what that entails, but I’m hoping it might be covered by 2? … I’ll come back to it.


4.  … Even just thinking about it, I have to take a deep breath. To find some way of putting everything bad that happened with my drawing behind me. Anything to stop me feeling sick whenever I think about it, although maybe that’s something I’ll have to come back to in a few years’ time, when it’s not so raw. I draw brackets around it.


And then there’s relationships. I’m done wasting time on dates that go nowhere, so he would have to be something special – considerate, confident and kind, and not fixated on football, rugby or golf … or himself. I’ve already been on too many Tinder dates where I haven’t got a word in edgeways. My pen hovers over the page. What the hell – it’s only a list, not a contract.


5. A man who actually wants to spend time with me, who’s interested and interesting, and who’s there when I need him. After some of the dates I’ve been on that’s like asking for a knight in shining armour.


My pen hangs, poised to scribble it out. Trouble is, I don’t want to be lonely, either. I think for a second. (or a cat), I add.


And, last but not least, the elephant that’s been in the corner of every room for as long as I can remember:


6. To find out who my dad is.


When I was little, Mum maintained he was a sperm donor, but when they changed the law so you could apply to find out who donated, that changed to him being an unofficial sperm donor. She said he was ‘kind-of married’ and ‘best to leave it alone’, so I did. I didn’t pester her, or try to find out, but it does bother me. It has for a long time, and it’s funny how often, when you’re making life decisions, not knowing leaves you feeling unanchored. And though, at times in the past, I was almost scared of finding out the truth, now I’m older, I think I can handle it … even if he’s a mass-murderer. At least I’d know. And if it’s some dreadful mistake with a friend’s husband? I could ask some basic health questions, find out what he did for a living, his interests and move on.


I finish the lasagne, put my plate in the dishwasher, and reread my list.


It’s a start.


I tear it off the pad, tuck it inside my phone case, and go to my room. I sit on my bed and survey the books and DVDs on my bamboo shelves. Oddly, there’s plenty that’s applicable on there. Perhaps even a theme – Elizabeth Gilbert, Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, Ben Fogle. They all dramatically changed their lives. Even my DVDs shout change with G.I. Jane, Shirley Valentine, We Bought a Zoo, Erin Brockovich … even The Matrix. Perhaps I’ve been feeling this way for a while without even knowing it?


Next door, Lindi’s bedroom door clunks closed and Ed Sheeran fills the flat.


I take out some headphones and put them on.


Vivienne’s right – I need to think how I’m going to get away for Valentine’s Day.
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Fate’s Emissary


A week later, and I’ve determinedly looked at jobs and courses, as well as countless web pages on finding myself, self-improvement, finding my true calling, and releasing my inner child. I’ve also tried exercise, mindfulness and positive thinking, but no matter what I do, I’m still no nearer finding out what I want from life or any further on with a Valentine’s escape plan. In fact, I’d go as far as to say I’ve gone backwards, because in a moment of desperation – OK, panic – I went to see my old boss at the call centre and asked for my old job back. On the plus side, she was only too happy to have someone she could bring in without training. On the minus side, I’ll be going back at a lower level than when I left, answering calls while another girl goes on maternity leave. And on the seriously negative side, it goes against everything I said and completely against allowing Fate some legroom.


But as I sit on Vivienne’s sofa, holding a glass of white wine and admit what I’ve done, as usual, Vivienne’s reaction surprises me.


‘Obviously the job’s a copout.’ She taps her bottom lip thoughtfully, and moves up the sofa so Clara can sit down. ‘But when does it start?’


‘First week in March.’


She does some counting on her fingers. ‘So, you’ve bought yourself just over two guilt-free weeks to follow your underground guru’s advice?’ She stares at me expectantly. ‘So, had any ideas?’


‘I could take a holiday?’ I offer, nonplussed.


‘Really?’ Vivienne’s unimpressed, and Clara tactfully goes back to the kitchen.


‘Yes. I have a little money put by. I could book somewhere; have a rest … get some perspective on my situation …’ I try, but Vivienne’s still frowning.


‘Well, I’ve been thinking. Remember what you said about going back to art college? How about you take some evening classes – try pottery and put your illustrative skills to use that way? Or silk painting, or Chinese calligraphy? You did beautiful work, and you’re so talented – it seems a shame to waste it.’ She looks at me sadly. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to try the illustrator route one last time?’


Even Vivienne doesn’t know the full extent of my efforts since art college. Over the years I’ve tried hundreds of agents, galleries and shops and received everything from a flat two-word ‘not interested’ through countless variations on ‘not the kind of thing we’re looking for’, to a two-page diatribe on why one agent could no longer face dealing with illustrators. But none of that was as bad as the unscrupulous agency who requested a set of drawings, scanned them and tried to sell my designs to a card company without a contract or my permission. I had a nasty time, and even had to hire a solicitor before they were stopped. Luckily they’d done it to several others, so my costs were eventually covered, but even though I pretended to everyone – even Vivienne – that I was fine, it was still a vile seven months, and I’ve felt sick picking up a pencil or a paintbrush ever since.


I blow out a sigh. ‘You know I tried, but short of finding a decent agent to take me on, I don’t see any way of making that work.’


‘Then how about you get a body of work together and do an exhibition?’ persists Vivienne. ‘Word would get around about how good you are.’


‘And live off what?’


‘Get a bank loan – that’s what you told me to do.’


I smile at her. Vivienne doesn’t realise how special she or her birds are. ‘I don’t have the bejewelled chicken or the orders you had, let alone your balls-to-the-wall courage,’ I add.


‘As I remember it, you made me stay up all night doing costings, business plans and future designs so the bank manager didn’t laugh me out of there,’ protests Vivienne.


‘Just to bolster your case, but even he had to recognise you’re something special.’


‘So are you!’ Vivienne tries to hold my gaze, but I look away. ‘All right then, what are you doing about getting away for Valentine’s Day? I’m not saying a holiday will solve anything, but I agree it’ll give you some room to think.’


‘And give Fate some elbow-room,’ I add.


I’m joking, but Vivienne pauses. ‘Fate,’ she says thoughtfully. ‘OK, how about we find six places, roll a dice and let Fate decide where you’re going? Good places, fun places, scary places—’


‘Why don’t we go the whole hog and put visiting Mum on the list,’ I suggest.


Vivienne shudders. ‘Have you told her about your job, yet?’


I shake my head, and ominously, my handbag starts to ring.


Vivienne hands me my bag. ‘I don’t remember saying her name three times!’


‘Once is apparently enough.’ I hold up my phone to show it’s ‘Mum’.


Vivienne bares her teeth. ‘The force is strong in that one! Get it over with, and I’ll find more wine.’ I open my mouth to protest. ‘And stay the night,’ she adds.


I smile and touch the green icon.


‘Hi, Mum.’


‘Oh, you’re there.’ Mum always starts like that, no matter where I am. ‘You’ll never guess who phoned me – your Aunt Gillian!’


‘Really?’ They’re estranged, so that’s odd for a start.


‘Yes, and you won’t believe what she wanted.’ I open my mouth to say I haven’t the faintest clue. ‘Help! Can you believe it? From me! Like I owe her anything after all these years. I’m astonished she has the temerity to ask, and yet here she is, perfectly happy to yank on the family ties now that it suits her, and all because she fell down some steps and ended up in hospital.’


‘Oh God! Is she all right?’ I smile at Vivienne as she tiptoes out, leaving me to it.


‘Yes! I told her the hospital is the best place for her and she should stay there! Rest, get better, consider herself lucky she has a hospital bed and count her blessings it was only a mild concussion, a knee ligament injury and a fractured wrist! But oh no! Apparently hospital’s not good enough for Gillian! Gillian doesn’t want to be in hospital. Gillian wants to go home, and she wants me to drop everything and rush up there! Can you believe it?’


How hard did Aunt Gillian knock her head?


‘And why she wants to go home, I have no idea!’ continues Mum. ‘She should be grateful for a decent bed and three square meals a day. But oh no, not Gillian! Gillian’s determined to go back to her hovel with no mod cons, no matter how much it puts everyone else out, even though she’s clearly not safe to be there by herself.’


Vivienne puts a pile of pillows and sheets on the sofa arm and winks at me before going into the kitchen.


‘Mum?’ I try gently, embarrassed to be keeping them from their living room.


‘I told her straight. I told her, now Mike’s dead, she should find somewhere more suitable, somewhere closer to the shops, and do you know what she said to me? You won’t believe it! She told me to sod off!’


I stifle a laugh – I’d have loved to be a fly on that wall.


‘When she’s asking me for help! And yet I’m supposed to rush up there—’ 


Vivienne peeks her head around the kitchen doorway and nods encouragingly.


‘Err, Mum?’ I try.


‘—like I’ve no life of my own, just to look after her. Have you ever heard of anything more selfish?’


‘Mum, I’ve lost my job,’ I slide in and wince. I could have chosen a better spot than after ‘more selfish’.


Mum breathes out and readjusts her annoyance. ‘When?’


I feel myself flush. ‘A couple of days ago.’ OK, more like a week.


‘Were you sacked or made redundant?’ she asks, becoming scarily businesslike.


‘Neither, really. It was more of a misunderstanding than anything.’


‘Tell me.’ Her tone is resigned, which ironically is the one option she didn’t give me.


‘Well, it was stupid really. My yoghurts kept going missing, so I put some chilli sauce in one, and well … it just got out of hand and someone complained.’


Silence. Mum’s worked at the same solicitors’ office since before I was born, so her disappointment is implicit. ‘Did they follow procedure?’


‘Given that I was still within the trial period, yes, I think so. And I already have another job,’ I offer brightly. ‘Where I used to work?’


‘The call centre?’


‘Yes.’


‘Ah. What are you doing this evening?’ Her change of subject isn’t subtle, but seeing as there’s nothing either of us can do …


‘I’m over at Vivienne’s, having dinner and staying the night.’


‘Oh, is she still with … Clare?’ I’m not sure if she disapproves of Vivienne or her relationships, but the one time they met, Vivienne maintained an attitude of silent defiance, and Mum’s lips were so tight they almost turned white.


‘Clara, Mum. And yes, they’re still together.’


‘Well, that’s … good. In that case, I’ll wish you a pleasant evening.’
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