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			Chapter One

			‘And congratulations to Will for yet another win in court!’ Nigel concluded, the harsh light of the meeting room bouncing off the sheen on his bald head, giving him the appearance of a haloed monk. ‘Well done.’

			The four of them clapped obediently as Will stood and gave such a smug little bow that it was all Clare could do to stop herself from leaping over the table and smacking him in the chops. His epic court battle over Mrs Jones’s sprained ankle had netted the firm about two hundred pounds in costs – the sort of money her department made before breakfast. Yet for some reason, news of his win had bumped her presentation to the bottom of the meeting’s agenda.

			‘So, I think that’s it!’ Nigel concluded. His leather chair let out a flatulent creak as he stood up, and he stared at it pointedly for a second to make sure everyone knew exactly where the sound had come from. Then, looking at his watch, he announced ‘time, two p.m.’ in such a formal way that she had to look around the table to make sure he wasn’t pronouncing someone dead.

			‘Um,’ Clare raised her voice slightly. ‘Um, Nigel, I thought I was going to go through the last quarter’s figures from conveyancing.’ After all, my department does make about seventy-five per cent of our turnover.

			Nigel glanced at her as if noticing her for the first time. ‘Er, oh … yes, of course. So, all good?’

			‘Yes, we’re, actually we’ve—’

			‘Great, great,’ Nigel waved her away as if he was swatting a small fly, rather than dealing with one of his longest-serving members of staff. ‘Do you want to jot it all down in a memo and I’ll give it a proper look through?’

			‘Of course,’ she replied, her knuckles whitening against the folder she was clutching.

			Because the fact they’d smashed their target for the third time running was absolutely not as important as the fact that Will had won Mrs Jones’s claim against the builder who’d left a plank of wood lying in the street for her to (lucratively) tumble over.

			‘It’ll get better,’ Ann said, once Clare was back in her office, adopting an American accent that made her sound like a character from a US law drama, ‘when you start taking homeowners to court and suing their asses rather than helping them move from A to B.’

			‘Yep,’ Clare grinned, ‘I guess actually coming into the office and slogging away just isn’t as sexy as strutting around the courtroom in a sharp suit.’ She tugged at the edge of her washed-out blouse, rather self-consciously.

			‘Look, don’t worry about it. They’ll realise soon enough when they come to balance the books,’ her friend said, rubbing Clare’s shoulder briefly.

			Would they though? Clare wondered. She’d been ten years in the job, four years as associate, and still Nigel seemed to take her presence, her Saturday morning paperwork sessions, her endless evening phone calls, for granted.

			Will had joined the firm six months ago, newly qualified and over styled – a man-boy who clearly imagined life as a lawyer would be just like TV drama Legal Minds. Tailored suits, high-profile courtroom drama, glamorous women offering themselves up over tequilas in shady bars after work. Maybe in Hollywood, or even Chicago, Clare thought; but things are a little different in the Home Counties.

			Nigel, her boss, and a lover of litigation, had recently taken Will under his wing, evidently having earmarked him for greatness, or at least a future partnership in their small firm. ‘He told me he sees me as the son he never had,’ Will had remarked to her recently.

			‘That’s lovely,’ she’d replied, not really knowing what was required of her in the conversation. Or whether she should mention that Nigel actually did have a son, who was a successful accountant.

			

			‘It’s not as if Nigel’s even going to read my memo anyway,’ she griped later to her husband Toby, as they shared an after-work glass of red in their kitchen. ‘He’s too caught up in the whole courtroom thing – he goes to watch Will perform, you know. His rising star.’

			‘Yeah.’ Her husband stared at his reflection in the glass-fronted oven and smoothed a stray strand of hair back into place. ‘Tricky.’

			‘Toby?’

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Can you maybe look at me when we’re talking?’

			‘Sorry.’ He turned towards her, his blue eyes looking slightly panic-stricken. ‘It’s just … well, I’m having such trouble with my fringe. It’s hard to focus on anything else – you know?’

			She’d started to wonder whether her husband’s recent promotion was all it was cracked up to be. After a few comfortable years presenting a section of the breakfast show on regional TV, he’d recently been offered the chance to be a third wheel on the national programme.

			This meant two or three days a week he’d disappear to London in the early hours – sometimes picked up by a sleek black car, other times driving in himself to ‘beat the traffic’. He’d become obsessed with what he referred to as his ‘brand’ and begun to ask himself ‘what would Toby do?’ out loud when he was making important decisions such as whether to wear daring red socks or stick to his habitual grey.

			One day in three he might get a shot at doing a piece to camera. Last week, he’d interviewed a woman who believed she was in love with her pot plant.

			‘Don’t you see?’ he’d said to Clare when she’d made a joke about it. ‘This is a foot in the door of serious TV journalism! There’s talk of me getting my own weekly section.’

			‘Your fringe looks fine,’ she said now, impatiently, as he continued to fiddle with it.

			‘Are you sure? It’s not too nineties?’

			‘No! Anyway, what do you think I should do?’

			There was a silence.

			‘Lasagne?’ he said at last, his tone uncertain.

			‘What?’

			‘Lasagne.’

			‘Toby! I wasn’t even talking about … I was talking about work for God’s sake!’

			‘Sorry! Sorry,’ his hand returned to his fringe. ‘Look, I was listening. It’s just …’

			‘But you weren’t, were you?’

			‘Yes. You were worried about your, um, work problem. Well …’ he paused for so long she thought he might have fallen into a coma. ‘I think you should do what you feel deep inside, you know, what your gut tells you,’ he continued eventually, patting his lower stomach for emphasis.

			‘Hmm,’ she said, wondering what would happen if she really let her gut speak for her. Irritable bowel syndrome – a side-effect of being a successful but busy solicitor – meant that she was always acutely aware of exactly what her gut wanted to say, and was often desperately trying to prevent it from expressing itself in the middle of the office.

			‘Anyway,’ Toby continued, ‘try not to worry.’ He patted her leg and began rearranging his fringe again in the reflection. ‘It’s only work.’

			What happened, she wondered briefly, to the attentive, mildly ambitious man she’d married fifteen years ago? The boy with a guitar who’d wooed her when they were at university? The man who, until he’d been catapulted into the realm of Z-list celebrity, had been her soulmate?

			In six short months he’d started a regime of ‘self care’ that would befit a top model. Special shampoos, endless face creams – she’d even caught him plucking his nose hair with the tweezers she reserved for her eyebrows.

			‘That’s disgusting!’ she’d said, grabbing them from his hand. ‘Get your own!’

			He’d looked at her, tears in his eyes. ‘But I’m shooting tomorrow.’

			‘Oh, for God’s sake, you don’t have to cry about it!’

			‘I’m not!’

			Now he had clearly been thinking so much about his fringe that he’d forgotten to actually pay attention to what she was saying. She wasn’t even as important as a little bit of hair.

			‘What I feel inside about what?’ she challenged.

			‘About, you know … the work thing.’ His face – always an open book – registered almost pure panic.

			‘Toby,’ she said, sitting forward slightly. ‘You haven’t been listening to anything, have you?’

			‘I …’ he began indignantly.

			Just then, the door slammed and Alfie arrived home from football practice. Looking taller than he ought to for his fourteen years, he loped into the room. ‘What’s for dinner?’ he asked.

			It wasn’t even, Clare thought, as she furiously stirred the gravy, that she expected much of her family. Just vague acknowledgements from time to time that she was there, that she existed. Even their daughter Katie, who until she’d turned twelve six months ago had been Clare’s little sidekick, seemed recently to have been flooded with the kind of hormonal indifference towards her that ought by rights to be reserved for girls who at least had the good grace to be in their teens.

			Looking up now, Clare caught a glimpse of her reflection in the chrome of the extractor. A blur of beige skin, slightly red nose – which always seemed to happen when she was stressed – and limp brown hair that she’d spend ages volumizing every morning with mousse and a hairdryer just to have it gradually reduce over the course of the day like a disappointing soufflé, or a cake that had been removed too soon from the oven.

			Toby wasn’t the only one who needed to dial-up the self care. But she couldn’t afford the time to groom herself! Who could slap on face packs or get manicures when they were juggling hundreds of balls? She wasn’t Dynamo, or Houdini, or Angelina frickin’ Jolie.

			‘Katie,’ she called. ‘Any chance of a hand with the cutlery?’

			Silence.

			Eventually Clare laid the table herself, flinging the knives and forks down with slightly more aggression than was probably necessary. As a small act of revenge, she gave Toby the dodgy fork; one of the prongs was bent after Alfie had tried to use it to press the reset button on an old mobile.

			That’d teach him.

			‘Dinner’s ready!’ she said at last, and suddenly it seemed the collective family deafness was cured as they all came to the table, carefully laying their phones next to their plates as a kind of shield in case they were actually expected to converse with one another.

			‘Well, this looks nice,’ Toby said brightly as she plonked his plate of cottage pie and carrots down in front of him. ‘Only …’

			‘Only what?’

			Clearly Toby hadn’t sensed the tone, as he carried on talking.

			‘Only … I’m sure you said you were going to make lasagne?’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			‘Come on, come on,’ Clare hissed and turned the key in the ignition again. Not even a flicker of life. She glanced at her watch and felt a wave of panic. She couldn’t be late today – she barely had enough time to get everything done as it was.

			Two minutes earlier, Toby had purred out of their driveway in the new silver Mercedes he’d insisted he needed to keep up with the others in the studio. ‘They’ve given me my own parking space,’ he’d said when making his case for the purchase a few weeks ago. ‘It’s got my name on it. Well, my initials … I can’t park a Volvo next to Samantha’s Bentley!’

			The cost of the finance had meant Clare had had to delay upgrading her battered Scenic. (‘It’ll be fine,’ Toby had told her knowledgably. ‘There’s plenty of life in the old girl yet … And the car too! Eh!’)

			Which was, of course, exactly the kind of joke that goes down well when you’re trying to convince someone you need to sign up for forty grand’s worth of credit.

			While she was still reeling from the hit to their bank account, he’d then asked his PA at work to help him choose him an entirely new wardrobe from shops whose names Clare had never even heard of. ‘I just can’t wear my old stuff,’ he’d said. ‘It’s not current enough, not with it enough!’

			When she’d seen the receipt, Clare had nearly thrown up. She could have managed a reasonable second-hand car at least with the money he’d splashed out on what his PA had assured him were the ‘latest trends’.

			Clare wasn’t too sure what she made of the floral shirts and pointed shoes his twenty-five-year-old PA, Hayley, had picked out, but she’d had to admit Toby looked pretty hot in his new ensembles. He’d lost weight recently: the trousers hung flatteringly on his bum and the shirts, when tucked in, accentuated the fact that the paunch she’d used to tease him about had all but disappeared.

			In fact, although his head was somewhere else, the rest of him had begun to resemble the Toby he’d been when they’d first met – young, toned, energetic – only with fewer band T-shirts and more floral cuffs.

			She’d probably have been flattered if any of it had been for her. But whenever she made a move, he seemed to almost jump away – as if she’d electrocuted him rather than pinched his bum. Yesterday she’d sidled up to him when he was pouring coffee and he’d nearly tipped the lot over his hand.

			‘Hey!’ he’d said, a little too crossly for her liking. ‘Not in the kitchen!’

			For a man whose foreplay – back in the days when they’d used to have a normal amount of sex – had often involved coming over and dry-humping her bum when she was loading the dishwasher, this had seemed rather rich. She’d begun to get a little suspicious of Hayley, who seemed to have more say over Toby’s life than she did these days.

			The kids had left at eight this morning, both sloping off to the school bus. Both resisting a goodbye kiss. There had been a time, Clare thought grimly, when the little buggers could hardly be prised off her at the school gate. Suddenly the thought of even a quick peck on the cheek before they went off was not only undesirable but – as Katie had put it the other day when she’d actually managed to land one on her daughter before she’d left the house – ‘disgusting’.

			Clare counted to thirty and tried the key again. Still nothing.

			It was quarter to nine. She’d been cutting it fine to get in for half past as it was. Now she was definitely going to be late. She stepped out of the car into the freezing air and grabbed her battered tote bag full of papers from the passenger seat.

			One advantage of living on a main road, she thought as she walked along as best she could in her narrowest heels, was that there was at least a regular bus service into the town centre. The stop was only a five-minute walk, and if she was lucky there might be a bus along quickly enough for her to still make her meeting at ten.

			As she rounded the corner, she saw three others waiting by the stop. Two youngish studenty types of the sort that invaded the town in droves between October and June, and a chubby, grey-haired man in a raincoat, from which protruded (rather worryingly) a flash of bare leg followed by a pair of wellies.

			The papers strained against the bag and she moved it into her arms, cradling it like a child rather than letting it burst its seams and spew her work all over the pavement. Why wasn’t she one of these women with an appropriate bag for every occasion? Why always the tote bags? she wondered briefly. The other day, she’d emptied one out on her desk and an old pair of bikini bottoms and a battered pair of goggles had fallen out along with her paperwork, two chewed pens and a scattering of sand.

			She really needed to go shopping. Perhaps Toby’s PA could pick her out something ‘on trend’. If there was any money left in the kitty that was. Probably with Toby’s attempt to keep up with the Piers Morgans of ITV draining their joint account, a decent bag was probably once again a distant dream.

			She thought again of Toby’s man-makeover, the fact he’d thought nothing of splashing the cash on himself, whereas she felt guilty buying a new pair of shoes and was carrying legal documents in a bag that was more suited to tins of sweetcorn. They’d used to be on the same page about everything but now it was as if they had completely different priorities.

			Usually, when her ‘work bag’ was flung on the passenger seat, she didn’t really think about it. But walking along the road clutching a bag bursting with important files made her painfully aware of just how unprofessional she must look. Even the potential flasher in his raincoat was holding a leather briefcase.

			The traffic that passed her as she walked was constant, and little drips of rainwater began to pepper her tights as drivers flicked the edges of puddles and sent tiny droplets skyward. Suddenly she was aware that there was the noise of a larger vehicle approaching. She glanced over her shoulder and saw to her relief it was the town bus.

			The stop was just a few metres away – she’d made it. Deftly stepping to the side as the vehicle hissed to a stop, she even managed to avoid the slightly larger slosh of water it sent up as it pulled over at the stop.

			See? The day was beginning to turn around already.

			The two students got on, waving their cards briefly at the driver before turning their attention again to their phones. Mr Flasher was next, his coattails flapping dangerously as he stood on the step in the slight breeze.

			‘Got a pass, mate?’ the driver asked him.

			‘Sorry?’ Mr Flasher leaned forward and cupped his ear.

			‘I need to see your pass, innit.’

			‘You … if you what?’

			‘Can see your PASS!’ Clare said loudly, fed up with waiting.

			‘Oh, can you? I’m so sorry!’ Mr Flasher pulled his coat more tightly around him. ‘I thought the coat was covering everything.’

			Then it was her turn. She lifted her foot towards the step, only to have the bus doors hiss shut so close to her face that the rubber seal almost touched her nose. ‘Wait!’ she said, smacking her palm against the door. Surely the driver had seen her?

			The man in the driver’s seat was in his twenties, hair slicked back under a cap and sporting a beard so bushy it could well be home to several endangered species of wildlife. He wore a pair of slightly tinted glasses, and as she banged on the door again, she saw the white of a music pod in his ear. ‘Hey!’ she said. ‘Hey!’

			Without even a flicker of acknowledgement, he pushed the gearstick forward and the bus pulled away, its heavy wheels sending a cold slug of rainwater into one of her shoes.

			Gasping, she stepped back, nearly colliding with an elderly woman in a red jacket who had arrived while the others were boarding. ‘Sorry,’ Clare said, stumbling slightly and nearly dropping her bag. ‘Can you believe that? He was wearing earphones too. Are they allowed to do that? Surely, it’s unsafe!’

			The old woman regarded her with a steady gaze. Buoyed by the attention, Clare leaned conspiratorially towards her new confidante. ‘Well, he’s got another think coming,’ she said, feeling anger still bubbling inside her. ‘Let’s just say I’ve memorised his number plate and I’ll be getting on the phone to his boss.’

			The woman’s watery blue eyes looked back at her for a moment, as if digesting what she had said. Then, seeming to realise that Clare was expecting some sort of response, she nodded sagely and raised a gnarled finger to tap the side of her nose. ‘Spring onions!’ she said, looking eagerly at Clare. ‘Spring onions and a dash of red wine! That’s the secret. That’s the secret!’

			

			Typically, Nigel was in reception when she arrived late, bedraggled, and twenty-two pounds fifty poorer after having to call a cab. ‘I can’t help the traffic,’ the driver had protested when she’d questioned the fare. ‘I have to make a living you know.’

			‘Everything all right, Carol?’ Nigel asked as she entered the building, tote bag sodden, hair stuck to her head, tights a riot of muddy polka-dots.

			‘Yes,’ she said, not bothering to correct him. ‘Yes. I’m sorry I’m late …’

			‘Oh!’ he said, glancing at his watch. ‘I hadn’t realised you were.’

			Luckily, she managed to get to her office and slip her tights off under the desk (thankfully, she’d shaved a couple of days ago so although her legs felt like sandpaper, they looked smooth enough) before Stefan Camberwaddle arrived. Which, bearing in mind the way the day had started, was an almost inconceivable win.

			While the bread and butter of her work was sorting out transactional minutia between ordinary homeowners, she’d begun to take on more and more commercial work in recent months. After ten years of purely residential conveyancing it was a relief to tackle some different issues and landing Stefan as a client had been a real boon. She’d handled his personal house move – involving a particularly complicated right of way – about six months ago and now he wanted to involve her in his business. His multi-million-pound property flipping business.

			When he’d said the word retainer on the phone, she’d almost wet herself. Stick that in your pipe and smoke it, Will, she’d thought. It’d be a tidy bonus in her pocket and surely at last the chance of a promotion? Nigel had been hinting to her about a potential partnership for the past two years.

			After a little bit of diligence with a comb and the hand-dryer in the work loos Clare had also got her hair to more or less behave, and had even applied a slick of slightly strange tasting lipstick from a tiny stump she’d found in the bottom of her tote, so by the time Ann showed Mr Camberwaddle in, Clare was looking almost entirely human.

			‘Hello Mr Camberwaddle,’ she said, rising to her feet and extending a confident hand for a shake. ‘How are you?’

			‘Stefan, please,’ he said, then smiled, revealing teeth that were so shockingly bleached she jumped involuntarily. ‘Is everything OK?’ he said, no doubt feeling the jolt from her shaking arm travel up his. ‘You look very white.’

			

			‘Ohhh, two million of business, ohhh, two million of business,’ she sang under her breath as she strode confidently to her boss’s room an hour later. Somehow the phrase had become set to the tune of the hokey-cokey and stuck in her head on a loop.

			Nigel’s door was slightly ajar, so she knocked lightly and stuck her head around the gap. Inside, Nigel was bent over his desk, his face so close to the notepad he was writing on that had she been in the chair opposite, she’d have been tempted to draw a second face on the top of his bald head.

			Luckily, it was Will, not she, who sat in front of the boss. And he seemed to have had no such temptation. Instead, he was talking about advertising. ‘Business cards on reception desks in doctors’ surgeries,’ he was saying. ‘And maybe something we can stick under windshield wipers in hospital car parks.’

			‘Um, Nigel … Mr Mann?’ she said, raising her voice slightly.

			Both men jumped as if they had been caught in an illicit act. Then Nigel cleared his throat. ‘Clare!’ he said, getting it right for once. ‘What can I do for you?’

			‘Just thought I’d let you know that the meeting with Mr Camberwaddle, you know, the property tycoon, went really well.’

			‘Oh well done, well done,’ her boss replied absent-mindedly.

			‘In fact, he’s actually put us on a—’

			‘Sorry, sorry,’ Nigel said, laying his pen down for an instant and pinching the bridge of his nose. ‘This is all wonderful news of course, it’s just that Will and I were in the middle of a session.’

			‘A mind-mapping session,’ Will added, helpfully. ‘Advertising strategies, you know. Trying to net some serious cash for the firm.’

			‘Oh, I see … well, I just wanted to—’

			‘Do you mind,’ Nigel interrupted, smiling in the mildly strained way a grandfather might to a slightly irritating child, ‘if I could ask you to pop back later with the details, or jot them down? It’s just that you’re not meant to break the um … the …’ he looked at Will imploringly.

			‘The flow,’ Will finished for him. ‘It’s one of the strategies of highly successful people I’ve been reading about,’ he said, unbuttoning his suit jacket and shifting forward on his chair. ‘Pour your ideas onto the page and genius will out!’ He grinned, without a jot of self-consciousness.

			‘So, if you don’t mind?’ Nigel said, nodding at her as if he wanted to headbutt her out of the door from four metres away.

			‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Sure, no problem.’

			As she closed the door she heard Will begin again. ‘Defibrillators! We could put our number on defibrillator paddles!’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Standing in the queue at the local independent coffee house that lunchtime, her thermal cup clutched in her hand, Clare waited impatiently for her cappuccino. She had ten minutes left on her lunchbreak – easily enough time, but for some reason the server seemed to be sprinkling some sort of powdered masterpiece on the foamy top of the cappuccino he was preparing for the woman in front. Every now and then, he’d sigh loudly, scrape off his design, reapply the foam and get to work with his chocolate shaker again.

			She’d chosen this particular coffee house as the takeaway coffee service was usually pretty rapid. On quieter days, she liked to visit the little tea shop around the corner, tuck herself away at a corner table and scribble in her notebook. Not legal stuff. Poems. She’d been writing in the same battered notebook since she’d been at uni – it was her guilty pleasure and a way of relieving stress.

			Toby had found the notebook once. ‘What are these?’ he’d said. ‘Song lyrics or something?’

			She’d felt suddenly possessive – as if he was asking to read her diary. ‘Nothing. Give it back!’ she’d said, sounding about five years old.

			I mean, who writes poems? Plus, it was something that was just for her.

			‘Honestly,’ the girl waiting for her coffee told the server now. ‘Honestly, it looks fine. I’ll take it like that.’ She glanced behind her at the growing line of customers apologetically, her immaculate blonde hair fanning out behind her as she moved. ‘It’s only coffee,’ she added.

			Her words coincided with a break in the music, meaning that as well as being heard by her individual barista, they were picked up by the older, skinny guy operating the till who glared at her as if she’d been spouting some sort of anti-coffee hate speech. There was an awkward silence before the music kicked back in.

			Finally pleased with his design, the barista straightened up and passed the coffee to the girl, who grinned when she saw the intricate rose pattern he’d created. ‘Suppose it was worth the wait,’ she said, flashing the top of her (probably cold) drink briefly to Clare like some sort of prize.

			‘Lovely,’ Clare said, between gritted teeth.

			‘Anything for our valued customers,’ the barista nodded, doffing his cap like a nineteenth-century chimney sweep.

			Clare was normally a fan of a bit of chocolate powder on her cappuccino on the rare occasions she treated herself to anything other than the instant coffee and limescaley water from the work kettle. She glanced at her watch; five minutes to go. She’d have to forgo it today or risk being late.

			‘Cappuccino, please,’ she said, ready to refuse sprinkles – especially ones with an intricate design. ‘To go.’ She handed him her reusable cup – white, with a pattern of musical notes – a present from Ann last Christmas.

			‘Right,’ came the reply. The barista fiddled about with the stainless steel contraption, dispensed some coffee and duly spooned on some milk foam. Then he plonked the drink unceremoniously in front of her. ‘There you go,’ he said.

			‘Excuse me,’ Clare said, feeling disproportionately angry, ‘but you didn’t offer me any sprinkles!’

			‘Oh. Sorry.’

			‘Well aren’t you going to?’

			‘Yes, of course. Would you like any sprinkles, madam?’ he said, a hint of sarcasm in his tone.

			‘No, thank you. It’s fine like it is.’ She picked up her cup in one hand, lid in the other, and went to move towards the till, hearing the collective sigh of the queue behind her.

			‘So why make a point of it?’

			‘Excuse me?’ she turned back towards the barista, slopping some coffee – which, she noted, was on the cold side – over her hand.

			‘Why make a point of the sprinkles when you didn’t even want them?’ The barista, who must have been eighteen years old at most, narrowed his eyes at her as if she was some sort of troublemaker. ‘What are you, mystery shopper or something?’

			‘No, I just saw … well, surely it’s your job to offer? And,’ she felt herself blush but continued anyway, ‘you spent all that time on her sprinkles; why not give all the customers that kind of service?’ Why am I always being ignored?

			‘But you didn’t want them!’

			‘Look, can I just get a coffee?’ the man at the front of the queue interjected.

			‘But I might have wanted them. In fact, I DID want them. I just don’t have time for you to create a Da Vinci masterpiece on the top of my drink!’ she replied, feeling her neck getting hot.

			‘Oh, well, in that case,’ he said, his nostrils flaring slightly, ‘you ought to have some sprinkles.’

			‘No!’ she held her cup further away from him. ‘I don’t want them any more.’

			‘No, I think you should have them! Treat yourself!’ He picked up his shaker and launched a load of chocolate powder approximately towards her drink. The lid of the shaker loosened and clattered to the floor as he did so, and she ended up with not only the top of her drink covered in powder, but her hand and a little bit of her sleeve too.

			‘Thank you,’ she said, trying to retain some semblance of dignity.

			‘There you go,’ he said, unabashed. ‘Your cup runneth over.’

			Before she could retaliate, the man behind her sniggered, pushed past her and ordered. ‘Americano please, mate,’ he said.

			And she was forgotten.

			What was it with her? she thought to herself as she walked back to the office, sipping at her overly chocolated drink through the tiny gap in its mouthpiece. Why was she suddenly getting so worked up about everything?

			As she pushed open the glass door of the office, she caught her reflection again. She thought of the barista’s favourite customer, with her long, glossy hair and shift dress and couldn’t help comparing it to her own rather frumpy skirt and messy hair. It wasn’t that she’d let her moustache grow, or she’d stopped doing her roots, or she’d even stopped showering. It wasn’t as if she was physically repulsive or completely unkempt.

			But she wasn’t looking great either. Her hair had already lost its hard-won volume, her coat was a relic from three winters ago, and below, her stubbly and now goosebumped legs looked like uncooked chicken thighs. She hated the thought that it mattered. But like it or not, women are always judged on appearances. Even now, after years of feminism, you had to play the game.

			It wasn’t about people finding her attractive or not; she didn’t want a teenage barista to write his phone number on her cup or ask her out on a date. She certainly didn’t want Nigel to notice her in that way. But maybe her appearance made her look as if she wasn’t taking herself seriously. Maybe that was why nobody else seemed to.

			Could her evident self-neglect have affected her career too? It wasn’t as if she was surrounded by fashionistas in the office, but the same rules didn’t apply to men in business. Nigel had bought two suits in the eighties and was clearly hoping they’d see him through to retirement, and even Toby until recently had worn the same shirt and tie to the studio day in and day out. Yet Nigel was a senior partner in his own firm, and Toby had received what he’d described as a ‘dream promotion’.

			The rules were different for women though. Heaven forbid they let themselves go grey, or forgot to pluck their chin hairs, or shave their armpits. Women were consigned to the garbage pile as soon as they let themselves slip.

			Perhaps, she thought, as she reached her office and shook chocolate powder from her hand in the direction of the bin, she ought to do something to make herself feel better. Toby had had a makeover, so why shouldn’t she max out the plastic on herself a bit? A bit of retail therapy would make herself feel better, even if it was superficial.

			‘Ann,’ she said, when her PA brought in some folders and plonked them on the desk. ‘Do you mind if I head off early today?’

			‘Aren’t you meant to be my boss?’

			It was true; she was in charge of Ann. But she liked to think of her as a friend foremost. She didn’t want to leave her in difficulties by sloping out to go shopping when there was work to do.

			‘I suppose,’ she grinned. ‘It’s just – well, I’m nipping out for a shopping trip. Bit naughty really.’

			‘Asda?’

			‘No, a clothes shop.’ The look was brief, but she felt Ann’s eyes travel to her legs stretched out below her desk, which as well as being stubbled and goosebumped, were blotched with red as they thawed out from her excursion.

			Evidently, she wasn’t the only one who thought it was time she had a few new outfits.

			‘Oh, well, have fun! Don’t worry, I’ll handle things here,’ Ann said. She was, as usual, dressed neatly in a fitted blouse and skinny black jeans. Her hair, tied up in its habitual ponytail, hung elegantly against her neck. Ann was only younger than Clare by a few years, but sometimes she made her feel ancient.

			Three hours later, Clare was wandering in the local department store, so overwhelmed with choice and crippled by her fear of changing rooms with their bum-revealing mirrors, she wasn’t sure she was going to find anything at all. She picked up a floral top thoughtfully and held it against her torso – could she get away with it? Was it too young, too old? In style or out?

			Of course, the sensible thing to do would be to try it on, but with her self-esteem at an all-time low she was loath to venture into the cubicles. For one thing, the white, bright lights always drew her attention to new wrinkles, stray hairs or the fact that her skin was never without at least two pimples. Worse, the mirrors in this particular shop’s changing rooms were helpfully arranged with so many different angles that she couldn’t avoid a glimpse of her white and wobbly thighs even when she averted her gaze.

			Across the store, she could see that she’d been noticed by an assistant who was trying to make eye contact. Clare pretended to be completely preoccupied with sorting through a rail of clothes in the hope that she’d avoid being singled out for help.

			Bad luck. ‘Can I help you?’ asked the woman, sidling up to Clare as she regarded herself in the mirror, yet another blouse held up for inspection.

			Usually Clare hated offers of help in department stores. It made her feel so awkward that she’d rather spend hours traipsing around to find the right bra or hunting in piles of jumpers to find a medium than accept any help.

			But looking at herself in the mirror holding up a blouse so similar to the one she was already wearing that it almost blended in, she realised that for once she was going to have to swallow her pride.

			‘Yes, please,’ she said, watching the woman’s face light up. ‘I … well, I think I need a new look.’

			

			Actually, it hadn’t been too bad, she thought later. None of that standing in your knickers in front of the mirror to analyse your body type and work out what bits you needed to hide, like on the TV shows. Just a few questions about the kind of thing she wanted, and a series of outfits to try on for inspection.

			She’d been stuck in a rut, she’d realised, standing in front of the changing room mirror in colourful tops and nipped-in jackets, careful to avoid the rear-view mirror as much as possible. She’d forgotten, somehow, that underneath her clothes was a figure – despite it having been battered and bruised by two pregnancies and the self-neglect that followed. Somewhere, when she’d slipped into the right dress or the neatly cut tailored top, she’d discovered a waist, a bottom that didn’t sag as much as she’d feared and even a pair of passable breasts.

			I am woman, she thought, inspecting herself in the mirror, wearing an emerald blouse. Hear me roar, bitches. She looked a few years younger and several years fresher. Something about the colours brought out her eyes – as the assistant had suggested. And she wasn’t too past it to wear clothes bordering on the fashionable.

			‘You look fab!’ the assistant had enthused as she’d tried on outfit after outfit. ‘I hope I look as great as you when I’m forty!’

			‘I’m thirty-six.’

			‘Oh.’

			

			An hour later, buoyed by her successful shopping, and weighed down by bags full of blouses and trousers and skirts as well as a whole carrier full of silky matching underwear, she’d called local hairdressers until she’d found one that could fit her in and, gliding on a wave of unexpected post-changing room euphoria, had booked herself in for a restyle with a junior stylist called Kevin.

			Sitting in front of the hairdresser’s mirror, her newly washed hair combed back, exposing every aspect of her less than fresh complexion, she didn’t feel quite as confident. What was it with shops and hair salons and ultra-bright lighting? People go to these places to feel better about themselves, not to discover previously unnoticed crinkles, a developing unibrow or that the shadow on their top lip is actually a tash.

			She avoided the mirror as best she could by reading one of the women’s mags that were scattered around and learned more than she wanted to know about how to completely cut carbs from her diet.

			When she’d been completely restyled, she did indeed look like a different woman. It was going to take a while to recognise this stranger in the mirror she thought, as the hairdresser held up yet another mirror so she could inspect the back (did anyone ever say anything negative in these moments? she wondered. All she ever managed was a ‘that’s lovely’). She looked a little bit like a newsreader – a mixture of glamorous volume and rock-hard hairspray. Perhaps this would finally make Toby listen to her. If all else failed, she could sit at the dining table with a sheaf of papers and read out the highlights of her day in received pronunciation.

			Moments later, stepping out of the hairdressers and feeling her hair move slightly in the light breeze, she suddenly felt euphoric – as if she were the star of a rom-com or cheesy musical. She imagined herself breaking into song, while the passers-by who streamed past suddenly stopped and became a backing group.

			‘Cab for Clare Bailey,’ said a voice as a beaten-up Ford drew up, breaking her reverie.

			‘That’s me,’ she said, in what she hoped was a glamorous, sexy tone. Flicking what was left of her hair, she eased herself into the back seat like a movie star climbing into the back of a limo. Sure, it was just a haircut, a couple of pairs of shoes and some clothes, but she felt more positive than she had for weeks.

			This is it! she thought to herself. This is the day my life is going to change!

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			If her life had really been a rom-com, Clare would have woken to the sound of birds cheeping. She’d have stretched, leaped out of bed – in perfectly unrumpled pink PJs – her hair still where she’d left it the night before, teeth sparkling. Her husband would sweep her into his arms and suggest they renewed their marriage vows. At work, they’d lay out the red carpet and recognise her as their star player.

			Job done.

			Of course, most people’s lives don’t resemble a rom-com, she thought as she squinted in the morning light, her hair a bird’s nest on the pillow. There was no fanfare, no moment of realisation – her life was more blah blah than La La Land.

			That said, it had been a while since she’d altered her look – and a few smiles and compliments would get the day off to a good start, she thought once dressed and recoiffed, tucking a stray hair behind her ear and grinning at the mirror. Not bad, Mrs Bailey, she said to her reflection. Not bad at all.

			She paused outside the kitchen door, gave her hair – which didn’t have quite the volume the hairstylist had managed to inject into it last night – one last cautious pat and pushed her way into the kitchen. She’d spent about half an hour trying to style it this morning with the help of a round brush and hairdryer combination, and although she’d achieved
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