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      I don’t notice at first. I’m running late. It’s already 6:50am, twenty minutes after my usual arrival time at work, and there’s a delivery due at seven. I’m feeling flustered and muttering to myself as I drive too fast down the cul-de-sac, swerve onto the forecourt and slam the brakes on.

      ‘Lights, coffee machines, water the plants … errrm … what?’

      I turn the engine off and stare at the building in front of me. Have I driven down the wrong street? No, of course I haven’t. There’s Clancy’s Car Repair on my left, no sign of life this morning, the chipped green paint around the upstairs windows a sickly orange under the glow of the sodium streetlight. It’ll be closed all week, I remember; Eric and his wife have gone skiing in Austria. But if I’m not in the wrong street – how? What’s happened to the café? I rub my eyes, as if that will make the slightest difference, and stare for a few moments longer, then clamber out of the car and take a few hesitant steps towards the door.

      ‘Seriously – what?’ I say out loud, then shiver and wrap my long black coat across my chest as a gust of chill February wind lifts my hair from my shoulders. My heart rate is speeding up now, my gaze whipping from left to right as I try to process what I’m seeing. It’s … gone. Not the building, obviously. That’s still there, the creamy brown brick, the white door, the small window next to it, the grey roller shutters. They’re closed now, of course, but it’s always one of my favourite moments of the day, pressing the button to open them, watching them glide upwards to reveal another, much larger window, flooding the small space behind it with light. But – where’s everything else? Where’s the sign, the café name sign, that should be screwed into the wall? Where’s the heavy A-board, the one I write the day’s specials on, the one that’s normally chained to an iron loop next to the door, so I don’t have to lug it outside every morning and bring it back in every evening? Where’s the bin, for pity’s sake? The bin that usually sits on the little forecourt, receptacle for sandwich wrappings and coffee lids, for those who like to start eating their lunch as they walk back to their own units on this small trading estate. Gone.

      It’s all … gone.

      It’s Monday morning. Did someone come here last night, or over the weekend, when much of the estate is deserted, and steal it all? But why? What use would those things be to anyone else?

      ‘You bastards!’

      Suddenly, I’m furious, heat rushing through my body despite the near-freezing temperature. I march to the door, reach into my coat pocket and pull out my phone, my hand shaking a little as I search for the torch app and switch it on. I angle the beam through one of the glass panes and gasp.

      No. Please, no.

      Frantically, I move to the small side window to get a better view, hoping desperately that I’m not really seeing what I think I’m seeing. I am, though. It’s … empty. The tables and chairs, the high stools along the counter, the coffee machines, the mugs and cutlery, the dozens and dozens of plants … gone. Vanished.

      This can’t be happening. How? How?

      I stand back again, eyes sweeping across the front of the building. There’s no sign of a break-in, no broken glass, the door and shutters looking just as they always do, no visible damage. This doesn’t make sense. I fumble in my pocket again, find my keyring, and with fingers slippery with sweat now push the café key into the door lock, wriggling it desperately as it jams.

      Shit. Shit. OK, calm down, Ella. Take your time, I think.

      I take a breath, then pull the key out and insert it again, forcing myself to turn it slowly. Nothing. What’s wrong with it? I pull it out and bend down, peering at the lock, and then at the key in my hand. The key is brass; the lock is stainless steel. Shiny, new-looking.

      Somebody’s changed the lock. Somebody’s taken everything and changed the bloody lock.

      What the hell do I do now?
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      What I actually do is stumble back to my car on trembling legs, then collapse into the driver’s seat, close the door and cry. I just can’t get my head around this. Did whoever took everything just break the lock to access the place, and that’s why there’s no other damage? But what sort of burglar goes to the trouble of bringing a brand-new lock with them, and replacing the old one before they run off with the stolen goods? And why didn’t the alarm go off? I set it as usual when I left on Friday, I know I did. But if it had gone off, security would have called me…

      Think, Ella. Think.

      I wipe my tears away with the backs of my hands and look at the clock on my dashboard. Dammit. The delivery truck will be here any second. OK, well, that’s my first job then, I’m going to have to call them and cancel it. Maybe, if I explain what’s happened, they won’t charge me for all the wasted food?

      I scroll through my phone, looking for the number, half expecting to see the van’s headlights appearing in my rear-view mirror even as I dial, but the street remains dark and quiet. As the call connects, I inhale and exhale slowly, trying to steady myself.

      ‘Hello? Is that Shawna? Shawna, it’s Ella Leonard from Mug & Meadow. I’m so sorry to do this with so little notice but I’m going to have to cancel today’s order. Something bizarre has happened…’

      I launch into the story of the past few minutes, but I’ve only got to the bit about the missing café name sign when Shawna interrupts me.

      ‘But … Ella, I’m a bit confused!’ she says. ‘You cancelled today’s order last Wednesday, don’t you remember? You cancelled all future orders. You said the place was closing down. I don’t understand…’

      ‘What? I said … what? But … I didn’t even speak to you on Wednesday. Are you getting me mixed up with someone else?’

      ‘No, of course not. It was definitely you. Mug & Meadow, Redthorpe Park Trading Estate, Gloucester. We even talked about all your lovely plants, and what you were going to do with them. I was really sorry to hear you were leaving so soon, even though I always knew it was just a pop-up. Ella, are you telling me that wasn’t you? It sounded just like you, I didn’t even question it … I don’t get it…’

      Shawna’s voice tails off.

      ‘I … I don’t get it either.’

      I can feel a bead of sweat running down my forehead. I open my mouth to say something else, then close it again. I have no idea what to say. Somebody – somebody who was definitely not me – called the supplier last Wednesday to tell them the café was closing down? Does that mean this wasn’t a break-in, after all? But Lena wouldn’t do that to me, would she? Of course she wouldn’t, there’s absolutely no way. There must be some other explanation. There must be.

      I clear my throat.

      ‘Shawna, I’m so sorry about this. Something really weird is going on here, and I need to get to the bottom of it. Let me just make a few calls and I’ll get back to you, OK?’

      ‘Erm … sure. OK. Bye, Ella.’

      I end the call and sit, rigid, staring at the phone in my hand. Is this some sort of elaborate prank, maybe? Because it can’t be a normal burglary, not now. No thief would be considerate enough to not only change the locks but also cancel deliveries for their victim’s business in advance. That would be ridiculous. But, equally, who would play a prank like this? Do something so extreme, for fun? It doesn’t add up.

      I stare bleakly at the now strangely bare-looking façade of the building in front of me. I’d been so hopeful, so happy, when I arrived here six weeks ago, just before Christmas. It was to be a fresh start, an exciting new chapter in my life. It’s just a pop-up for now, yes, but it could be the start of something big. A chain of speciality ‘coffee slash plant’ shops, all over the country. When my boss, Lena, had first approached me with the proposal, I’d loved the idea immediately.

      ‘I want to put them in unexpected places,’ she’d said, her eyes sparkling. ‘In amongst high-rise flats. On industrial estates. You know, places where you might normally just find food trucks or coffee vans or grubby little takeaways? They’ll be little oases in concrete jungles. Small coffee shops that serve really good food and drinks, but also sell plants. Exotic plants, beautiful plants. People can come and sit and take a break surrounded by greenery and foliage and then buy a plant to take home. Recreate the experience in their own kitchen. It’s going to be great, Ella. We’ll start with a little pop-up, just for a few months, as a trial run. But it’s going to work, I know it is. And you’re the perfect person to kick it off.’

      She was right – it was a good fit. I love coffee, and I adore plants. I’ve never been lucky enough to have my own garden, not as an adult. But everywhere I’ve lived, even in the grottiest bedsits and house shares, I’ve always found room for a few cacti, an aspidistra, an aloe vera. Something to take care of, a living organism that makes few demands and yet responds so gratifyingly to a little love and attention. OK, so running a coffee shop was never exactly in my life plan, but then whose life ever goes exactly to plan? I spent too long with my head in the clouds, dreaming of a life of riches and glamour. I even lived it for a while. But nothing lasts for ever; I needed to get real. And this was a chance to be in at the beginning. Who knew where it could lead?

      ‘If it takes off, I’ll make you regional manager first, and then … well, the sky’s the limit, Ella,’ Lena had told me, squeezing my hand. ‘I’ve got so many other things going on I’ll need a right-hand woman to oversee things. This could be amazing for you. I’m calling it Mug & Meadow. What do you think?’

      ‘I think I’m in,’ I told her, and we’d both squealed with excitement. I quit my job and gave notice on my London rental that very afternoon. A few weeks later, I packed my bags and drove my clapped-out old Fiat up the M40 to Gloucester, and moved into the sweet little one-bed apartment Lena had sorted for me as part of the deal. She popped up briefly twice to give me the keys to the café, and to check I was OK with all the equipment, and then … well, then I was on my own, and I loved it. I spent Christmas sorting the place out, sending Lena regular updates and pictures, revelling in her ecstatic replies.

      ‘It looks amazing! We’re going to smash this!’ she said, the night before opening day. I was slightly disappointed that she’d had to fly to New York on a business trip on the first of January and so couldn’t be there to see the place open its doors on the second. Then, I was slightly relieved she wasn’t there, because for the first few days I only had a trickle of curious customers venturing in. I’d done some local advertising ahead of time, but had I done enough? Had I messed up before I’d even had a chance to get going? I’d worked as a barista and assistant manager in a number of places previously, but I’d never been in charge before, and I was suddenly terrified that I’d taken on too much, that I was out of my depth. But then, in week two, Mug & Meadow suddenly took off. I never doubted the quality of what I was serving: hand-roasted coffee, home-made speciality syrups, delicious fresh cakes and sandwiches bought in from local farm shops and suppliers, everything organic, every dietary need catered for. And the plants of course, each one carefully selected by me, filling the window and every spare surface. Outside, the January skies may have been grey, rain hammering on the corrugated iron roof, but inside was my own five-hundred-square-foot tropical paradise. I was astounded though at how quickly news of our arrival spread after that first week. First, dozens of people working on the industrial estate became daily visitors; then, they were rapidly joined by passing trade and residents of nearby housing developments. By week three, I was run off my feet all day, every day – there was no budget for me to take on any additional help, for now at least – and it was wonderful.

      ‘We’ve done it!’ I messaged Lena when I totted up that week’s takings.

      ‘I knew we would. Knew YOU would! We’ll have a second one open in no time!’ she replied, and promised me a slap-up celebratory meal just as soon as she could get away from London for a few days.

      Except now … I groan and sink my face into my hands. Maybe this is down to a competitor, someone who’s doing something similar, who’s trying to sabotage us. But how would they know who our suppliers are? Have they been spying on us, somehow, maybe? I don’t know that much about Lena’s other enterprises – I haven’t even known her that long. We met when she became a regular customer at my previous coffee shop, but we became close very quickly and I do know she has a finger in lots of pies, always travelling, always flying off to meet investors and potential business partners. And yet, she saw something in me, trusted me. How can I tell her about this? How can I tell her everything was fine on Friday, and now today this entire new business has just … disappeared?

      I can’t, not yet. I can’t. I need more information, need to try to work out what’s happened here. I’ll leave it, just for a few hours. I tear my eyes away from the building in front of me and twist in my seat, looking down the road behind me. The first faint streaks of dawn are now visible in the sky, and soon customers are going to start arriving, expecting my usual 7:30 opening time, demanding their favourite vanilla lattes and coffee smoothies to kick off the day. That was my creation, the breakfast-in-a-cup smoothie: coffee, rolled oats, banana and a hint of cocoa. We sell dozens every morning. What are they going to think, all these people, when they turn up and see – nothing?

      I can't worry about that now. Action, that’s what’s needed, I think.

      First stop, the estate security office. And then, I’m calling the police. I have no idea what’s going on here, but I’m damn well going to find out.
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      The security office is staffed twenty-four hours a day, and it’s just around the corner, so I lock the car and walk. On the outskirts of Gloucester city centre, Redthorpe Park is a small trading estate with around twenty-five units; four cul-de-sacs branch off Main Street, which is used as a cut-through between two busy A roads. The traffic is already building, commuters and commercial vehicles whizzing past me. As I walk, shivering again now and wishing I’d brought my gloves, I curse the fact we didn’t bother installing CCTV cameras at the café. There’s no central system here; each business is expected to fit its own cameras according to its needs, and because we were a pop-up, planning to stay for just a few months, Lena had decided it probably wasn’t worth the expense.

      ‘The place has an alarm, all the buildings do,’ she told me. ‘And they’re all linked up to the security office, and there’s someone there round the clock, so they’d be alerted if anyone tried to break in. And all the equipment’s insured, so I think we’ll be fine, don’t worry.’

      But now we’re not fine, are we? I march briskly down the street, eyeing the cameras on the other properties. I desperately need to find out who cleared out our place. Maybe one of these cameras picked up some unusual behaviour over the weekend? Then I sigh. There’s an endless stream of cars, vans and lorries driving up and down Main Street every day and night; even if one of the security cameras captured footage of a van turning into our road, that would prove nothing. It could just be someone heading for the handy little parking area next to Mug & Meadow, used by both mine and Eric’s customers and often random others too, a convenient place to stop and eat a sandwich or make a phone call. I need footage from our actual street: from Eric’s camera next door, possibly? There are just three buildings in our little cul-de-sac – Eric’s garage on the left, Mug & Meadow at the end, and a large, currently vacant unit on the right – so Eric’s is really my only hope. Except I can’t ask him for help, not today; he shut up shop on Friday for his holiday and won’t be back until this coming Sunday.

      Typical of my luck. Just typical, I think, then abruptly stop walking, realising I’ve reached the security office. I push the door open and am instantly enveloped in welcome, if rather muggy, warmth. Henry, one of several security guards who work shifts to provide the twenty-four-hour service, is sitting behind his battered wooden desk, a large mug of steaming coffee, an open packet of chocolate digestives and a newspaper laid out in front of him. He looks up and grins. He has one front tooth missing, and that combined with his shiny bald head always makes me smile; he looks like an overgrown, happy baby.

      ‘Mornin’, Ella,’ he says, with a fine spray of biscuit crumbs. He frowns and wipes his mouth with the back of a meaty hand. ‘Sorry. What can I do for you this fine Monday? Actually, it’s feckin’ miserable out there, ain’t it?’

      ‘It’s not great,’ I say. ‘And honestly, Henry, I’ve had better starts to a week.’

      ‘Aww, mate. What’s up? Sit down and tell me all about it,’ Henry says, and points to the only other piece of furniture in the small, overheated room: an ancient-looking swivel chair, its black plastic upholstery ripped in several places. I give it a quick, surreptitious once-over, but it looks clean enough, so I lower myself onto it and sigh.

      ‘Something awful has happened,’ I say.

      When I’ve finished explaining – I leave out the bit about the orders being cancelled, because that just feels like an added complication he’s unlikely to be able to help with – Henry frowns and taps the keyboard on his desk, squinting at his computer screen.

      ‘I’m just finishin’ my shift now,’ he mutters, ‘and there was definitely nothing untoward ’appenin’ overnight. Quiet as the grave. And I’m just checkin’ back over the weekend…’

      He pauses, leaning forward in his chair, which creaks ominously.

      ‘Nope. That’s right back to Friday lunchtime now, and not a single report of an alarm goin’ off anywhere on the estate. So, I hate to say this, mate, but if someone entered your property without triggering the alarm, they must ’ave ’ad a key. And the alarm code.’

      I stare at him.

      ‘But nobody has a key except me and my boss,’ I say. ‘And, I guess, whoever she rented the place from. But I’ve got my key, and Lena hasn’t been down here for weeks, and I hardly think the landlord’s going to come and steal all our stuff. Could someone have disabled our alarm, somehow, and then just broken in?’

      Henry shakes his head.

      ‘Absolutely not,’ he says vehemently. ‘If any of the alarms are disabled, as opposed to just turned on or off with the code, that flags up on our system. We’d know. If there’s no other damage, it seems to me that someone used a key, switched off the alarm, emptied the place and then changed your lock for some reason. Have you asked your boss?’

      It’s my turn to shake my head.

      ‘No … not yet. I wanted to … well, to try and get some more information about what’s happened before I call her. I feel so … responsible. I know I locked up properly, and I know I put the alarm on, but I still feel like it’s my fault, you know? I just don’t understand … but, OK. Thanks, Henry. I’ll call Lena in a bit, but I know what she’ll say – she’ll ask me if I’ve reported it to the police. I’ll do that first.’

      Henry looks doubtful.

      ‘I mean – sure. I suppose if all your stuff’s been removed … but if there’s no sign of a break-in, and no damage, and the alarm didn’t go off…’

      He shrugs.

      ‘I know,’ I say. ‘I know.’

      I can feel panic rising, a hard knot in my stomach. I stand up slowly, say goodbye to Henry, and walk out of the office into the cold morning air. Then I pull my phone out of my pocket and dial 101.
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      ‘I reckon that camera’s just pointed down at his own forecourt. That won’t capture anything of the parking area, or your property. I mean, I could be wrong, but…’

      The police officer turns back to look at me, and shrugs. She’s probably right, I think, with a sinking feeling. We’ve just checked the position of the security camera on the wall above the closed shutters of Clancy’s, and it does indeed seem that it’s angled downwards, which is logical, after all. Eric’s going to want to see what’s happening right outside his garage, not what’s going on elsewhere in the street. Even so, the disappointment is crushing.

      ‘Ask him if you can have a look anyway, when he gets back,’ the officer is saying. ‘But I’d be surprised if you got anything of any use. And honestly, I think you really need to get hold of whoever runs your place as soon as you can. There’s probably a simple explanation. It doesn’t really feel like a crime’s been committed here, you know? More like bad communication within the company, I’d say. I mean, if someone cancelled all your food orders in advance, and told your supplier the café’s closing down, and there’s been no damage, no alarm going off, a brand-new lock…’

      She holds her hands out in a ‘what-can-I-say’ sort of gesture, and she and her male colleague, who’s been listening to our conversation with a bemused expression, exchange glances.

      ‘Agreed,’ he says. ‘I’d make some phone calls, and then if there really is reason to suspect all your stuff’s actually been stolen, then get back to us, OK?’

      He smiles, and it’s a nice smile, on an attractive face with green eyes and a light smattering of stubble. He was definitely checking me out earlier – they always think they’re being subtle, don’t they, but I saw the way he was eyeing me – and on any other day I might flirt a little, but today is not that day.

      ‘But … that call to my supplier,’ I say. ‘She said the caller claimed to be me. That’s … impersonation or something, isn’t it? Isn’t that illegal?’

      I’m clutching at straws now, but I’m starting to feel desperate.

      The male officer shakes his head.

      ‘Not by itself. Not unless you’re a police officer or a solicitor,’ he says. ‘If the impersonation carries on, and whoever’s doing it uses your identity to commit fraud or something, that’s a different matter. But right now, it doesn’t sound like much harm’s been done. Your orders have been cancelled, but you can just reinstate them, can’t you? If the place isn’t actually closing down, I mean. It’s annoying for you, but it’s not a crime, unless it keeps happening, when you might be able to claim harassment, possibly. But right now…’

      It’s his turn to shrug.

      ‘Did you sign a contract, when you took the job?’ he continues. ‘You said it was a pop-up, so maybe it just…well, popped down again? Popped off. And they forgot to tell you.’

      He grins, and his colleague smiles too. I swallow, the knot in my stomach now seemingly having moved to my throat.

      ‘No … well, it’s on its way,’ I say. ‘My contract, I mean. I was paid cash up front for the set-up time and first month because Lena – my boss – wanted to get the ball rolling and get the café open straight after Christmas. It all happened so quickly she didn’t have time to get the contract drawn up before I left for Gloucester so she just said she’d give me a lump sum to keep me going and she’d sort all the paperwork as soon as she could in the New Year. I was expecting it to come through any day now…’

      My voice tails off, as I notice the deeply sceptical, raised eyebrow looks on the faces of the two officers.

      ‘Riiigghhtt…’ the woman says, slowly. ‘Well, our advice, Miss Leonard, would be to speak to your boss. I’m sure she’ll be able to clear this up, and if not, well, as Gary here said, give us a call. But I’m not sure there’s anything else we can help you with right now.’

      They leave, and as I watch their car move slowly down the street, tears spring to my eyes again. I get it, I do … the more I explain to people what’s happened here, the sillier and more gullible it makes me sound. But I know Lena. I know how excited she is about Mug & Meadow, the high hopes she has for the future, how thrilled she’s been about the success of the past few weeks. We last spoke on Friday afternoon, and she was buzzing, telling me how brilliantly I was doing and to make sure I had a restful weekend because I deserved it.

      ‘You’re killing it there, seriously, Ella,’ she said, adding that she already had her eye on at least two more potential sites, one in Bristol and another in Birmingham. The idea that she just changed her mind overnight and closed the place down without even bothering to inform me is ludicrous. And anyway, Shawna said the orders had been cancelled last Wednesday. So Lena just ‘forgot’ to tell me about that on Friday? No. Something else is going on here, and I will get to the bottom of it, but there’s no getting away from it now: I’m going to have to call her, and confess that somehow, I’ve managed to lose everything over the weekend, and I am not looking forward to that conversation. I sniff loudly, then get back into my car (still parked on the café forecourt, to my relief; I’d been half expecting that to have vanished too, when I arrived back from my visit to Henry) and root around in my bag for my notebook and pen. I rip out a page, write ‘CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE HUGE APOLOGIES FOR ANY INCONVENIENCE’ in large capital letters, then open the glove compartment, where I know there’s a roll of heavy-duty sticky tape, last used to rather unsuccessfully repair an annoying tear in the driver’s side floor mat. I keep catching my heel in it, and new car mats have been on my shopping list for a while. I’d been hoping this new job would finally give me some financial security – maybe, I’d thought, I could even buy a new car, not just new accessories for this old banger – but now…

      ‘Don’t think about it,’ I hiss under my breath. ‘Just crack on. Do what needs doing, one thing at a time…’

      I find the tape and get out of the car to stick the notice onto the café door. While I was talking to the police, at least half a dozen customers wandered down the street, gaped at the building with confused expressions. then came over to ask me what was going on, and I had to tell them I wasn’t really sure, to astonished reactions. I can’t bear to face any more of them so, after gazing through the window at the sad, empty interior for a further few seconds, I give myself a mental shake and head for home. As I drive, I call Shawna back, thankful to find the line is busy and I’m diverted to voicemail. I really can’t handle speaking to her again right now, and so I leave a message, confirming that I do, after all, want to confirm that all further deliveries should remain cancelled for now. My voice sounds shaky even to my own ears.

      I’m desperate to get the place up and running again, and I know Lena said all the equipment is insured, but even so, it’s going to take time to source and order replacements, and then there’s the insurance claim, all the paperwork … My stomach is churning as I pull into my allocated parking space outside my apartment building and switch off the Fiat’s engine. I’d dismissed the thought earlier when I was talking to Henry, but could it be the property’s landlord who’s done this, some sort of misunderstanding about the length of the lease? Could they have come and taken the stuff and put it into storage maybe, because they need the building for a new tenant? We didn’t change the alarm code when we moved in, so that wouldn’t have posed a problem. But why change the lock? And, that call to Shawna. That’s the bit that’s bugging me, the bit that doesn’t fit. The possibility still needs to be investigated, though, I think, as I climb the stairs and let myself in to number 9, slip my coat off and hang it on the peg inside the door, then head for the kitchen. I’m starting to feel nauseous, and I suddenly realise it’s after ten and I haven’t had so much as a sip of coffee this morning yet: I normally eat breakfast at work, while I prepare the café for opening time.

      I flick the kettle on and push a slice of bread into the toaster, pondering on the landlord thing. The problem is, I still need to speak to Lena first, because I don’t even know who our landlord is. She organised all that: finding the premises, hiring the equipment and arranging the short-term lease. I had enough to do with dealing with food suppliers, planning menus, sourcing the plants, writing copy for local advertising, and all the squillions of other little jobs that had to be done to get the place up and running. It’s not as if the entire trading estate is owned by one company, either – that would be far too straightforward. I don’t know who owns our building, but I do know that some of the units are owned by the businesses they house – Eric owns his garage, for example – but others are owned by property firms who lease them. Why didn’t I ask? I really am stupid, aren’t I? This is information I should have, information that might help me to sort this mess out without having to bother Lena. But I’m new to this, and I just didn’t think.

      Bugger. Bugger, bugger, BUGGER.

      I force myself to eat, nibbling at my toast with little appetite and slowly sipping an instant coffee. I may sell an extensive selection of superb speciality coffees at work, but all I have at home right now is a screw-top jar from the supermarket. A proper coffee machine is right at the top of my shopping list, once I have some spare cash.

      I drain the last, slightly bitter, drops from my mug and brace myself. I can’t put it off any longer. I hesitate for a few seconds, then pick up my phone and dial Lena’s number.

      Darn it. Voicemail.

      It’s not really a surprise: Lena spends half her life in meetings, and it’s rare she answers the phone straightaway. But this news isn’t something I want to share in a voice message, so I keep it short.

      ‘Lena, hi, it’s me,’ I say, trying to sound upbeat and confident. ‘Something rather – erm – unexpected has happened at Mug & Meadow this morning. I really need to speak to you, urgently. Can you call me back as soon as you get this? Thanks.’

      I put the phone down on the table and look around. My kitchen is tiny, but cheerful; white walls and units, a sunshine yellow blind, and of course my little collection of plants on top of the fridge – a peace lily, a feathery, delicate lace fern, and my favourite, the rather retro – it was hugely popular in the 70s, but not so much nowadays – burgundy rubber plant, its glossy leaves standing proudly on sturdy stems. Off the kitchen there’s a small, cosy living room, and then a windowless bathroom and one bedroom. It’s not much, but it’s all mine and, even better, there’s no rent to pay. I’d been delighted when Lena threw accommodation in as part of my package, but it suddenly dawns on me now that if the café really is closed for good, then I’ll have to move out of here too. It makes me even more certain that Lena isn’t behind this. There’s no way she’d kick me out of my home with no notice, and everything seems fine here anyway, thank goodness. So – the landlord? Or … I consider again the possibility that the café thing is some sort of massive prank. Who, though? Who would do something like this? OK, I definitely pissed off a few people back in the day, there’s no doubt about that. I’m the first to admit I wasn’t always the easiest person to be around when I was younger, but that’s all very much in the past now. I’ve grown up. I’ve changed, hugely. I look back now and feel mortified by how I behaved sometimes, how entitled and bratty I was. But didn’t we all have our moments, in our teens and twenties? And that was all such a long time ago. Surely it can’t have anything to do with any of this? It’s not like it’s even my business. It’s much more likely this is someone with a grudge against Lena, if it is a prank. But again – a prankster could break the lock, but how would they be able to switch off the alarm, or know which supplier to call to cancel our orders? Did they come into the café for a sneaky look around, maybe? Did they spot some packaging or boxes with Shawna’s company name on them? I don’t know, I just don’t know.

      My head is beginning to throb. This is hopeless: I could go over and over it all day and drive myself mad, but there’s no point in speculating, is there? Not until I can speak to Lena. Practical action, that’s what’s needed. So, what next?

      I pick up my phone again and open my banking app. How’s the cash situation? The lump sum I was paid before Christmas is almost gone. Lena had said she’d start paying me monthly from February, with payday on the fifteenth of every month. It’s the third today, so twelve days to go, and I have … I tap on my current account and check the balance. Two hundred and twenty-two pounds left. Plus twenty or thirty quid in my purse. OK, I can manage with that. I topped up my mobile at the weekend, so that should last me for a while, and I don’t need anything else urgently, other than food. I don’t have a credit card; I never have had. It’s one of the things that was drummed into me in my childhood – ‘live within your means’ – and somehow stayed with me. I never use credit, but I’ve always coped so far. I can again. Will I still be paid, though, if the café has to remain closed for a while? I’m sure I will. Even though I do feel responsible for all this in some strange way, none of it is really my fault, is it? Lena will understand that. And this is all I have now. It has to work. I can’t go back to London; there’s nothing for me there any more. And I certainly can’t go home. I burned that bridge a long time ago. No. This is just a blip, something we’ll laugh about in years to come when Mug & Meadow is a UK-wide success story. Hey, maybe even a global success story. Every new business has teething problems. It’s going to be fine.

      I look at my phone again, willing there to be a message, one I didn’t hear coming in, but the screen remains dark. No messages. Call me back, Lena. Please. Quickly.
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      Last night wasn’t fun. I tried to get hold of Lena multiple times before finally going to bed, but a second (and then third) voicemail, two texts, a WhatsApp message and an email all remained unanswered. After eventually drifting off just after two, I then began waking what felt like every half an hour and checking my phone, finally giving up on sleep at 6 am and, still in my pyjamas, relocating to the kitchen. I’m still here now, nearly four hours later, and I’ve lost count of how many bad coffees I’ve drunk.

      Where is she? All my messages have stressed how urgent it is that I speak to her, and it’s just not like her not to respond, so I’m really worried now. What if it’s not just Mug & Meadow that’s been a target? What if something’s happened to Lena too?

      I just don’t know what else to do. She doesn’t have an office as such; she works from home or from wherever she happens to be each day, and if there’s a PA or other support staff, then I’ve never had any dealings with them. I’ve always just spoken to Lena directly. I don’t have details of any of her family or friends either, no one else I can contact to find out if she’s OK. I think she’s single; if she’s been dating recently, she certainly hasn’t mentioned it to me. But I don’t even know where she’s originally from, just that she lives somewhere in the Notting Hill area of London. And her surname, Fox: it’s not exactly common, but it’s not that unusual either. Just to pass the time, I did a Google search earlier: more than 64,000 people with the name Fox in the UK. I can’t exactly start trying to contact them randomly and ask them if they happen to have a daughter or sibling called Lena. And I can’t call the police either, can I? Not yet, anyway. Not just because I’ve been waiting twenty-four hours for replies to a few messages. They’d laugh at me, again.

      Something really doesn’t feel right here though. The disappearance of everything at the café was one thing, but this silence from Lena … there’s something very wrong, I know it. My scalp is prickling, my muscles tense, and every time a news alert or an email pops up on my phone, I nearly jump off my chair, adrenaline surging through my body so quickly it makes me feel light-headed. I’ve made a few more phone calls in the past hour, suddenly realising I’m due a plant delivery from the nursery tomorrow and a fresh batch from the coffee roastery on Thursday. Those orders hadn’t been cancelled in advance, and so I just told my surprised-sounding suppliers that the place has had to close temporarily due to a water leak, and that I’ll be back in touch as soon as it’s fixed.

      Will it be, though? Will this be fixed? When? As the hours tick by, my fear and confusion grow. I make myself get dressed, drag a comb through my hair, eat an apple, but I’m finding it hard to sit still, wandering restlessly from room to room, my stomach rolling.

      Come on, Lena. Just call me back. Tell me this is all just some crazy misunderstanding, please, I think.

      By two o’clock, I can’t stand being cooped up in the flat for a moment longer, and so even though the sky is leaden, the clouds a murky, threatening grey, I pull on my coat, stuff my phone in the pocket and go out. There’s a park about ten minutes away, so I walk there, head down against the buffeting wind, my pale denim jeans darkening as the rain begins, a spattering at first, then a relentless downpour. I trek on, past the empty play area and basketball court, the bandstand and aviary, not caring that my coat isn’t actually waterproof or that my body is starting to ache with cold. I just need to keep moving, to keep thinking. I did, briefly, when Lena first offered me this job, wonder if it was all a bit too good to be true, but my doubts had been quickly swept away by her enthusiasm, her passion for her new project contagious. The lump sum she was offering to start me off with had been hard to resist too. I was pretty broke back then, living hand to mouth; my job as barista and deputy manager in a chic Kensington coffee shop paid better than similar roles in the chain cafés, but when you take the cost of living in London into account, well … even though I’d just been renting a single room in a grimy, rundown shared house for most of the previous year, barely socialising or buying new clothes, I’d still been struggling to muddle through to the end of each month. The house came with parking, and so I’d managed to keep hold of my car, reluctant to part with it and always keeping it sparkly clean and ready to go although I rarely drove it – I couldn’t afford the fuel, or the London Congestion Charge. But that was about my only luxury, so Lena’s offer, when it came, seemed like something I’d have been insane not to grab with both hands, a life raft in an increasingly stormy, hostile sea.

      It hasn’t always been like this though. I’m thirty-two now, but back in my twenties I had a few golden years. I was a model and, for a while, a successful one. I’m not classically beautiful, or particularly tall or slender, the attributes models used to be expected to have, like those glossy glamazons of the 80s and 90s, the Naomi Campbells and Cindy Crawfords. I was one of the new breed of models, the quirky, the pierced, the tattooed: a full sleeve in my case, my right arm the canvas for an intricate, monochrome masterpiece, a black rose bush cascading from my shoulder to my wrist. Suddenly, people like me were on the front of magazines and strutting down catwalks, the fashion industry’s beauty standards becoming more diverse, more inclusive.

      I’m not – well, plain – I’m not saying that. People have always told me I’m attractive; my hair is thick and naturally blonde, and my eyes are green and rather cat-like in shape, often commented on. But my nose, although straight, is probably a little too long, and I’ve always been conscious of my ears; they’re a bit pointy at the top, like what’s-his-name from Star Trek. I’m pretty flat-chested too; ‘bijou boobs’, as Matt, one of my exes, used to joke. Despite my self-perceived flaws, though, I somehow found the confidence at twenty to give it a go: to walk into a model agency I knew represented those who were a little different – the plus-sized, the disabled, the more mature – and just try. And, they loved me. They signed me on the spot. I hadn’t been in a great place at the time. I’m not stupid; I left school with three A-levels, but my home life wasn’t ideal back then and I’d lacked direction, not wanting to go to university, persuading the owner of a local fashion boutique to take me on as a sales assistant instead. It had been the first in a string of casual, short-lived jobs, used to fund a party-girl lifestyle, and after a year of me paying no rent and basically using our home as somewhere to sleep and do my laundry, my mother had enough and threw me out.

      Well, there was a bit more to it than that, if I’m honest. The final straw was … something a little more serious. I don’t blame her for wanting me gone, put it that way. Anyway, by the time I got my modelling deal a year or so later, I still hadn’t managed to get my shit together and was officially homeless: still working in crappy jobs and, although not quite on the streets, sofa-surfing and terrified that the tolerance of the few friends I had was about to run out, especially as most of them were struggling too, living in tiny studio flats with barely enough room for their own belongings, never mind an extra fully-grown adult.

      The modelling contract changed everything. Almost overnight, the money began to flow in, and for the next five years or so I lived the good life. London Fashion Week, even Paris and Milan a couple of times; a few big campaigns, including several for Topshop; regular magazine fashion spreads. Enough money to rent my own smart little apartment, to holiday in Ibiza and on Greek islands. I didn’t save of course; I was young, and living the high life, and I thought it would last for ever, so it was spend, spend, spend. And then, it all started to go wrong again. Gradually, the work began to dry up, and that was, I can admit now, not really because I no longer looked as good, or because I was getting older, or because tattoos were no longer cool. It was because of me, because of the person I was back then. It was because of how I behaved. It wasn’t just my mother I managed to piss off; somehow, I was always falling out with people – photographers, bookers, other models. Some liked me, or liked how I looked, anyway. Straight men, gay women: people who wanted to sleep with me, basically. It sounds arrogant now, but it was just a fact. But those who weren’t trying to get me into bed … not so much. I appreciate the friendship of other women so much more these days, but back then … well, I wasn’t always a girl’s girl, I guess. I never had a tight circle of female friends like others seem to have. I got on fine with some of my non-model housemates, but at work I just kept on messing up. Maybe it was my own insecurities, the highly competitive nature of the business, a reaction to the constant judging and criticism that came along with auditions and castings, but I was definitely a bit of a diva at times, and modelling is a tight industry; word gets around.

      At that point in my life though, when the bookings began to slow down, I’d at least learned a bit more about how to look after myself. I was more savvy, more financially aware, and although the modelling didn’t grind to a complete halt, I knew I needed a back-up, something to keep me going during the lean months. I thought hard about what that should be, and then it came to me – coffee. My favourite drink. Models live on coffee. And when does a good coffee shop ever struggle for business, especially in London? So, I decided to do it properly. At twenty-six, I let my fancy apartment go and moved into a house share again to save money, found a café that agreed to take me on and trained partly on the job, partly at college, investing some of my remaining modelling money in a number of courses. Twelve months later I emerged with a food and beverage service diploma, a barista skills award and a food hygiene qualification. I landed a better job in a more upmarket coffee shop and squeezed in the modelling jobs that still occasionally came my way. Life was OK for a while, nice even. Gradually though, over the next few years, the intervals between calls from my agency grew longer and longer. It’s a fickle business; there are always new trends, new faces knocking at the door. And when you still, despite huge efforts to shake it off, have a lingering reputation for being ‘difficult’, you’re rarely at the top of anyone’s list, and eventually, you slide off the bottom, into that inelegant heap labelled ‘former models’.

      By the time Lena appeared on the scene, my life had almost turned full circle. I’d lost motivation, lost confidence. I felt stuck in a rut; my job in Kensington was fine, but even though I had the qualifications for a much better role in the catering industry, I was no longer sure if it was right for me, and I kept putting off the chore of looking for a new place to work. And without the modelling side hustle, I was back to just about getting by, spending the last few days of every month surviving on the slightly stale pastries and filled baguettes the café let us take home if they were still sitting unsold in the chiller cabinet as they reached their sell-by date.

      Lena changed everything. This new opportunity changed everything. A new, grown-up life, being close friends with my boss, getting on with people, being popular with my customers and the other business owners on the trading estate. I’ve been happy, really happy, finally. And now it’s all gone, and Lena seems to have vanished too.

      ‘Fuck! Fuck, fuck, FUCK!’

      I stop walking, suddenly overcome with frustration and rage, and spit the words into the damp air. I’m right next to the duck pond in the middle of the park, and a mallard, pecking in the dirt and clearly startled by my sudden outburst, flaps its wings and lands in the water with a splash, quacking indignantly, its iridescent green head bobbing as it swims rapidly away.

      I take a deep breath, then another, fighting back tears, trying to calm myself. Then I pull out my phone.

      Nothing. No messages. Right, I’ve had enough of this. I stab at the screen, feeling furious.

      
        
        Lena! I’m sorry but this is getting ridiculous. I NEED to speak to you! CALL ME! TODAY!

      

      

      I hear the familiar whoosh as the email vanishes, and I stand stock still for a few seconds, the rain plastering my hair to my face. What now? Go home? Sit there for another long night, just waiting?

      Ping.

      I jump as an email arrives in my inbox, and instantly I feel my heart rate quicken.

      Lena? I tap on the message, but … it’s not Lena.

      It’s the email I’ve just sent her, bouncing back to me, two stark lines of text added at the top.

      
        
        Delivery to this recipient failed permanently.

        Reason: user unknown.
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      I stare at my phone, my throat tight, my breathing rapid.

      User unknown?

      What? Has Lena closed down her email account? Has somebody else closed it? My hands are shaking as I dial her number, hoping desperately to hear her cheery voice saying hello, apologising for being so slow in getting back to me, but expecting to hear, yet again, her voicemail, the words so familiar now I can recite them along with her.

      ‘Hi, this is Lena Fox. I’m busy right now but please leave a message and I’ll call you back as soon as I possibly can. Thanks!’

      Instead, there’s no sound at all on the line for a couple of seconds, and then I hear an automated voice, saying words that make my mouth drop open.

      ‘The number you have dialled has not been recognised.’

      No. Come on. Please.

      I cut the call and dial again. I’m trembling so much now I almost drop the phone as I raise it to my ear, but nothing’s changed. The same message, the same sick, sinking feeling deep in my guts.

      No email address, and now no phone number. I need to think, need to focus, but it’s as if my brain and entire body have gone into slow motion as I walk home. I feel as if I’m dragging myself along the pavement, the rain coming down unabated, soaking through my clothes, stinging my face, half blinding me. One minute my mind
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