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One


‘Come on, Claudia, tell all. How was the honeymoon? Are the happy couple still speaking?’


Claudia nervously patted her carefully coloured nut-brown hair (no grey for her, thanks, even the Helen Mirren platinum variety) as she considered the question about her daughter’s recent wedding.


The fact was, her daughter had very nearly called the whole thing off. And the reason she’d given was the bad example her parents had set in their own marriage.


It was exceptionally bad timing, Claudia had to admit, that Gaby had discovered her mother in the arms of the sexy choirmaster who ran her weekly singing group on the very same day she came across emails to her father from an old flame. Claudia blamed her moment of madness on giving up the teaching job she’d loved and reluctantly moving to the country to look after her ailing parents. She didn’t know what her husband Don’s excuse was.


‘They’re safely home and very happy, apart from the fact they want to build a house and haven’t any money. All the fault of our generation, of course, who’ve pushed up house prices.’


‘Of course it is,’ laughed Ella. ‘Everything from exploited Uber drivers to unaffordable one-bedroom flats is the fault of our generation. We’re the selfish baby-boomers.’ She glanced round The Grecian Grove, the scruffy basement wine bar with its badly painted murals of lecherous shepherds chasing bored-looking nymphs, where they met once a month. ‘Is it me or are those nymphs looking older?’


They all laughed in recognition of the fact that after forty years of friendship they weren’t so young themselves.


‘Anyway,’ Claudia announced. ‘Don and I have resolved to start all over again. Embracing country life and each other.’


‘Good luck with that.’ Ella raised her glass. ‘So, isn’t anyone going to ask how I am? Actually, I’m feeling pretty good.’ Her two friends, Claudia and Laura, studied her. She did look good. Her elfin looks had aged well. In fact, apart from the stray grey hair, she had the same alert and energetic look she’d always had. ‘The sale went through on the house in double-quick time and I’ve already moved into my new riverside cottage!’


‘Bloody hell, Ella, that was quick!’ Claudia marvelled.


‘But wasn’t it really hard for you to leave?’ asked Laura, trying not to let herself down and cry. She was facing moving herself, though not from choice. She was in the middle of a bitter divorce and her horrible husband Simon was insisting they sell up now that their decree absolute loomed. She knew that Ella’s beautiful Georgian home had always been her pride and joy, far more to her than just bricks and mortar. Laura couldn’t understand how she could be so matter of fact about losing it. ‘How long did you live there?’


‘It doesn’t feel like that long ago, but it was,’ Ella replied. ‘It was right back when I got my first job as a lawyer and Laurence had just started in business. To think, as my daughters continually remind me, the entire house cost less than a studio flat in Dalston does now.’


They all took a moment to dwell on the madness of the London property market, where millionaires lived in ordinary semis and only Russian oligarchs could afford anything detached.


‘It must have been so sad for you to have to leave your memories of Laurence.’ Laura reached out a hand to her friend, but knew that she was really talking about herself. Ella’s husband Laurence had been killed in a train crash five years ago, leaving Ella distraught and devastated.


Ella shook her head. ‘That’s what I thought. I thought it would break my heart to leave it all behind and move to somewhere tiny. But it was strangely liberating. It feels like a new phase. A good one. The funny thing is, I could hear Laurence telling me that. Come on, old girl, he was saying, time to move on. I’m actually quite excited, and wait – hot news – my old neighbours are giving up their allotment and it looks like I’ll be able to jump the waiting list and get it.’


Despite her precarious emotional state, Laura had to laugh. ‘Whatever happened to us, eh? Weren’t we going to change the world?’ The laughter lit up her still-pretty features, reminding the others suddenly of the Laura they’d met at eighteen in their first year at college.


‘I’m happy to change it through growing greens, thank you very much,’ laughed Ella.


‘Not even voting Green?’


‘Politics never interested me even then. Claudia was the radical one who threw paving stones in Paris.’


‘Only because a gorgeous French boy encouraged me,’ Claudia reminisced. ‘Anyway, it was a different world then. The young knew they could do anything they wanted and no one could stop them.’


‘Not where I grew up they didn’t,’ Ella protested. ‘Do you know ninety-nine per cent of people believe the sexual revolution happened, and ninety-eight per cent think it happened to somebody else?’


They all thought for a moment of the heady days of the Sixties, when they’d been young and carefree and were never, ever going to get old.


‘While we’re on the subject of sex, what happened to that nice man you brought to Gaby’s wedding? We liked him, didn’t we, Ella?’


‘We did indeed,’ seconded Ella. ‘Nice eyes.’


‘And arse,’ Claudia reminisced.


‘Calum,’ Laura replied crisply. ‘Really, Claudia. You’re beginning to sound quite repressed. He’s just a friend.’


‘The kind of friend who thumps your soon-to-be-ex-husband for not appreciating how wonderful you are,’ teased Claudia before turning back to Ella.


‘So you’re getting your own allotment at last? Hold the front page.’ She looked towards the door. ‘Speaking of front pages, where is Sal?’ Sal was the fourth member of their little group, a magazine editor. She was also a lover of leopard-skin onesies, ludicrously high-heeled stilettoes and studded biker jackets despite being over sixty like the rest of them.


‘Maybe she’s decided not to come. After all, it’s not long since her operation,’ Laura pointed out. Sal had shocked them all at the wedding by suddenly announcing that she had breast cancer and was about to have a mastectomy. None of them had had the slightest inkling she was even ill.


‘I’m so relieved it went okay,’ Claudia announced.


The last time they’d seen her they’d been gathered round her hospital bed while she’d tried on a variety of outrageous headdresses and teased the doctors that she was going to make being bald fashionable.


‘Sal’s a coper,’ insisted Ella.


‘Has she forgiven you for being so rude to her at the wedding?’ Laura asked.


The normally cool, calm and collected Ella had the grace to blush, recalling how she’d got gloriously drunk and accused Sal of being selfish for not telling them about her cancer sooner.


‘Oh God, don’t remind me!’ Ella hid her face in genuine remorse. ‘I can’t believe I was such a bitch!’


Admitting to her illness hadn’t been the only surprise Sal had pulled from under her pink wig that day. She’d also produced a young woman called Lara whom she’d announced, to their startled amazement, as the long-lost daughter she’d given away as a baby when she’d been an eighteen-year-old au pair in Oslo. ‘Speak of the devil in Prada, here she is!’


They all stood up in sheer amazement. Sal had pulled many surprises during their long friendship, Lara included, but few to rival this. Sal looked like an entirely new person. Gone was the outrageous pink wig and the fur hat and sunglasses she had used to disguise her hair loss. So was any trace of leopard skin. Instead a tall, elegant woman with very short grey hair and large stylish earrings stood in front of them wearing a discreetly cut silk dress.


‘Sal!’ Laura marvelled before she could stop herself. ‘What on earth have you done to yourself?’


‘It’s called cancer chic,’ Sal announced, grinning broadly. ‘A grown-up look to go with my new hair growth. No one told me when it started growing back it would be curly with a touch of Annie Lennox.’ Ignoring the fascinated gaze of the other customers, she began to undo the buttons of her dress. Before any of them realized her intentions she had pulled down her bra and was proudly brandishing a dark and puckered scar which ran across her chest where previously her right breast had been.


‘Impressive, eh?’ Sal demanded. ‘Pity there’s no demand these days for ageing Amazon warriors.’


‘Sal! Sit down!’ Conventional Laura attempted to shield Sal from the fascinated or horrified gaze of the other customers.


‘As if I give a shit!’ insisted Sal. ‘Modesty is the last thing that bothers you when you’ve been poked around like I have. Look what they’ve given me.’ She produced an oval-shaped foam pad from out of her bra and waved it at them. ‘A falsie! Do you remember the old days? When you were terrified a boy would discover your falsie during heavy petting?’


Her eyes fixed on Laura’s shapely bosoms. ‘No, well, you wouldn’t, Laura.’


‘Only Sal could think of heavy petting after a mastectomy,’ giggled Claudia. ‘Go on, do yourself up and tell us the gory details.’


‘I was too woozy last time, wasn’t I?’ Sal adjusted her clothing and sat down. ‘First they draw on your chest with a felt-tip pen as if you were a marketing man’s flipchart, then, bingo, off comes your boob. Mine were so flat I thought I’d hardly notice but actually it was agony. Lovely Lara helped me with the exercises. That girl really was sent from heaven.’ She poured herself a large glass of wine.


Ella and Claudia exchanged glances but neither had the nerve to ask if the doctor had told her it was okay to drink.


‘The best thing is no hoovering or ironing, doctor’s orders. Lara’s doing all that for me. The poor girl does get cross with me, though, for not taking it all seriously. Just because I asked the oncologist, “Will I be able to drive, doctor?” and when he said yes I quipped, “That’s amazing. I couldn’t drive before!” I can’t convince her I only laugh because it’s serious.’ She sipped her wine with relish. ‘Lara’s so sweet. She makes me read all the cancer blogs because she thinks they’ll be good for me, make me look on the bright side. And she’s right. They’re brilliant. An absolute hoot. You’d think getting cancer was the best thing that could happen to you!’ She raised her glass. ‘Anyway, who needs breasts? Get them off, I say!’


The subject of blogs made her turn to Ella. ‘And I hope you haven’t forgotten, O betrayer of confidences, that you agreed to start writing for my magazine?’


Ella looked as if she’d hoped Sal had forgotten. ‘Do you really think anyone would care what I have to say?’ She glanced round apologetically at her friends. A few months ago she’d started a funny blog drawing on her friends’ experiences of ageing, divorce and adultery that had almost cost her their friendship. Ella, not the techiest of types, had thought she could say whatever she wanted in a blog because no one would ever read it.


‘Of course they’d care what you have to say, Ella,’ Sal insisted, ‘because you’re actually very funny.’


‘As long as you’re not funny about us any more!’ Laura insisted, still smarting from her sense of betrayal that Ella had revealed the details of her painful divorce.


‘So, Laura . . .’ Ella was looking so sheepish that Claudia thought it politic to change the subject. ‘Where are you going to move to?’


Too late she realized this wasn’t such a good idea. Laura looked stricken.


‘I really don’t know. I won’t be able to afford much.’ She tried not to show how devastated she was to leave the home where she’d brought up her children, but it was too much for her. ‘It’s so bloody unfair! I’m the innocent victim and I’m still losing my home, thanks to sodding no-fault divorce!’


The truth was, after years of marriage and children, Laura was terrified of growing old alone. ‘It’s a pity we couldn’t all live together again,’ she smiled, ‘like we used to at uni.’


‘That’d be so much fun.’ Claudia couldn’t help thinking of her parents and how dependent they were becoming. It would be terrific to have her friends around to give her support.


‘What, you mean live together like in some kind of dotty commune for oldies?’ Ella demanded. ‘A retirement village like they have in America, with bingo in the afternoon and pool aerobics and golf buggies so you never have to walk?’


‘More anti-retirement,’ Claudia mused, getting into the spirit of the idea. ‘A cross between a student flat and a kibbutz. Not just one age group. I couldn’t bear to live just with other old people – even you!’


‘But we’re not old!’ protested Laura. ‘We’re only in our sixties.’


‘We will be sooner than you think,’ Claudia laughed. ‘Think how quickly the last fifteen years went. In another we’ll be eighty!’


They contemplated this awful fact in silent horror.


‘You’d have to have someone to clean it,’ Ella interrupted. ‘Do you remember how grotty that flat was?’


‘Grotty. There’s a word I haven’t heard in a while,’ Claudia grinned. ‘And we’d need kind young carers to wipe our bums and understand Netflix.’


‘And to do our hair. I may not stay grey forever. As a matter of fact, I rather fancy a hint of green. The ageing-mermaid look. And we’d definitely need a bar,’ nodded Sal as if this were a foregone conclusion.


‘Plus a spa,’ Laura mused dreamily. ‘Hairdressing and pedicures, of course. Maybe even Botox. And someone to remove our facial fur.’


‘And great music. The Eagles and the Grateful Dead permanently on loudspeaker,’ Sal laughed. ‘Someone sent me a card with an old bloke in a wheelchair and the carer’s saying, “Come on, Dave. Time for your Van Morrison.”’


‘What about men?’ Claudia enquired.


‘We can probably order them from a website,’ Sal decided.


‘No,’ Claudia giggled. ‘I mean husbands. Don, for example. He’d absolutely loathe it. He always quotes Sartre: Hell is other people.’


‘Don’ll be dead by then. Otherwise he can have his own wing.’


‘They actually do it in Scandinavia, you know,’ Sal announced impressively. ‘Lara was telling me about it. Eight per cent of Danes live in what they call “intentional communities”.’


‘We could have an unintentional community,’ suggested Claudia, ‘full of extremely old hippies who can’t remember their own names. And us, of course.’


‘Quite frankly,’ Laura shuddered, ‘and don’t take offence anyone, but I can’t think of anything worse.’


‘I don’t know.’ Claudia could definitely see the appeal. ‘I think it’s rather a wonderful idea. The best of both worlds. You have your best friends around you to have fun with and to look after each other. I mean, why should we grow old the way people do at the moment? Dribbling in front of the telly in care homes or living alone and never seeing anyone? Why isn’t it more fun? I mean, we’re the baby-boomers, the Me Generation, we were going to do everything differently. Why not growing old?’ She grinned round at her friends, suddenly full of enthusiasm. ‘We could call it the Old Broads’ Retirement Home for Fun and Frolics!’


‘And incontinence,’ prompted Sal. ‘And don’t forget our old friend dementia!’


Her three friends looked at Sal in varying degrees of horror and amusement.


‘Well.’ Sal put down her glass and reached for her bag. ‘That’s one idea that isn’t going to happen. ‘You might as well shoot me first. It’s an absolutely ghastly thought.’


‘Apart from the golf buggies,’ Laura amended, as they all got up to depart for their various destinations. ‘I’d adore to have my own golf buggy.’


‘Personally,’ Sal replied, ‘I’m waiting for a self-driving car. Then I can prove my mother wrong when she told me I should have taken my test back in 1969.’


‘You wait,’ threatened Claudia, waving her glass of wine at them. ‘You’ll all come round to the idea in the end!’




Two


Ella opened her curtains with a huge smile already on her face. It was a beautiful morning, with the mist still hanging like grey gauze over the river. In her old house she’d been woken by the rosy-fingered dawn, but here her bedroom faced a different direction and she got the dramatic red magic of sunsets instead. How appropriate!


She had already been downstairs and made herself a cup of tea, the habit of a lifetime, but lately she’d added a chocolate digestive. Screw all that stuff you were told about one biscuit a day making you put on a stone over a year. At her age you were entitled to do what you wanted. Who wanted to live another thirty years if it meant you couldn’t have whatever took your fancy? No wonder they lived till a hundred and ten in the high plateaus of Tibet, drinking yak’s milk and eating pickled sheep testicles. No thanks! Though she had to admit she hadn’t been feeling quite herself lately, but robust no-nonsense Ella refused to think about that. Laurence used to tease her that she saw all illness – especially the male sort – as a sign of weakness.


Claudia’s mad proposal came back to her and she had to laugh. She adored her friends but there was no way she wanted to spend the rest of her life with them.


She turned and surveyed her new bedroom. The old house had been painted with pale colours, mellowed by the patina of time. It had suited the place. The house itself had provided the drama just by virtue of its age and the wood panelling that warmed and surrounded you. Besides, she and Laurence hadn’t agreed about colour. He liked things unobtrusive. The subtle shades had certainly been a perfect backdrop to the beautiful things they had collected over the years, from gilded chandeliers, lovely china, a painted screen and the most fabulous marble table with feet which had graced their hall, always bearing a bunch of flowers, whatever the season, to greet you as you opened the front door. She had put some of it in storage and offered anything to the girls. Her elder daughter Julia had instantly declared almost everything to be out of fashion but Cory, the younger one, had put in a bid for several lovely pictures even though she lived in a tiny studio flat.


Ella herself had selected the things she loved most to bring here and the rest had gone off to auction. She looked round, feeling surprised at how easily she had been able to wave goodbye to it all. Maybe she wasn’t too old to start again.


Since moving here she had discovered a whole new palette, from warm blue, a reflection of the river outside, to Tuscan terracotta. It had felt like doing up a doll’s house after her last home. Was that why she loved it? The sense that a house this size would be so much less responsibility? So much less to maintain?


Her younger daughter Cory had sorted out all the techie stuff, thank God – the broadband and something called fibre optic; God alone knew what that was. Like a car owner who doesn’t want to know what happens under the bonnet, Ella just enjoyed using it all without needing to understand it. She had embraced Facebook to see what her grandsons Harry and Mark were up to (or rather what they’d let her see) and of course she’d adored blogging. What on earth was she going to write about for Sal’s magazine? Especially now she had to be careful not to use confidences entrusted to her by her friends?


Her mind drifted to her other daughter, Julia. Interfering daughters. That would be a terrific topic. Ella mentally slapped herself on her wrist. It was bloody true, though. Julia, having nagged her for years about moving somewhere smaller, had suddenly wailed at Ella, ‘How could you sell our family home just like that without telling us?’


And then, when Ella had started to clear three decades of belongings, Julia refused anything valuable but protested at every plastic toy her mother tried to throw out and even, bizarrely, wept over a Tamagotchi which had actually belonged to her sister. Maybe you’re a tough old boot, Ella told herself. Or maybe she couldn’t attach emotional significance to any object after losing her husband so suddenly. When that happened to you out of the blue, nothing material seemed to matter.


Did Julia feel somehow stuck in a lost childhood for the same reason? She had tried to put her arms round Julia at that thought, but Julia hadn’t wanted to listen. Had Ella not noticed that the staircase in her new house was ludicrously steep? Julia demanded. How would she negotiate it when she was older? And why hadn’t she bought a sensible ground-floor flat?


But her mother’s other mistakes had been eclipsed in Julia’s mind at the madness of the location of the new house right on the riverbank where it met the Grand Union Canal. Did her mother not remember about the Thames flooding? Was she completely crazy?


Ella was indeed so crazy that this made her go straight to her CD collection (she actually still had one) and put on Leonard Cohen to listen to him singing about Suzanne and her place down by the river where she fed him tea and oranges that came all the way from China. As a matter of fact, when she was young she’d loathed Leonard Cohen and called it ‘music to slit your wrists by’, but an odd thing had happened: as she’d grown older she’d come to love his melancholy songs with their deeply poetic lyrics and had even been to see him in concert.


Somehow those mournful ballads about mad muses made her think, as no other music did, of her youth. Hadn’t he been in the news because he’d written a letter to his old lover Marianne when he’d heard she was dying? Being Ella, she had to know now and opened her laptop, instantly googling Marianne. The screen filled with a vast image of Leonard and Marianne, both young and golden, walking hand in hand on the Greek island of Hydra. Ella had to sit down. She’d been to Hydra herself at eighteen, feeling sophisticated and daring and that life was an adventure that was just beginning.


Cohen’s tender words filled her screen. ‘Well, Marianne’, he spoke directly to the woman he’d loved who had inspired one of his most famous songs, reminding her that now they were both nearing death, it wouldn’t be long before he followed her. Ella had to wipe away a tear, remembering that he had indeed followed her less than a year later. ‘Goodbye, old friend’, were his final words, and that he would see her down the road.


Ella found that she was crying properly now and had to shake herself. She was only sixty-four, for goodness’ sake! Not that death couldn’t leap out at you at any time, as she knew only too well. As the wonderful Nora Ephron put it, after sixty death is a sniper.


Nevertheless, this might be the inspiration she was looking for for Sal’s magazine. What Leonard Cohen can teach us all about living well. Not bad.


Sal was wondering what going back to work would be like, and found she was really looking forward to it. It might be all right for Ella and Claudia to revel in retirement but she needed the buzz of the workplace – not to mention the money. She was well aware that of the four of them she was much the worst off, without a property to sell like Ella or a pension and a husband like Claudia. Laura might be in a precarious position, being divorced by that shit Simon, but she would have half of the marital home at least. Sal, who rented her flat and had enjoyed a life of extravagance, only had her talent and her brains.


However, Sal was an optimist and she was determined to focus on the good things: she had a job she loved and she had her newly discovered daughter Lara, though Lara had now gone back to her native Norway to be with her husband and children.


But that was fine because Sal was well now and she always had her girlfriends and the magazine, and everyone there had kept in touch.


What she hadn’t expected as she walked along the Harrow Road towards New Grey’s offices near the junction with Ladbroke Grove was a welcome party, but she found the magazine’s lively octogenarian owner, Rose McGill, plus the jolly receptionist both looking out for her.


‘Sal!’ Rose greeted her enthusiastically, wrapping the slender Sal in her voluminous embrace. ‘Look at you!’ She held Sal out at arm’s length to inspect her new look. ‘I wouldn’t have recognized this short-haired sophisticate!’


‘Yes,’ Sal grinned. ‘I’m calling it cancer chic. Do you think it’ll catch on? Or is it beyond bad taste? I was never very good at telling.’


‘Sounds like a perfect topic for the magazine,’ Rose reassured. ‘God, we’ve missed you. Well, actually I haven’t because I’ve been let loose editing while you’ve been away, but everyone else has. Especially Michael.’ Michael was the CEO and he and Rose had a continual power battle. Rose could easily win, since she owned the magazine, but Michael knew the benefit of having an owner who was so committed to publishing in this age of declining ad revenue and competition from Google and Facebook. Their mutual respect was actually deep and abiding.


‘Come to my office and I’ll fill you in on what’s been happening.’


Sal followed the flamboyant Rose along the corridor, whose walls were almost entirely covered in framed magazine covers, taking in the familiar and comforting buzz of people at work. How she’d missed it during her three months off! The chats round the coffee machine. The quick drinks after work that stretched into badly behaved evenings. The gossip in the ladies’ loo. It was the breath of life to Sal.


‘Cappuccino? English Breakfast? Chai?’ offered Rose when they reached her lovely, idiosyncratic office.


Sal sat down in a wing chair. She decided that Rose must possess the only work space in the country which looked like a cross between a country house library and a branch of Pret A Manger. On a table by the window stood a Nespresso-type machine in shiny stainless steel which was Rose’s current pride and joy. You could almost imagine George Clooney (who always reminded Sal of a sexy dentist) suddenly materializing and proffering you a cup.


‘Cappuccino, please.’


‘You’re not following the no-dairy path then?’ Rose enquired.


‘No,’ stated Sal firmly. ‘Nor am I eschewing alcohol or taking up yoga. I am not intending to Eat, Pray or Love – even if I could find someone interested in a one-breasted sexagenarian. I am just the same Sal but without the hair and hopefully the tumour.’


‘Sally Grainger, I’m so glad you’re back. Everyone under sixty is so PC.’


They chinked their cups. ‘To New Grey! By the way,’ Sal asked, ‘what’s happening with the American interest in buying into the company? Do you still need me to go to the US?’


When she’d first discovered she had cancer Sal had decided to keep it a secret from everyone. Her friends. Her colleagues. And even from Rose, especially when she’d announced that Sal might have to visit New York and meet a possible investor. By the time she’d finally realized she would have to admit the truth, Rose – canny as ever – had already worked it out and reassured Sal she would keep her job open. The relief had been incredible.


‘As a matter of fact, you won’t need to,’ Rose replied.


‘Right.’ Sal had to admit the news came as a relief. Even though she was feeling better by the day, the idea of travelling to America and selling the magazine’s concept to a hard-bitten New York businessman was a tad daunting. In fact, it made her feel quite sick.


‘Lou Maynard is coming over here. His daughter lives in Surrey and she’s had a baby. He’s perfectly happy to come and talk in London rather than you having to fly out. Probably wants to get away from Trump! Lou is a hundred per cent Democrat.’


‘Great.’ Sal got out her laptop and opened the list of ideas she’d been working on.


Rose laughed. ‘I see you’ve been taking your convalescence seriously.’


Half an hour later Michael, the CEO, put his head round. ‘Sal! Great you’re back. Have you managed to wrest power back from Rose’s possessive grasp?’


He winked at her, softening the words.


‘Michael, have you not been following the media?’ Rose enquired with mock seriousness. ‘Banter in the office, especially at the expense of your seniors, is no longer considered professionally acceptable.’


‘Bollocks to that,’ announced Michael with a grin before leaving them to it.


‘I’ve made progress with Michael. He used to be so very proper.’


‘You’re a bad influence, Rose.’


‘Thank you. I’ll take that as a compliment.’


Laura finished tidying up the house before the estate agent was due to bring round the prospective buyers and flopped down on the sofa. She was confused as hell. She thought she’d persuaded herself that she was ready to move, that this house with its happy memories round every corner was simply making her sadder, like an old lover you keep bumping into who reminds you of the past.


Her daughter Bella had moved out with Nigel and their baby and her son Sam would be leaving soon. They were no longer children who needed the security of the family home. She should be more like Ella, who had managed to let go and view her new place as exciting, a new phase. But suddenly Laura didn’t want to let go.


She stared at the bunch of flowers she’d bought and put in a vase. What the hell was she doing trying to make the place attractive to people who would be turning her out of her home? She picked up the flowers and threw them in the bin.


Outside she could hear the sound of footsteps crunching on the gravel. Then the bell rang.


Suddenly Laura grinned and flattened herself against the wall of the hall. She was damned if she was going to let them in!


The bell rang again, insistently this time, as the agent kept his finger on the buzzer for what Laura considered an unacceptably long time. And then it rang again. She could hear the agent begin to apologize to the couple and they all seemed to be checking their smartphones for emails confirming the appointment.


Just in time, feeling like the star of a spy movie, Laura pounced on her own phone and switched it to silent before they could call her.


It began to vibrate. Laura smiled and ignored it.


She heard them leave five minutes later then a set of footsteps crunched back towards her front door. The agent had obviously not yet given up the good fight.


She heard his voice as he called his office. ‘Hey, Stu, I’m at Shirley Avenue. No one in. I’ve had to send them away. Not best pleased, I can tell you. I didn’t want to explain the circumstances. Some people are funny about buying a house after a marriage breakdown. Usually the women.’ He laughed nastily. Laura could just imagine his weaselly features, no doubt the kind of man who talked of giving women one. ‘Hope we haven’t got a fucking divorce resister on our hands. They’re a nightmare. I’m heading straight back. See you in five.’


Behind the door, Laura smiled. She rather liked the idea of being a divorce resister. Maybe she could start a one-woman campaign.


She got the flowers out of the bin, silly to waste them, and poured herself a glass of wine. At four o’clock on a Wednesday afternoon it felt delightfully wicked. ‘To divorce resisters everywhere!’ she toasted and went off to find a silly DVD to go with her chilled Sauvignon.


Claudia walked along the main street of Little Minsley thinking how very like Agatha Christie’s St Mary Mead it was, or maybe the Midsomer of Midsomer Murders.


The cottages were almost too picturesque with their thatched roofs and roses round the door, gardens full of nodding hollyhocks against a bright blue English sky. In fact, the whole place reminded her of an embroidered cloth her mother used to have on her breakfast tray. Whatever happened to tray cloths? Claudia wondered idly. There must be a flea market somewhere with the world’s supply on display.


Her friends had been shocked that if she was going to leave London, she would opt to live in a village rather than out in the country away from busybody curtain twitchers and prying eyes, but actually Claudia liked villages. The scale of a village made sense. You felt involved and knew that your neighbours would look out for you. They were places where all ages mixed in a way that rarely happened in cities stratified mainly by what people did and where their children went to school.


Not that it hadn’t been a shock leaving London. Actually, shock was an understatement. At first it had felt like a black hole had opened in front of her into which her forty-year career as a teacher, her colleagues, the pupils both good and bad, The Grecian Grove and her closest friends had all fallen. The almost-affair with Daniel the sexy choirmaster had been an attempt to come to terms with her radically different life in deepest Surrey. It was that or go mad.


Fortunately her daughter Gaby had shaken her out of it just in time and Claudia and her husband Don had promised each other a new start. Just what that meant, she was still trying to figure out.


It wasn’t as if she didn’t have the pattern for elderly coupledom in front of her. The prosperous nearby town of Manningbury seemed entirely populated with Stepford-like grey-haired husbands and wives, all holding hands. They held hands sitting in coffee shops, then strolled hand in hand down the street, and even went to afternoon offers at the cinema where no doubt they held hands in the dark. The effect on Claudia was to make her want to throw up. It was awful, she knew, and it meant she was a cynical old cow, but she and Don had never been hand-holders. Still, they had to find a way of making good their promise to each other.


Claudia found she was staring into the window of The Singing Kettle, one of Minsley’s many tea shops. Sometimes she thought Minsley must be the tea-shop capital of the world. Countless DFLs (Down From Londons) seemed to abandon the rat race and follow their dreams of opening yet another cafe in Little Minsley. Someone inside, she suddenly noticed, was staring back.


Claudia’s eyes locked with horror on the laughing face of Daniel Forrest, the sexy choirmaster. To follow her instinct and turn abruptly away would make her look like the shy and overweight sixteen-year-old that she had once been. Attempting a haughty Lauren Bacall expression, Claudia raised a dismissive eyebrow and delved into her bag for her phone, the universal saviour of awkward social situations, then pretended to be sending an urgent message.


Betty Wilshaw, her octogenarian fellow choir member, came to the rescue, arriving suddenly aboard Henry, her lethal mobility scooter. Taking in the situation in one swift and comprehensive glance, she yelled, ‘Claudia! The very person I was looking for. Come with me into the post office and help me reach down some dog food.’


‘Thanks, Betty,’ she whispered as they pushed open the olde-worlde twelve-paned glass door. ‘You saved my bacon.’


‘And not just your bacon.’ She gave Claudia a roguish look.


‘Betty, you know perfectly well any suggestion of that is over.’


‘Is it now?’ They both watched as Daniel emerged from the tea shop and started walking down the street in their direction, a dangerous smile on his handsome face.


Claudia hid behind the birthday card rack and pretended to be engrossed in a gruesome selection of cards that were either puke-makingly sentimental or quite hair-raisingly crude.


Daniel was about to push open the door of the post office when Claudia’s husband Don emerged from the Oxfam shop over the road. Claudia stared at him, transfixed. Only this morning he had left home in his usual baggy jeans and a jumper that had so many holes it looked like a moth’s midnight feast.


Now he stood checking his phone, decked out in rust-coloured corduroys with a tweed jacket over a button-down denim shirt with a colourful silk scarf knotted round his neck the way smart Italian men do. Claudia was stunned. Don actually looked stylish!


Completely ignoring Daniel, Claudia ran across the road. ‘Where did you get all that clobber?’ she greeted her husband admiringly.


‘Now there’s an expression that takes me back. Very Carnaby Street. I was actually looking for a denim shirt and decided to go a bit wild.’


‘You look terrific.’


Not appreciating this sudden opposition from a husband of all people, Daniel Forrest, to Claudia’s intense relief, disappeared into the bread shop.


‘Since there’s not much in the fridge I thought maybe we’d have a pub lunch,’ Don suggested.


Deciding she ought to follow the example of all the Stepford over-sixties, Claudia took his hand in hers.


Through the window of the post office Betty gave her a thumbs up.


A few seconds later, by dint of pretending he wanted to point something out, Don detached his hand from hers.


Claudia looked into his eyes, deeply relieved that he was as hand-holding-averse as she was. ‘You know, Don, I do love you. We’ve got so much in common.’


Don raised an eyebrow. ‘First I’ve heard of it. I know your friends call me Dull Don.’


‘Nonsense. We’re at the beginning of a big adventure.’


‘No, we’re not, Clo,’ he replied affectionately. ‘As a matter of fact, I’d say we’re about three quarters of the way through.’


Laura woke up the next morning feeling a little less brave. In fact, she would have put her head back under the duvet if it weren’t for her lovely son Sam appearing with a cup of tea.


‘How fabulous. Thank you.’


‘It’s your interview today, isn’t it,’ he asked, putting it down beside her, ‘with the lady manager who thought you had potential?’


‘Indeed it is.’ After Simon had left her for a younger colleague, he’d charmingly informed her that she should get off her arse and find a bloody job. So she’d annoyed the hell out of him by finding a very menial one stacking shelves in LateExpress, the supermarket right round the corner from his office. It had had the satisfying effect of shocking all his workmates and utterly infuriating Simon, who was convinced she’d done it deliberately to embarrass him.


Laura had to admit there was a teensy element of getting back at him in her choice of job but it was also – as she’d tartly informed him – not the easiest thing to find a job when you’d been a stay-at-home wife and mother for twenty-five years. Besides, the truth was, the job might be ever so humble, but it was easy and friendly and it suited her in her current fragile state.


Today’s interview had come about because she had impressed a rival supermarket with her management potential.


After she’d sipped the last of the restorative liquid, she got out of bed and began to dress carefully, feeling suddenly unsure what to wear. She didn’t possess such a thing as a business suit. There were charities, she’d read, that helped disadvantaged young women dress for job interviews. How wonderful. She just wished there were a similar thing for once over-privileged women like her who were facing the management world after a huge gap. She’d worked happily stacking shelves in LateExpress – she’d actually enjoyed the camaraderie far more than she’d ever expected – but for that she’d just had to sling a nylon tabard over anything she turned up wearing. This was different. In the end she selected a black dress and cardigan and a pair of plain court shoes, hoping she looked professional rather than on her way to a funeral.


She quickly bolted down some breakfast, feeling relieved when Sam said she looked nice, and was beginning to build up her confidence when the phone rang.


It was Simon. ‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re up to, Laura?’ was his delightful greeting. ‘The agent’s just been on the phone to ask if we’re really serious about selling the house. Apparently a couple who were extremely interested couldn’t even get in yesterday because you hadn’t bothered to be there to let them in!’


‘It was probably a mix-up by the agent,’ Laura insisted, trying to keep calm and not let Simon make her feel stupid, something he was a past master at doing. ‘I’ll make sure I’m here for the next lot.’


‘Don’t bother. He’s asked me to let them in.’


‘You don’t live here any more, Simon,’ she reminded him, trying to stop herself sounding weak. ‘You left me for Suki, remember?’


The truth was, when his relationship with Suki started unravelling, he had coolly assumed he could come back to her and had been livid when she’d refused him.


‘The property is for sale, Laura,’ he told her unpleasantly, ‘whether you like it or not.’


Before she could answer Sam grabbed the phone. ‘Stop it, Dad. Isn’t it bad enough Mum’s having to give up her home just because you were selfish enough to leave her?’


Laura shook her head and gently wrested the phone from her son. She knew Simon of old. Direct confrontation wasn’t the answer. To think she’d thought she loved him for all those years.


‘Goodbye, Simon,’ she said, as firmly as she could, trying to keep the emotion from her voice. ‘I will talk to the agent later today. Goodbye.’


She left the phone off the hook so that he couldn’t call back then switched off her mobile.


‘Chin up, Mum,’ Sam grinned, reminding her of the grubby-kneed schoolboy he used to be, ‘you’ll soon be shot of him.’


Being so close to the river always made Ella extraordinarily aware of nature. It made her daughters hoot with laughter whenever she enthused lyrically about seeing a heron or hearing the song of a skylark, but Ella found enormous pleasure in these things. Maybe it was an age thing. When she was young she had been far too busy trying to win big cases in the law courts and show all the men in her chambers that women were perfectly competent, thank you. In fact, far more competent than they were half the time. Nature had come to her later and it gave her deep and abiding satisfaction.


For almost a year now she’d tended her neighbours’ allotment as they travelled the globe like latter-day hippies, without realizing that it had become a cornerstone of her life. As she headed off there this morning the skies were a cloudless blue. The stretch of river in front of her was almost empty, save for a few single sculls and one rowing boat. She stopped for a moment to look and found she was a mere five feet from a rather tatty swan’s nest which must have somehow survived from last year’s breeding season. Next to it, looking fierce and protective, were two beautiful swans. And just a few feet away a lone white goose, as white as they were, but without the long slender neck that characterized them. She waited, watching, for fifteen minutes but the goose wasn’t budging.


It struck Ella as suddenly sad. Did the goose think it was a swan? The lonely goose made Ella suddenly aware of her own single state. She had never actively looked for a relationship since Laurence had died. Not for her over-sixties speed dating or the desperate attempt to take up bridge in the hope of meeting a man. She had thought the move to somewhere smaller would help. No more rattling around in a house made for families, and in lots of ways she loved the little house, but it didn’t fill the well of emptiness Laurence’s death had created.


Stop this self-pity, Ella! she commanded, and began to walk briskly towards the allotments. There was nothing like a bit of double digging to take your mind off things.


Here, as usual, all was busy and bustling. Sue and Sharleen, her friends from the adjoining allotment, stopped digging and waved, and Mr Barzani, the ancient Cypriot man who seemed to spend his whole life here, grinned gnomically. The eternally bobble-hatted Bill, whom she’d come to see as the guardian spirit of the place, paused fractionally from arguing with his two cronies, Stevie and Les, about the dangers of potato blight if the weather turned nasty (which seemed highly unlikely given the perfect blue sky) and whether it was too early to sow carrots to avoid root fly, and saluted her.


Ella smiled at them all and headed off to pick her neighbours’ strawberries to make jam. She had been hoarding Bonne Maman jam jars with their pretty red and white gingham lids for months and had had to fight her daughter Julia when she tried to insist she throw them out during the move.


Fancy me making jam! Ella grinned to herself. Once she’d have dismissed that as strictly for the WI, but she actually found it deeply pleasurable. In fact, she was finding, along with appreciating nature, that growing things and eating them had become one of her deepest satisfactions. Since she’d been looking after Viv and Angelo’s allotment she had become part of this strange and unexpected little community and gradually, along with seeing Sal and Laura and Claudia, it had become part of her life-support system. Indeed, it was the nearness to the allotments that had made her so keen on her new home.


She had just finished picking the strawberries and was about to harvest the beans and some glossy aubergines when she saw a delegation consisting of Bill, Stevie and Les walking towards her. Improbably they were holding a bouquet of flowers. Improbably because she knew they didn’t hold with wasting good growing space on frippery blossoms. The soil was strictly for veg and spending good money on flowers was beyond the pale.


‘We bought you these,’ Bill, the usual spokesman of the three, offered shyly.


‘They’re lovely.’ Ella took them, feeling unexpectedly moved at this unlikely act of generosity. ‘But why? It isn’t my birthday, unless I’ve gone completely gaga and forgotten it.’


‘Because of the committee’s decision.’ Bill looked suddenly embarrassed.


‘What decision is that?’


‘Didn’t your friends tell you? Some friends they are, after you’ve thrown yourself into this place body and soul, and you a nice posh lady not in the first blush, if you don’t mind me saying.’


‘I don’t mind you saying at all. I just don’t actually know what you’re talking about.’


‘The stupid bloody committee,’ Bill persisted, his hat bobbing up and down in indignation. ‘Load of busybody know-it-alls. Little Stalins the lot of them. They turned down your friends’ application to hand the allotment over to you. They’ve allocated it to somebody else higher up the waiting list.’


It finally got through to Ella what they were telling her. She was going to lose the allotment. She looked at the flowers, taken aback by quite how much she minded. This place had become a sanctuary, a sensory delight and a source of support. The waiting list was so long there was no chance of her getting one of her own before she was eighty. Or dead.


‘Here, Stevie.’ Ella placed the large container of strawberries she’d just picked into his gnarled and mud-stained hands. ‘You have these. Give them to your wife. I’m sure she’ll find something delicious to do with them.’


Suddenly she didn’t feel like making jam any more.




Three


It was such a beautiful morning that, unusually for her, Sal decided to walk to the scheduled meeting at Lou Maynard’s hotel. She’d been surprised to learn that he was staying not at one of the grand conventional hotels, or even one of the smart boutique ones, but at Brook’s Hotel in Portobello Road, famous for its over-the-top decor.


Brook’s was once the haunt of outrageous Sixties rock stars who had grown up and then grown old and now opted for the deep-pile carpets and wall-to-wall concierges of the Ritz instead of the black walls and rampant chinoiserie of Brook’s that Jimi Hendrix had loved so much.


She decided she liked the man already.


‘Excuse me,’ she asked the extraordinary-looking receptionist who seemed to have continued the exotic decor over all the visible parts of his body, ‘could you let Mr Maynard know I’m here?’


‘He’s outside on the patio. Having breakfast.’


Since it was 11.30 Sal could only assume Lou Maynard wasn’t one of those people who liked to pack their business trips with meetings from dawn till dusk.


The receptionist was clearly not about to show her where this was, so Sal took the nearest corridor which happened to pass the ladies’ and gents’. Unable to resist a quick check in the mirror, she slipped into the ladies’.


It still took Sal by surprise that when she looked in the mirror an elegant short-haired woman looked back. She checked herself out – not too bad – and then adjusted her lipstick. She’d thrown away all her purples and reds and had taken to a rusty colour that would have won the approval of Bobbi Brown for its warm naturalness. She’d even toyed with going into Selfridges and getting one of those nice young make-up demonstrators to design ‘age-appropriate make-up’. But she knew they’d probably counsel ‘more is less’ and Sal wasn’t ready for that. She still felt ‘more is just how I like it’.


She shook out the creases in her dark grey silk dress and decided she was ready for battle.


It was easy to recognize Lou because he was the only person occupying the patio, and also because naturally she’d googled him. She knew he was seventy-four years old, the owner of a multi-million-dollar property company in Brooklyn that specialized in lofts, three times married, with five grown-up children. He had startled the business community by recently founding a radical local newspaper which had turned out, even in these days of falling advertising and competition from social media, to be rather a success.


He sat half hidden behind two pink orchids, sipping coffee and smiling. He wore baggy chinos, a terracotta shirt and a taupe-coloured cardigan. At first glance he looked more a kindly grandfather than a highly successful businessman.


‘Mr Maynard? I’m Sally Grainger.’


Lou stood up. She was an inch or two taller than him yet there was an engagingly solid feel about him. She also got the instant impression of energy. She’d seen it before in very successful people. A room lit up when they walked into it. And then there was the twinkle. Lou Maynard had a decided twinkle.


Please, take a seat.’ He signalled to the chair next to his. ‘So, how do you like my hotel?’ He pointed to a potted palm, the kind you’d see in every chic sitting room in the sixties, yet rarely encountered now. ‘It’s as unfashionable as I am. I find that comforting. And I like a little tacky decadence. My whole room is a scene from the British Raj. Dark green walls and curtains – oh, and did I mention the elephants? There’s one painted on the wall behind my bed and another pretending to be a lamp. Come on, I’ll show you.’


Sal got to her feet, rather taken aback.


‘Don’t worry,’ Lou grinned, ‘I’m too old to be dangerous. What do you British say? Not safe in taxis? I love that.’ He led the way past two lovebirds cooing in a cage.


‘Morning, guys, say hello to Sally.’


‘Actually, I’m usually Sal.’


‘That has a great ring to it. Say hello to Sal.’


The lovebirds cooed at her obligingly.


She followed him to the lift. ‘Don’t worry,’ he reassured, ‘we won’t have to sit on the bed. I’ve got a suite. Besides, the elephants can be your chaperone.’


His room, or rather suite, was truly amazing. As well as the elephants another whole wall featured the scene of hundreds of glittering potentates, watching a cricket match and looking as if they were drinking G&Ts while their punkah wallahs fanned them with feathers.


‘Great, isn’t it? I’ll have you know I turned down the Tudor Room and the one with black walls, Jimi’s favourite. It makes you feel as if you’re in your coffin. I’m quite near enough to my coffin without wanting to be reminded of it by a hotel room. We can sit over there.’ He indicated a huge squashy sofa covered with fabric that featured a tiger hunt. ‘Thank God they drew the line at elephant’s foot coffee tables. Okay, now, down to business.’


Sal tried to arrange herself in a seemly manner, which was quite a challenge since the sofa was one of those pieces of furniture that was so deep you couldn’t help showing more leg than you’d intended.


She saw Lou watching her and grinning.


‘You remind me of someone,’ she said, hoping it wasn’t too forward.


‘Ed Asner,’ he quipped back instantly, ‘the guy who played Lou Grant on the TV. Everyone says so. I think maybe it’s just the confusion over our names that stirs people’s unconscious.’


‘I loved that show! Lou Grant, the hard-bitten journalist on the LA Tribune! It was him who made me want to be a reporter!’


‘Hold your horses, Sal,’ he grinned back.’ I think I’d better remind you I’m not really him.’


‘You amaze me, especially as he was a fictional character and you, I understand, are real! And you did start a newspaper. Maybe he’s in your unconscious too?’


‘Maybe. Or perhaps I just got bored with making millions in the exciting world of commercial property and thought I’d stir things up a little bit. I hate to get bored, you see. And I have a very short attention span. It’s my worst characteristic.’


‘Is that what makes you interested in New Grey?’


‘Maybe. It’s a clever magazine. We have plenty of stuff directed at the baby-boomers but I thought New Grey was a cut above. And I felt there was a lot you could do with it that Rose isn’t doing. Holidays. Insurance. Cruises. Maybe even intelligent retirement villages. It’s a big industry now.’


Sal laughed at the thought of Claudia’s suggestion of anti-retirement living.


‘You’re smiling. Did I say something funny?’


‘It’s just that my friend Claudia, who lives down in Surrey, that’s a bit like Westchester County . . .’


‘I know Surrey,’ Lou nodded. ‘My youngest daughter lives there.’


‘Well, she suggested that I and my best friends live in anti-retirement when we get older – a cross between a student flat and a kibbutz was how she put it.’


‘I love it! I was a kibbutznik myself when I was eighteen.’ Lou’s eyes sparkled with mischief at the memory. ‘I spent a happy three months picking bananas till they made me clean out the latrines due to spiritual pride.’


‘Where was it, your kibbutz?’


‘Would you believe it, near the Sea of Galilee? Though I certainly didn’t witness any miracles. Speaking of miracles, why don’t you join me for brunch and I’ll tell you all about my experiences? I only had a coffee earlier.’


Sal mentally shuffled through her day. She had an editorial meeting at 3 p.m. but she was pretty well prepared for that. Would Rose prefer her to have brunch with Lou or, in the expression so beloved of journalists, make her excuses and leave?


Sal had the sudden realization that she’d actually like to join him. She suspected it would be very entertaining.


‘I’d love to.’


‘Excellent. Despite all appearances to the contrary, the food here is very good indeed.’


They both stood up and Sal was suddenly conscious that Lou was one of those rare people who radiated so much charisma you could almost warm your hands by him.


‘Follow me,’ Lou grinned. ‘I don’t think we’ll have to book. In fact, we’ll probably be the only people there.’


Lou couldn’t have been more right. They were the sole occupants of the entire restaurant. There were also so few staff apparently on duty that they found themselves being served by the tattooed receptionist.


Sal studied the short menu and instantly opted for Eggs Benedict.


‘I like a woman who knows her own mind. Benedict is the only option. That crap they call Eggs Florentine is a travesty. But you have to have a Bloody Mary with it. They make them here nearly as good as home.’


Sal just laughed. What the hell.


Lou ordered a very rare steak sandwich which he then doused in mustard and ketchup and accompanied it with a Brooklyn Lager. ‘Glad you guys have finally discovered the taste of proper beer instead of that piss you call bitter. No wonder you lost the colonies.’


‘So what exactly is your interest in New Grey?’ Sal asked, emboldened by the vodka in the devastatingly strong Bloody Mary. ‘Are you really going to invest in us?’


‘I might indeed. Having reached the fine age I have attained I find myself fascinated by ways of living life to the full.’


‘Rose told me that. “Lou loves life,” she said.’ Sitting opposite the man, Sal could see how true this obviously was.


‘I do indeed. Let me tell you about another of my investments. You see this little guy.’ He took out his wallet and she thought he was going to show her a family photograph, a grandson maybe, and was stunned when the photograph was actually of a robot.


He handed it over and she studied the white manikin with his big wide eyes and curiously attractive demeanour.


‘Meet Hiro – that means tolerant in Japanese. Which is a good word because these little guys are specifically designed for old people, to help them out in the home. He may look cute but Hiro’s not your average robot. His inventor spent months downloading his own and his wife’s emotional responses, plus their memories, into Hiro. He’s a real labour of love, one of the most advanced uses of artificial intelligence you could find.’


‘But he looks just like any other robot. You can even buy them on Amazon,’ protested Sal.


‘That’s deliberate. His inventor didn’t want him to be scary like those lifelike robots you see in movies. Thought it’d freak out the old folks.’


Sal looked again. There was a definite human quality about him.


‘He’s rather sweet.’


‘Not just sweet. Smart. I find Japan fascinating. We forget they really started the electronics boom. And they happen to have an awful lot of old people with no one to look after them, so they’ve been developing these little guys. Hiro’s upstairs in my closet if you want to meet him.’


Laughing, Sal looked at her watch. Oh God, it was almost 3 p.m. She couldn’t believe how the time with Lou Maynard had flashed past. ‘Lou, I’m sorry, I’ll have to meet him another time.’ She started to get up, realizing she was talking about Hiro as if he were a real person, but then only today she’d heard two items on Radio Four about robots. Even Jeremy Corbyn was always talking about them taking jobs.


‘I’m going to have to run as it is. Thank you so much for brunch.’


‘My pleasure. Let’s do it again. I’m here for a while longer now I’m a grandfather again.’


‘That would be lovely.’ Sal realized she meant it. Lou Maynard was wonderful company. He’d even made her forget about her cancer and feel like a normal human being.


She rushed out of the hotel onto Portobello Road, grateful to catch a passing black cab.


Safely tucked into the back, a thought struck her. If she met Lou again, would she want it to be for business or pleasure?


Laura took deep breaths as she walked along to her meeting with Helena Butler, trying to regain the feeling of calm happiness she’d felt when her son Sam brought her a cup of tea in bed. Before Simon had called and yelled at her.


This was only a very informal interview, she knew, and might lead to nothing at all, but she’d still prepared for it carefully. Ella and Sal had told her to take a CV with her and had helped her to write it.


CVs had changed a lot, they insisted, since Laura had last written one. Instead of putting all your experience, from school and university to jobs you’d held, chronologically at the top, the modern way was to start with a personal statement.


You didn’t have to give your age any more, to her relief – the law against age discrimination had changed all that – but you still had to de-age your CV. So Laura had had to take out all her O levels and change them to GCSEs so no one would guess how incredibly ancient she was!


Next she was supposed to match her skills to the exact requirements of the job but she could hardly do that as she didn’t really know what the job consisted of.


She would just have to pretend to be confident and busk it.


Helena Butler’s offices were on the eighteenth floor of a rather faceless modern building in a scruffy part of Victoria, saved by the amazing views right across the city to the London Eye and Houses of Parliament.


‘Hello, Laura.’ Helena had the corner desk in a large open-plan office. ‘Can I get you a coffee?’


When Laura said she’d love one, Helena disappeared off to the coffee machine. It was all so different from when Laura had last worked in an office where there were secretaries and assistants who would – albeit moaning under their breath – be asked to do jobs like this. And in those days people even had offices of their own. Nowadays only the biggest bosses had individual offices.


Helena was back with the coffee and began to explain why she had thought Laura might be useful to them.


‘The thing is, FoodCo franchises about three hundred small shops all over the UK, and because of their locations they often can’t get reliable staff. I think your employer at LateExpress has probably explained how pleasantly surprised he was to find you. Most of the staff come and go. They aren’t often the kind of people who want to take responsibility. So what we need is someone to go round and talk to them, give them some on-the-spot training. Do you think that’s something you might consider? It would probably have to be as a consultant, at least initially.’


Laura found herself panicking. When the divorce from Simon came through she would get a lump sum, according to her lawyer, and she was entitled to half of whatever they got for the house. She wouldn’t be destitute, even if she was forced to have a very different lifestyle from previously. She had imagined Helena was offering a London-based role, near to Sam and Bella and her new grandchild. Did she really want to travel up and down the country advising people?


Helena, understandably, was waiting for her reply.


‘The thing is, Helena, I’m going through a rather difficult divorce and I feel I really need to be around for my children, so I’m not sure the timing of this works for me.’


‘I see.’ Helena’s tone had become frosty. She obviously felt Laura had been wasting her precious time. ‘Well, thank you for coming in. I’d better let you get back to work.’ She used the word ‘work’ in a tone of noticeable irony that made Laura bristle.


Laura shook her hand and almost scuttled to the door, feeling like an idiot. She knew she was lucky to get an interview like this at her age. Should she have at least tried it?


No, Laura told herself, willing herself to feel stronger. Why should she have to rush round the country staying in bad hotels or driving herself hundreds of miles because Simon had left her?


She’d rather work for LateExpress. At least they were local and they valued her. And if it embarrassed Simon that she was doing a menial job just round the corner from his office, too bloody bad.


Claudia always dropped round to check on her parents on Wednesdays and Saturdays. Sometimes she brought lunch with her. Today she had a proper pork pie, knowing it was her dad’s favourite, with delicious raised pastry plus some chutney and salad. She knew her mother would make a fuss about it being bad for him, but if you couldn’t have some things that were bad for you when you were in your nineties, when could you?


She parked in her usual spot round the back and went in through the kitchen.


The first thing that struck her was how untidy the house was, and worse, how grubby. The kitchen surfaces, usually gleaming from the proud ministrations of Dorothy, the cleaning lady who was almost as old as they were but had always seemed remarkably energetic, were splattered with fat.


Of her parents there was no sign. She could at least hear the faint reassuring tones of Radio Four coming from her father’s shed tucked away in the back garden.


‘Hello, Dad,’ she greeted her beloved father Len as she pushed open the shed door. ‘Hiding in here as usual? What on earth’s going on in the kitchen? Is Dorothy ill or something?’


Her father was sitting in his wing chair, a packet of Benson & Hedges and an ashtray on one side of him and a gin and tonic on the other. Her father’s capacity to drink G&T without ice had always amazed Claudia, who liked her wine so cold it frosted the outside of the glass. She suspected it might be a habit born of necessity since creeping inside to fill an ice bucket would attract her mother’s attention. A warm G&T was probably a small price to pay for freedom.


She noticed that he had almost finished the Times crossword and she smiled lovingly. Nothing wrong with her father’s brain.


The same couldn’t be said of his body. He would need another hip operation and possibly a knee replacement as well. Looking on the bright side, they were lucky to live in an age where such things were easily accessible even though he was over ninety. The main problem, of course, was the recovery time when he could only hobble about and was rendered more or less helpless.


‘Hello, Claudia love. Your mother’s fired Dorothy.’


‘She can’t have. Dorothy’s been with you for thirty years. She’ll come back in a week and no one will mention it.’
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