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Jenni stood by the kitchen sink and filled up the kettle. The morning was quiet and cool, but sunlight filled the small flat with the promise of a beautiful day. Clicking the kettle onto its base, Jenni flicked the switch down and reached up to choose a mug from the shelf above. She picked her favourite – the one with a colourful pattern in a cheery yellow – and set about making herself a cup of tea.

Just then, a repetitive thudding coming from the direction of the back door made her look up with a smile. As was usual at this time in their morning routine, Oscar, Jenni’s cat, was returning home from a night on the prowl. Also as was usual, the banging continued.

Jenni gave a sigh. ‘Oscar, just push open the cat flap. We’ve been through this before. You don’t need to keep hitting it with your paw.’

Oscar decided to give it a firm headbutt in reply.

Jenni walked over to the door and crouched down. She looked at the cat through the Perspex flap.

‘Look. You are a cat. This is a cat flap, there’s absolutely no reason why you can’t enter the flat via this specially made portal.’

Oscar fixed her with a firm stare.

Rolling her eyes, Jenni stood up. They both knew what happened next in this charade, and there was no point pretending otherwise.

Jenni unlocked and opened the back door, stepping back to allow the small tabby to make his entrance.

Oscar, making it clear that he didn’t know why they had to go through this farce every morning – surely she understood her role by now – strutted into the kitchen purring proudly and rubbing against Jenni’s legs. Looking down, she saw he had something in his mouth: a faded Quavers crisp packet from the looks of things.

‘Lovely. Thanks for this, Oscar,’ she said, reaching down and taking it. She put it in the bin while Oscar, delighted to have done his bit for the environment, moved to phase two of their morning routine.

Knowing her place, Jenni set about getting him his breakfast, which he hungrily set about demolishing.

She often wondered how she had ended up with such an entitled cat, and realised it must have been something she’d done. Perhaps she’d given into his demands too easily and hadn’t given him enough boundaries.

Jenni made a note to consider this more at a later point should she ever become a parent, although this really wasn’t something she needed to worry about right now given her very single status. She hadn’t been on a date for months and had no intention of reinstalling The Apps. She gave an involuntary shudder.

Tea made, she decided to sit outside to drink it, settling down on the rather rickety metal chair that stood next to the small table by her back door. Pushing aside various gardening tools, labels and bits of string, she balanced her cup on the corner of the table and adjusted her chair so that it didn’t wobble on the uneven ground.

Jenni’s garden was city-small, with a paved area near the house and a tiny rectangle of grass that left room – just about – for a shed wedged in the far corner. Flowerbeds lined the fences on either side of the square space and, as Jenni was lucky enough to live in a mid-terrace flat, she was surrounded on both sides by trees and shrubs, giving her – when the leaves came out – her own private haven, where she was hidden from the windows that looked down on her from the houses and the block of flats that backed on to hers.

At the moment, the garden didn’t look like much, but spring was around the corner – all the signs were there. The fresh copper red leaves on the old rose bush were beginning to unfurl, the tips of the tulip bulbs were pushing through the cold soil and next door’s cherry tree was lit with blossom.

Jenni loved her garden. When her ex-boyfriend Alex had left her, it had been what had saved her. And Oscar too, of course. She’d read somewhere that planting a garden was about hope: hope for the future, hope that life would go on, hope that you’d be there to see the flowers when they finally came into bloom, and that had been true for her.

After he’d gone and she’d been left alone in the flat that was meant to have been theirs, it had been the digging, cutting back and sowing seeds that had allowed her, quite literally, to put down her own roots, and had made the flat feel like somewhere she could live, rather than four walls that reminded her of failure.

Now, enjoying the slight breeze, she listened as her street came alive. She could hear that next door were up – windows were being opened, a radio was quietly playing – and on the other side she could hear Jo and Nick getting their bikes out ready to go for a ride. He was a keen cyclist, and although Jo said she enjoyed the fifty mile cycle out to Kent each weekend, Jenni wasn’t convinced.

Leaning back with a contented sigh and feeling grateful she no longer had to go on the park run Alex was always so keen on doing first thing on a Saturday morning, she surveyed the garden. The ivy growing up the fence needed cutting back, and there was always weeding. She was going to give separating the hardy geraniums a go – Monty Don had made it look a breeze.

She decided not to dwell on the fact that her Friday night consisted of sitting on the sofa watching Gardener’s World.

And, as her mum always said, the plants had two options – to live or die. A rather harsh take on the whole nature versus nurture business, but her mum’s garden was stunning, so the tough love approach seemed to work – on the plants at least.

But for now, Jenni was content enjoying the feeling of calm. Weekends on her own had been hard to start with, but now she was used to filling the two empty days with activities that made her happy, although sometimes it was still hard.

This evening she was meeting her friend, Amy, but besides that she had no plans other than to wander to the street market to browse the stalls before heading back home.

The cat flap banged and Oscar appeared next to her, licking his lips, which, combined with the black patch of fur around his right eye, gave him a certain piratical appearance.

‘Oh, so the flap’s okay when you want to leave the house, is it?’ she said, as Oscar jumped on the table next to her. She stroked his grey and black stripes, and he purred as he nuzzled into her hand. ‘Ah, you’re a big softy, aren’t you, Oscar?’

Jenni gave him a last tickle under his chin before tucking a strand of her dark, curly hair behind her ear and standing up. ‘Right, where are my secateurs? I’m going to sort out that ivy, it’s gone bonkers and is growing over the shed window.’

Oscar stretched out in the sunshine, carefully lying on the secateurs that Jenni needed. He watched her lazily with one eye open as she searched for the missing object, and settled into a comfortable doze.



‘Here you go. One G&T with horrible cucumber for you, and a double with a very normal slice of lemon for me.’ Amy put the two glasses down on the table and flicked her blonde hair out of the way. ‘Right, now tell me what you’ve been up to.’

Jenni took a long sip of her drink. Her trip to the market had been particularly successful as she’d managed to pick up some catnip as a treat for Oscar. He’d love rolling around on it in a blissful state.

‘And then I got a big bag of popcorn from that really nice stall we like and headed home. Oh, I did have a quick look in Grace & Favour, but decided I really didn’t need another cushion.’

‘Impressive self-restraint, well done,’ Amy replied. ‘I’d love to just wander around the market, but sadly an accompanying toddler doesn’t make for happy browsing.’

‘No, especially when the toddler in question is George,’ said Jenni. She loved her friend’s little boy, but she had to admit it wasn’t exactly restful looking around a shop full of breakable things with him in tow. ‘I’m still scarred from our visit to that café. I don’t know how he managed to reach the china on that shelf.’

Amy shuddered in reply. ‘We’ve never gone back. We hurry past it now in shame. I felt awful.’

This evening, they’d chosen a booth on the right-hand side of the pub, but they’d had to move as they’d realised they were sitting under a speaker and couldn’t hear each other over the music blaring out. They were now tucked away at a table at the back, not too far from the bar. The pub, the Dog & Duck, was an old favourite of theirs as it was a ten-minute walk from Jenni’s house and near the train station for Amy, so she had an easy journey home too. The back of the pub was dimly lit, with small tealights on the bare wood tables, which were surrounded by mismatched wooden chairs. The navy blue walls, covered in displays of brightly coloured vintage plates and old photos, made it a cosy space, and the staff were friendly and happy to leave them chatting at the table so they didn’t feel hassled.

‘What did you get up today?’ asked Jenni as she picked up the menus and handed one to Amy.

‘We spent the day in soft play hell. Thoughts of this drink have been all that’s got me through. And the joy of not having to do bath and bedtime.’

‘Simon is on duty, is he?’

‘Yes, and I’m allowed a lie-in tomorrow. Simon’s going to do the morning shift, hence the double gin. Anyway, let’s look at the menu and decide what to order.’

Jenni decided on the risotto as it was something she could never be bothered to cook for herself, while Amy went for the fish and chips. The waiter, Thomas, took their order and hurried back to the kitchen before dashing off to serve another group of people that had settled in at the table next to them.

‘So tell me about work. How’s life at Go Big?’ said Amy. She and Jenni were both employed by the same company, a top-end outdoor clothing business. They both worked in marketing and had bonded over a particularly fraught campaign that had involved the launch of a range of walking gear. The words ‘Wickaway fabric’ still reduced both of them to hysterical laughter even three years later. Amy was currently on maternity leave as baby Tilly had recently joined brother George.

‘Well, Clive’s being a complete nightmare again. He’s determined that we have to outperform Patagonia and has come over all ethical as he thinks we need to become a B Corp company too. I admire the sentiment, but he doesn’t seem to understand that going green is not as simple as sticking “sustainable material” on our labels, and that a circular economy has nothing to do with cycle wear. It’s all rather exhausting.’

Amy rolled her eyes in sympathy. ‘What about Susan? How’s she doing?’

‘She’s great, but even she gets frustrated with it all, and usually you can’t tell what she’s thinking.’

Susan was the new MD who had been brought in to manage Clive. A thankless task, but one she seemed more than equal to, although on this occasion explaining ‘greenwashing’ to Clive had resulted in her having to go home for a lie down.

Jenni continued to fill Amy in on what was going on at work: who was sending passive aggressive emails to who, how Ryan had had a meltdown about the strength of the coffee and now no one dared refill the coffee machine, and how Lily, the new intern, was still in shock after seeing Clive model the new, very fitted, base layers.

Both Jenni and Amy agreed that Lily probably had grounds for some kind of legal action – no one needed to see Clive encased head to toe in just a thin layer of three-ply merino wool. Fortunately, Sandra in HR had come to the rescue and a costly lawsuit had been averted.

‘Oh, and the other big news is that we’re planning a massive photoshoot at a snowdome so we can get some really good images of the new ski-wear range. I’m in charge of coordinating it and it’s going to be huge. I wish you were there to help. I’ve got to find five key influencers to come along – it’s giving me sleepless nights!’

Jenni took a gulp of her drink.

‘You’ll be great,’ said Amy, reassuringly. ‘It always feels out of control when you start these things, but it will all come together.’

‘Hmm.’ Jenni felt doubtful, but she took comfort in her friend’s confidence.

‘I’ll do some research for you when I’m doing the 2 am feed. If I see someone who looks a good fit for a brand collaboration, I’ll let you know.’

‘Thank you, that would be great. There’s so much to do, I haven’t really had time to give it a proper look. I don’t want the obvious people and it needs to feel genuine. Anyway, you know all that, so let me know who you find.’

Just then, Thomas appeared with their food. After putting down the plates, he went off to find them knives and forks before reappearing with a small terracotta flowerpot filled with cutlery, paper napkins and various condiments. He headed back to the bar to get another round of drinks. G&Ts delivered, he left them to it and the friends tucked into their food.

Jenni loved her evenings out with Amy. She was a friend who she could just relax with and be herself, she didn’t feel like she had to put on an act. Although they were at different stages in their lives – Amy was married with two children, while she was single, still recovering from her break-up with Alex – there was no competition between them, and Amy never made Jenni feel inadequate for being on her own, which some friends, however unintentionally, did. Jenni never went home feeling lonely after seeing Amy, and she enjoyed hearing stories about George and now Tilly, sharing Amy’s enjoyment, and frustration sometimes, at life with young children.

‘Oh this is delicious,’ said Amy, swallowing a mouthful. ‘Here. Try a chip, I’ve got loads.’

Jenni took a chip and dipped it into her risotto – nothing wrong with double carbs.

‘So what are you up to tomorrow?’ Amy asked.

Jenni, finishing her mouthful, was about to reply, and then broke off as the waiter came over to check they were happy with everything. As the waiting staff were obviously trained to do, he arrived when they both had their mouths full, so they had to nod enthusiastically, hoping this adequately conveyed their appreciation.

‘I wish they wouldn’t do that,’ said Jenni, having swallowed and now able to speak.

‘I know, they definitely do it on purpose so we can’t say anything’s wrong, it’s so annoying. Anyway, where were we? Oh yes, what are you up to tomorrow?’

‘Well, I really want to get into the shed and have a bit of a sort out. I’m going to try tie-dying some tote bags. Which reminds me, I’ve got a little present for Tilly.’

She handed Amy a tissue-wrapped present.

‘I had some lovely natural dyes, so I tried them out on some sleepsuits and I wondered if Tilly could be a tester. If the colour holds, I thought I might do a few and see if I can sell them at the May Day craft fair.’

‘Oh yes, that’s a nice idea. I’ll let you know, although I’m sure it’s perfect. George loves his pyjama set.’

Jenni had studied textile design at college and had intended on a career making clothes, but the reality of finding a job in the fashion industry had soon put paid to those ambitions, and she was grateful when she’d got the job in marketing with Clive’s start up, Go Big, even though selling someone else’s clothes, particularly active wear given that she struggled to commit to even a yoga class, was not quite what she’d had in mind.

She’d always loved sewing and making things herself, but a small one-bedroom flat – and Alex’s determination that the shed was for practical things like lawnmowers – meant that she hadn’t had anywhere to experiment with her designs. One morning, a month after he’d left for good, she’d decided that the shed was now hers and she was going to use it. The lawnmower was Freecycled – Monty Don said lawns were now to be left to grow, so no need to cut it anymore – Alex’s old bike was gifted to Nick next door for parts, and the fold-down table had been set up as a work station. The space reclaimed, Jenni had spent many happy hours in her shed, and her passion was tie-dying. There had been some unfortunate colour accidents, more distressed hippy than hip, but she’d got the hang of using more muted colour combinations, and Amy, who always mysteriously knew what the next trend would be at least six months before everyone else, had declared Jenni’s creations a triumph and had encouraged her to branch out into babywear.

‘What else are you thinking of selling?’ asked Amy, eating her last chip and putting down her knife and fork.

‘Perhaps some T-shirts, and I’m thinking socks as they are pretty easy to dye and have a good mark up,’ Jenni said, taking the last mouthful of her risotto.

‘What about printing some business cards to hand out?’ Amy suggested. ‘Have you got your website up and running?’

‘Not yet, I mainly sell through Instagram, but that’s a good idea. I’ve had some commissions for presents.’

‘That sounds good. Pudding?’

Jenni, momentarily confused by the idea of a tie-dye pudding, shook her head. ‘Oh. Umm. No, thanks. What about you?’

‘I’m stuffed,’ said Amy with a shake of her head. She glanced at the clock above the bar. ‘In fact, I think I’d better head off soon. I know it’s ridiculously early, but I’ll have to get up in the night, so I don’t want to be too late.’

Waiter summoned, bill paid, coats collected and Jenni’s pink and green striped scarf finally located under a nearby chair, Jenni walked with Amy to the train station and then carried on the short walk home. There was still a bit of a chill in the air despite the lighter evenings.

As it was a Saturday evening, the high street was busy with people either heading home or only just setting out for the night. People spilled out of the pub, laughing and chatting, nursing pints of beer and balancing wine glasses. The Victoria was always really busy, which is why she and Amy had chosen the Dog & Duck further up the road, the one favoured by the locals, as it meant they could always get a seat and hear themselves talk.

Pausing at the zebra crossing for the cars to stop, she continued down the road, past the organic bakers, the general store – expensive but delicious – Rosie’s vegan café and the very un-vegan local butchers that, come Saturday morning, always had a queue snaking around the corner. All the ingredients that made the area where she lived one of London’s self-declared villages. Having grown up in a small rural community, Jenni knew the high street, which was full of life, people and bustle, was very much not a village, but she loved where she lived: and she loved that here you could choose your own community rather than having it forced upon you.

She remembered, just in time, that she had run out of cat biscuits, so she stopped at Barry’s, the local grocery store, conveniently open 24/7.

Rather confusingly, both of the people who worked there were called Barry. Smiley Barry was always friendly and happy to chat, while his co-worker, Grumpy Barry, would greet customers with a snarl – if they were lucky. Fortunately, Smiley Barry was on till duty that evening.

Biscuits bought, Jenni walked down the street, enjoying looking through the windows where the curtains or blinds had been left open, glimpsing snapshots of people’s lives and marvelling at how the seemingly identical terraced houses, although all so similar in design and layout, each had their own quirks. Some had a wall knocked through here, a door added there, some were painted innocuous shades of cream and white, while others had chosen colours in bright, bold hues like magenta, aubergine and, surprisingly, a green that Jenni thought looked more Shrek than emerald.

Turning into Copestone Road, it was a short walk to her front door. Thinking about her flat felt slightly bittersweet – she knew she was lucky to own somewhere in London, but it had come at a cost. Although her dad had wanted her to use the money he had left her to buy out Alex, wanted her to have a secure future, she felt sad he wasn’t here to share it with her.

Fumbling for the key, which, as usual, had hidden itself in the deepest recesses of her bag, she opened the front door and stepped into the shared hallway. Her upstairs neighbour was home, as evidenced by the fact that she could hear his TV blaring away as usual.

Over the sound of canned laughter, Jenni heard a loud meow. Oscar was obviously hungry.

Jenni opened her door and snapped on the light to see him sitting on the mat radiating a distinct, ‘What time do you call this?’ vibe.

Shrugging off her coat and scarf and hanging them on the peg in the hall, Jenni closed the door behind her and headed for the kitchen, Oscar weaving impatiently between her legs.

‘I’m sorry, Oscar. Look, I’ve got biscuits. Let me take my shoes off and I’ll feed you.’

Hearing the rattle of biscuits, Oscar collapsed dramatically on his back, paws in the air, purring. Obviously, all had been forgiven now and normal service had been resumed.

Jenni laughed as she shook the food into his bowl and watched as Oscar leapt up to get to his dinner. While he ate, Jenni retrieved her cup from the draining board and filled the kettle. She’d have herbal tea and watch some telly – perhaps whatever upstairs was enjoying – before going to bed.

The cat flap banged shut, signalling Oscar’s exit and leaving Jenni alone in her kitchen. Nursing the hot cup between her hands, she tried not to picture Amy returning to her family, or Nick and Jo next door watching TV together. She knew she had friends and she’d see people at work, but sometimes trying to ignore the loneliness was exhausting.

This was not how she’d imagined her life in her late thirties.

Deciding not to think about the rest of the weekend stretching out ahead of her, she snapped off the kitchen light and headed for the distraction of Netflix.
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Ben, pulling the front door shut behind him, glanced at his phone – he was running late. Fortunately, Pelham Fire Station was only a fifteen-minute walk from his house, so if he walked briskly he’d arrive on time.

People always assumed working nights must be difficult, but Ben, used to shifting his body clock between nights and days, enjoyed the feeling that his ‘day’ was just beginning when everyone else’s was nearly over.

After getting home that morning, he’d had breakfast and then made himself go to bed. It was always tempting to keep going, but experience told him that he needed to sleep and would feel terrible if he ended up napping in the afternoon, waking feeling groggy and resentful. Everyone working in the fire service for any length of time eventually found what suited them best when it came to managing shifts, and for Ben it was definitely to get to bed as soon as he came home.

The hardest thing was the noise – trying to sleep when everyone else was up and about was difficult, and in the past it had driven him nuts to hear flatmates crashing around, neighbours slamming doors and people in the street talking loudly. In truth, he knew people weren’t doing it on purpose, it just felt like they were when you were exhausted.

Fortunately, his current accommodation was in a block of flats built especially for key workers, so his neighbours all understood what it was like to work irregular hours and were always considerate as a result.

The builders working on a nearby house, however, not so much.

He’d lived in his small ground-floor flat for two years, but apart from the huge TV and Xbox, he hadn’t done much to personalise it. The off-white walls were still bare, the shelf on the wall pretty much empty apart from a few books, and the houseplant his sister had given him in an attempt to ‘brighten things up a bit’ sat wilting on the windowsill. The flat looked like what it was: a place for him to sleep and store stuff. He didn’t really think of it as home.

Sometimes, looking around his living room, which was lit only by the light of the TV, the image of another flat, another time, flashed into his mind: the warm glow of a lamp, cushions, framed photos on the mantlepiece, a vase of flowers on the coffee table. All the little touches that showed someone cared. But those touches – and the person who’d been responsible for them – were gone, and he’d promised himself that he wasn’t going to get attached to any of that again.

Having managed to get a good seven hours of sleep in, Ben woke at five, giving him time to catch up on his washing, take care of some pressing chores, eat dinner and fit in a quick game before heading back to work.

Even after five years on the job, there was still something exciting about heading off into the night, unsure of what the darkness would bring; whether it would be a quiet night of admin and waiting around, or a call-out that saw them rushing to the engine, the noise of the siren and the blue lights cutting through the city streets, the very thing that gave him the buzz that made him want to go to work.

Although he hated to see the damage – to people or to buildings – he had to admit that a busy night went faster than a quiet one and, of course, the feeling of saving someone or something was one they all valued. It made the job worthwhile.

Turning left out of his road, Ben walked fast through the familiar streets towards Camberwick Road, where the station was based.

The massive red doors were thrown open, revealing the three engines parked within. The forecourt was currently empty, the painted yellow zigzag lines spilling out onto the road, warning pedestrians and vehicles to stay clear and take care.

Taz and Vick were already there, preparing for handover from the previous watch.

‘Hey, Ben, how come you live the closest and you’re always late?’ Taz shouted as he spotted Ben’s arrival.

‘I know, I know, I can’t even blame the traffic,’ Ben replied, smiling.

‘You need some young children. They’ll help you get out the house in a hurry,’ said Vick.

‘Long day with the kids?’ asked Ben.

Vick had two young children, and so her days were considerably busier than his, although her husband Brian, also a firefighter, had opposite shifts so they could cover childcare between them. She often joked that fighting fires was easier than dealing with toddlers.

‘Yes, Max has a cold and couldn’t go to nursery, so he’s been at home with me. Dale convinced him to have a nap after lunch, thank God, so I managed to get a bit of sleep.’

‘If we’re quiet, you can always sleep later,’ said Taz.

The station had its own sleeping quarters, which meant firefighters – much to the resentment and teasing of their colleagues in the police force who had no such provision – were able to sleep while on call.

At that moment, the watch commander appeared, and other members of Ben’s crew, Red Watch, moved into line, ready for the parade and inspection.

Ben hurried to throw his rucksack into his battered locker and head back smartish to fall in next to Vick.

‘You don’t half cut things fine,’ she hissed at him out of the corner of her mouth.

His heart beating fast following his dash back from the common room, Ben vowed to leave home earlier in future.
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Jenni gathered up her laptop, notebook and favourite pen and headed to the open-plan area of the office they jokingly called the ‘arena’ for the Monday Motivational Meet-Up. Clive, her boss, was keen on alliteration when it came to naming meetings – Jenni was sure some meetings had been invented simply because Clive had a great idea for wordplay: Friday Freeday came to mind.

The Go Big HQ had been designed to encourage ‘collaboration, conversation and creative clashes’, and so, at the far end of the office, away from the desks and the staff kitchen, was a semi-circular structure with tiered seating like in a Roman amphitheatre.

The idea was that, by breaking away from a traditional boardroom table, staff would be free to Go Big with their thinking and let their creative juices flow.

Personally speaking, Jenni found the wooden structure had quite the opposite effect, and she dreaded having to haul herself up the awkwardly high steps and sit uncomfortably on a plyboard plank for hours on end.

After feeding Oscar earlier that morning, Jenni had rushed out of the house to catch the bus into town. Grateful that she worked for a company where trainers and jeans were acceptable attire, she was able to run the last few metres comfortably and caught the bus before it left the stop.

The rain had started falling in earnest as she’d left the house, and she could imagine Oscar’s disdain should he put a paw outside. The day before had been equally wet, so she and Oscar had spent the day inside, and while she’d taken the opportunity to paint the bathroom in the warm yellow she’d been visualising for ages, Oscar curled up on the sofa and ignored her.

He was still cross with her for taking away Elsa.

Which, as she walked the length of the corridor, reminded her to message the street WhatsApp group to see if anyone had lost a small Frozen figurine – another of Oscar’s ‘presents’ that she’d discovered waiting for her in the kitchen.

‘Right, everyone, gather, gather. Let’s get this meeting started.’

Clive was already in full flow when Jenni reached the arena and clambered into place. Today their esteemed leader was testing out their prototype cycling gear and was striding around in Lycra shorts and a half-zip short-sleeved T-shirt. A quick glance confirmed that the design team had taken the aerodynamic aspect of the brief to heart, and Clive’s outfit was indecently tight.

Vowing not to look at her boss any lower than neck-height – and hoping that HR were on alert for further intern-shocking incidents – she braced herself to endure the next half hour.

Experienced at looking suitably motivated during Clive’s talks, Jenni opened up her laptop to hide her notepad. Occasionally looking up to nod thoughtfully at appropriate intervals, she began making a list of materials she needed to prepare for her stall at the May Day fair, which she’d signed up to in a fit of enthusiasm ages ago. Now the date was getting closer, she was beginning to panic.

Clive walked manically around the stage, gesticulating wildly, and Jenni tuned in to hear him talking about the need for ‘business leaders’ to have agility and quick reactions. There was also something about pivoting.

Perhaps they should consider a range of activewear for entrepreneurs, Jenni thought, given that it seemed to require an awful lot of physical activity.

She looked up briefly to give a ‘hmm, interesting’ nod, and caught Barney in sales doing the same thing. They shared an eye roll before Jenni returned to her notepad. She was quite keen to add some extra detail to the handles of the tote bag she’d made, so she pondered getting one of those pompom makers she’d seen on the internet.

Clive had slowed down and come to a standstill, looking around at everyone. Thank goodness they were near the end now.

‘So, what I want to see is more of the fantastic work you’ve all been doing. We need to make sure the new ski-wear range reaches the top-end of the market and that we establish Go Big as the brand everyone wants to be seen in. Jenni is leading the photo shoot and we can’t wait to see the results.’

Jolted from her list, Jenni hurriedly looked up and gave a firm nod, aiming to convey complete control over the ski-wear situation and hoping beyond hope that Clive wouldn’t call upon her to give a rundown on what was in place.

Thankfully, Susan took that moment to share some information about housekeeping – there was currently a coffee bean shortage and staff were being encouraged to use fewer scoops of coffee each time the machine was refilled, or to have tea instead.

Jenni noticed Ryan, who was notorious for his extra-strong espressos, was on the receiving end of some poisonous looks, but he stared defiantly ahead and, judging by the supportive glances of others in the finance team, it looked like the coffee wars were not going to be so easily resolved.

Climbing down from the third tier where she’d been sitting, Jenni headed back to her desk, glad to be moving again as her bum had gone numb. She was on Sphere One, or as they privately called it, the third circle of hell, with Tim and Lucy and, currently, Will, who was covering for Amy. Their large circular desk – one of six in their area – was divided into four quarters by wire mesh dividers that were meant to provide privacy, but actually made them feel like prisoners.

Despite the modern, industrial-design vibe and gladiatorial arena, Jenni had to admit that the Go Big offices were quite swanky, and unlike many people who had not wanted to return to the office after the pandemic, she was happy to come into work three times a week.

Her portion of the desk faced the large, glass sliding doors that opened on to a roof terrace, and she could see that the earlier rain had now cleared and weak sunshine was filtering through the clouds. Behind Tim, book-filled shelves lined the partition between their department and the design team, and further down the open-plan space was the kitchen.

Jenni noted that Finance Person One was currently lurking in the doorway – presumably on lookout for Susan while Ryan added that extra scoop to the coffee filter.

Jenni decided that perhaps she’d wait before getting a cup of tea.

Plugging her laptop back in to her monitor, she typed in her password and opened up her email. Finding the one she was looking for, she reached for the phone and dialled the number of the photographer she wanted to book for the ski-wear shoot.

The morning passed quickly as Jenni worked her way through her to-do list: book photographer – tick; arrange model castings – tick; speak to the studio to arrange delivery of clothing – tick. There was also an email from Amy with some ideas for social media influencers, and Jenni made a note to speak to the comms team.

Her stomach rumbled and, looking at the clock, she realised it was past one – definitely time for lunch.

Jenni gathered up her coat and bag and stood up. ‘Anyone want anything? she asked Tim and Lucy. Will had already disappeared.

‘I’m fine, thanks,’ said Lucy. ‘I’ve brought in a tin of tomato soup, I need to save some money.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Tim said, standing up. ‘I should be saving money too – the honeymoon cost a fortune – but I’m too lazy to plan my lunches in advance.’

He grabbed his coat and shoved his wallet into his pocket. Then decided to retrieve his scarf too. ‘Right, ready.’

‘So, how was Portugal?’ Jenni asked as they headed down the stairs and out of the building onto the busy street below. Tim had recently got married and he and his now-husband Paul had had a week away honeymooning in the Algarve.

‘Oh, just fantastic. The weather was lovely, warm enough to sit by the pool and read a book, the hotel was amazing, we had our own little villa in the grounds, but you go up to the hotel and use all the facilities like the spa and restaurant. It was just so nice to do nothing.’

‘That sounds amazing, and if you managed to get Paul to sit down and relax, that’s a miracle!’

Jenni had met Paul on several social occasions. Whereas Tim was laid-back and never stressed – even when Clive was throwing ideas at him, demanding he produce a client-winning pitch on the tightest of deadlines – Paul was a whirlwind of activity, always with several projects on the go and constantly checking his phone. Jenni supposed it was a classic case of opposites attract, and while Tim did occasionally come into work moaning that he was exhausted, wishing they could have a quiet weekend, the two of them had obviously found a way to make their life together work.

‘Well, he managed an hour on a sunbed on day one, but fortunately there were loads of activities so he went off and played tennis or windsurfed or whatever was running that day. It was wonderful. I ended up drinking G&Ts with all the parents who’d put their children in the kids’ club. We all got drunk and had a marvellous time.’

Jenni laughed, imagining Paul arriving back, full of enthusiasm as he told Tim all about his day, just as the children were telling proud parents what they’d been up to in the sandpit or on the slides.

The street was busy, the pavements full of pedestrians and traffic crawling up to the lights at the end of the road. The greasy-looking paving slabs were slippery after the morning’s rain, but the wind had dropped, and in the shelter of the tall red-brick buildings, it felt almost warm.

‘I went to Porto with Alex once, but that was years ago now,’ Jenni recalled, wistfully. ‘We went around all the distilleries. It was just a long weekend but it was great. I’d love to go back.’

‘Why don’t you?’ Tim asked, then stopping abruptly as the man walking in front of him suddenly stood still to look at his phone.

Tim tutted. ‘Honestly, tourists. Don’t people know that London pavements are like motorways – if you’re going to walk slowly, walk on the inside lane, next to the shops,’ he said, his voice rising as he directed the last bit at the man blocking the pavement.

Manoeuvring around the still-stationery man who was frowning at the map on his screen, Jenni and Tim carried on walking the last few metres and then turned into a sandwich shop.

In a long-practised routine, Tim joined the queue while Jenni grabbed an egg sandwich and salt and vinegar crisps for her, and a chicken sandwich and ready salted for Tim. Spotting his dark blue corduroy jacket nearing the counter, she joined him in line.

‘Perfect timing,’ he said with a smile as they paid and headed out.

Back at the office, they sat down in the kitchen to eat their lunch.

‘Seriously, though, why don’t you go on holiday? You’ve not had any time off for ages,’ Tim said, picking up the conversation from earlier.

Jenni finished chewing before answering.

‘I don’t have anyone to go with. I know it shouldn’t matter and I should be all independent and go on my own, but I just don’t fancy it. And besides, I’ve got Oscar. Who’d look after him if I disappeared for a week?’

‘I thought your neighbours fed him when you were away?’

Tim ate his final crisp and then meticulously straightened out the packet and folded it neatly, tucking the corner over into a little triangle. As ever, Jenni wondered what the point was of doing this: Tim said it was tidy, Jenni maintained it was the sign of a psychopath.

‘Jo and Nick are great and they feed Oscar if I’m away for a weekend. If they had a pet, I could return the favour, but they don’t so it feels a bit cheeky to ask them to do it for a whole week.’

Jenni brushed some crumbs off her lap. ‘I suppose I could offer to wash their bikes or something in return,’ she mused.

‘Hmm, I think you’re just making excuses,’ Tim replied. ‘You could come with me and Paul next time we go away. We could have a nice beach holiday somewhere hot.’

‘That’s very kind of you, but I really don’t think colleagues should ever see each other in swimwear,’ said Jenni. ‘Besides, how weird would that be? Me, you and your husband – I’d feel such a gooseberry!’

‘It could be sort of awks, but if you’re not going to date anyone you need to start doing stuff like going on holiday on your own. Otherwise you really are the mad cat lady, living alone with just a fur baby for company.’

‘Oi, enough of the mad, thank you very much.’

Tim grimaced. ‘Uh-oh. Here comes Ryan. And Susan. Quick, let’s go before we’re caught in the crossfire.’

Gathering up their empty sandwich and crisp packets, they headed out of the kitchen, Jenni glancing back to see Susan casually-not-casually standing by the coffee machine, Ryan glowering by the sink waiting to see if she’d make a move.

Jenni fell into step beside Tim. ‘Besides, I’m going to Somerset at the end of the month, which is now super trendy and full of media types, so all very glamorous.’

Tim stopped to look at her. ‘Darling, going home to stay with your mum is not the same as a luxury mini-break at The Newt.’

He set off again at a brisk pace down the corridor, and Jenni, unable to disagree, pulled a face at his retreating back.
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