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      A book token.

      Well, not just a book token. A book token with a coffee-cup stain on it, a circle seemingly perfectly aligned to highlight the expiry date: Sunday, 22nd October.

      Yesterday.

      Edith Davies pushed an errant strand of tabby-cat brown hair (as her mother called it) behind her ear, and let out a sigh.

      She’d dated and broken up with Richard, the manager of the only bookshop for which the token was valid—the unimaginatively titled Richard’s Books—so she couldn’t go in there anyway, but it was the thought that counted.

      So much thought.

      The patter of rain on the pavement made Edith step backwards, until she was under the porch overhang of the building she had called work for the last year and a half. She slipped the book token back into the envelope with the word SEVERANCE written in aggressive biro lines on one side, and her surname Davies, almost as an oversight, underneath. She folded over the piece of masking tape that had held it to the glass door and looked around, wondering what to do.

      Fifteen minutes after the rain had become too heavy to risk a run for the bus stop—after all, she had expected to be sitting at a reception desk for the next eight hours, and the forecast was much better for the evening—a figure hunched under a wide golfing umbrella approached out of the grey gloom and squeezed in beside her.

      ‘Good morning,’ said Roger Westerly, the part-time building caretaker who spent most of his time dealing with Dr. Woodfield’s aggressive requests for furniture to be moved or difficult-to-reach areas of the corridor to be dusted and/or repainted.

      ‘Hi, Roger,’ Edith said. She nodded at another envelope taped to the glass, then held up her own. ‘That one’s for you. I think we’ve both been fired.’

      ‘Oh? Well, thank heavens for that. I was just about ready to do for that woman. You know she was hassling me last week that the cistern in the toilet wasn’t aligned properly. Made me get down there behind it with a tape measure. She laughed when I banged me head. No wonder her patients always look so miserable.’

      ‘What did you get?’

      He rolled his eyes and held up a piece of paper. ‘Twenty percent off a large haddock and chips at Cod You Come Back Later? You know that place on Wellington Road? It closed down six weeks ago.’

      Edith gave a little smile. ‘I guess she thinks you’ve … haddock enough.’

      Roger rolled his eyes. ‘You should make those silly jokes of yours into a career.’

      ‘Well, maybe now I have the chance, since it looks like we’re both unemployed. That’s … a pain.’

      Roger grinned. ‘Ah, you’re what twenty-one?’

      ‘Twenty-seven.’

      ‘It’s all the same at your age. You’ll find something else. And I’m getting my pension anyway next year. I was only holding on to see if we’d get a Christmas bonus out of that tight-fisted turkey. You want to get coffee? Pete’s van’s already open. Come on, I reckon this umbrella is big enough for both of us.’

      Pete Markham, ever-cheerful owner of the burger van which came most days to the southern entrance of Brentwell’s Sycamore Park, seemed to know more about their predicament than they did.

      ‘Word has it that miserable old mare has jumped the country with a car park developer, avoiding a bit of a scandal involving vandalism of the Oak Leaf Café up there,’ he said, handing them coffees, then refusing their offer of money because ‘I like to help the unemployed, especially those who need a caffeine hit to deal with the shock.’

      Edith sighed as she looked out from beneath the overhang of Pete’s van at the sodden park. Dr. Janine Woodfield had never been the most pleasant of people to work for, but with the majority of her time taken up with patients, their interactions had been rare, and the money, until now at least, had been decent. She had always planned to move on, but the last year and a half had drifted past before she knew it.

      ‘I suppose it was the push I needed,’ Edith said, huddling against the counter as rain dripping off the overhang threatened to soak her work shoes. ‘She was a bit of a nightmare, but you know how it is.’

      ‘Onwards and upwards,’ Pete said. ‘I saw a sign up in Evans’ Carpets yesterday for a delivery driver. You got a van licence?’

      Edith shrugged. ‘I’m more into pressing buttons. I suppose I’ll have to go up to the job centre. There must be a few places hiring.’

      ‘If I hear of anything, I’ll give you a shout,’ Pete said. ‘Stop by for free coffee anytime. It’s free until you can show me your first new payslip.’

      Edith smiled. ‘Thanks, Pete.’

      Coffees in hand, Roger escorted her out of the park to the bus stop. He offered to wait until the bus showed up, but Edith said she would be fine, and waved him off, realising with a lurch of her heart only as the old caretaker reached the end of the street, turned back and lifted a hand, that she might never see him again. Fixtures and fittings, and all that; you never really noticed a light until it went out.

      The bus was of course nearly thirty minutes late, and being crowded due to the earlier bus having apparently broken down, Edith was forced to stand at the front next to the luggage racks, bumped and jerked the whole way home. The rain, which had eased during the bus journey, returned with relentless force just as she got off, soaking her as she jogged the last hundred yards to her flat.

      At least inside she would be dry, but as she opened the gate and walked up the path to the two-storey red-brick of which she occupied the first floor, she saw shadows moving behind the frosted glass of the front door.

      Despite the rain, Edith paused. The downstairs flat had been empty for months, since the last tenant, an unruly fitness instructor called Doreen who’d had a penchant for making a ton of noise and burning her food badly enough to stink out the communal corridor, had been evicted. Marjorie Beaton, the landlady, had often lamented the lack of a new tenant, but Edith had enjoyed the newfound silence after six months of death metal at all hours of the day and night. If this was someone new, she supposed it was only right that she should introduce herself, but after Doreen, she had to admit to a little trepidation. She found herself standing on the front step in the pouring rain, still debating whether to go inside, when the door opened and Marjorie, followed by a young couple with a little girl in tow, stepped outside, thrust purposeful umbrellas up into the sky, and nearly walked right through her.

      ‘Oh, my goodness,’ Marjorie exclaimed, patting her heart. ‘Edith. I thought you’d be at work, otherwise I might have called.’

      ‘Ah, yeah, something … came up.’

      The couple standing in the doorway looked at each other, then gave Marjorie one of those collective, ‘So, who is this?’ smiles. The little girl, so blond and delightful she could have stolen porridge or broken rocking chairs, peered out from behind her father’s legs.

      ‘Oh, Freddie, Mandy, sorry. This is Edith. She currently lives upstairs.’

      The ‘currently’ was so ominous that Edith’s heart fluttered, even as Marjorie covered her with the umbrella and steered her off the path to a communal patio in the middle of the front garden.

      ‘This is a little awkward,’ Marjorie said with a nervous chuckle. ‘I had planned to call you later. I really wasn’t expecting you to come home. I mean, it is a work day—’

      ‘Are they the new downstairs tenants? They seem nice—’

      ‘Well, not exactly … it’s something I needed to talk to you about….’

      Huddled under a single umbrella, Freddie, Mandy and Goldilocks were now inspecting a leafless hydrangea as though it were a newly discovered species. Edith resisted the urge to walk away from Marjorie because she’d had enough of being soaked.

      ‘I’ve been meaning to pop round and sign the lease extension, but I just hadn’t got around to it. You know I will—’

      Marjorie patted Edith on the arm as though preparing her for bad news. ‘Dear, I’d hoped to do this at a better time, but—’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m selling the property. Freddie is my nephew. They were renting in Exeter, but their house had a gas leak, and they really needed somewhere at short notice—’

      ‘Well, just rent them the downstairs flat. Or let them live there for free. Job done.’

      ‘But with the little one to think about, they really don’t want to be throwing money away on rent. They should be thinking about their futures.’

      You haven’t minded me throwing away money on rent for the last year and a half. ‘But Mrs. Beaton, I was about to sign the lease extension, and you can’t just kick me out.’

      ‘I’m not just kicking you out, dear. Without extending the lease, though, I’m fully within my rights to give you a month’s notice.’

      ‘But—’

      Marjorie closed her eyes as she put up a hand, like a teacher refusing any debate. ‘However, the Golds really want to move in right away. I’m happy to waive your last month’s rent, which is of course already two weeks late.’

      Their surname is Gold, Edith thought. How appropriate. To Marjorie, she said, ‘It’s always two weeks late. I’ve been paying two weeks in arrears since I moved in. You know I’ll pay you.’

      ‘Of course, dear,’ Marjorie said. ‘But as I was trying to say, it would be much easier for you to find somewhere now, rather than wait until the lead-up to Christmas. You’d then be unpacking while trying to decorate at the same time.’

      ‘Trying to find my porridge mix,’ Edith muttered, staring at the floor.

      ‘So, would you be all right to move out this weekend? Or, you know, a little earlier, if possible? What are you doing tomorrow?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Edith muttered.

      ‘Oh, there you go, then. I can get Freddie to help you.’ Before Edith could say anything else, Marjorie turned to the Golds and gave them an okay sign. ‘Good news,’ she called. ‘Edith’s agreed to vacate the upstairs earlier than we planned.’

      We planned?

      The little girl let out a squeal of delight and jumped up and down. Edith just scowled at her, wondering whether, in the original story, the bears had caught the naughty little girl and fried her up with some olive oil and a little seasoning, until suddenly the child let out a cry of fear and ran back behind her father’s legs.

      Edith was still dealing with the horror of making an innocent child cry when Majorie patted her on the arm and sighed. ‘Thank you so much, dear. I knew you’d cooperate.’
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      ‘Oh, ah, hi, Dad … how are you and Mum? I’m sorry to call out of the blue like this, but … I was wondering if I could come and stay for a few days?’

      The pause on the other end of the line seemed to hang in the air for hours. Edith even pulled the phone away from her ear and peered at the screen, wondering if perhaps she’d switched it off by mistake. Then, with a growing rumble like an approaching train, her dad began to laugh.

      ‘Edith! It’s you; of course it’s you.’

      ‘Unless Ellen’s back from America, but I can’t see that happening any time soon.’

      Edith’s dad gave a sudden groan. ‘We’ve already had our invitation for Christmas returned with a big X in the NO box,’ he said. ‘Your mum gave her an earful over the phone, but apparently she’s got some awards ceremony or other coming up that she has to plan for.’

      ‘I … haven’t got my invite yet.’

      ‘Princess, we don’t need to send you one, because we know you’ll be here.’

      Edith grimaced. Dad had a natural way of insulting people while trying to say something nice.

      ‘Well, it’s because I love Mum’s cooking so much. No awards ceremony could ever compete with a home-cooked turkey.’

      Dad chuckled. ‘You’re right there. No boyfriend yet?’

      ‘Not since the last one.’

      ‘Good, good. We’ll have enough chairs then. Mum’s lot, Barbara from next door, Stephanie, and you. We’re all set.’

      ‘Dad, I’ve got a bit of a problem. I’ve just lost my job and my flat. Like, in the last hour. Both of them. Circumstances are a little unprecedented at the moment.’ She frowned. ‘Ah, Dad? Who’s Stephanie? Some friend of Mum’s?’

      ‘No, our new lodger. The business has been on a bit of a slide for a while now, so we needed a bit of extra money.’

      Edith felt like someone was unzipping her stomach and pulling out her insides. ‘But Dad, you don’t have room for a lodger. Not unless—’

      ‘She’s in your old room. You know we can’t touch Ellen’s room, but we turned yours into a guest suite. We were planning to Airbnb it, but this way she has to do her own washing. Sorry, princess, your mum’s got the TV on. What were you saying?’

      ‘I just lost my job and my flat. I really need somewhere to stay for a few days.’

      A loud smacking sound came out of the speaker, sharp enough to make Edith wince.

      ‘Don’t worry, princess,’ Dad said. ‘We can make a bit of room in the cellar. Your mum’s been using it a little for her online trading, but we can shift things over to the side. When do you need to move in? We can have it ready by the weekend.’

      ‘Now would be really great. Otherwise I’m under the railway bridge over Willow River tonight.’

      ‘How about Friday? I’ve got a couple of clients this week, but I’ll ask your mother when I see her later if she can move a few crates. Oh, got someone at the door. Give us a call when you’re ready to come over.’

      He hung up. Edith put the phone down on the table and looked out of the window at Sycamore Park. From the top of the stairs on the second floor of Brentwell Public Library, where she had been sheltering for want of anywhere else to go, it looked remarkably pretty, even in the rain. The towering trees swayed in the wind, showers of yellow and red leaves scattering across the winding paths. Even as she marvelled at the beauty of it, Edith wondered how long it had been since she had felt so desperate.
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      In the end, Dad called back, telling Edith that they’d managed to clear a bit of space in the cellar. He’d offered to pick her up, but as she stood beneath the bus shelter on North Street, staring out at the incessant rain, she wondered if he would ever appear. Just as she was thinking about finding a dry patch under one of the benches in the park, then picking out some old magazines from a bin to use as blankets, his van appeared around the corner. He beeped the horn as he pulled in, irritating the two other people waiting, then wound down the passenger window and reached across.

      ‘Here, pass on a couple of business cards, would you? When you’re stuck at a bus stop in the pouring rain, a bit of wellness coaching can go down a treat.’

      ‘Dad, do I have to…?’

      ‘Yes, come on, princess. My wealth will be yours, one day.’

      Edith gingerly offered her father’s business card to the other people while her dad made a U-turn in the Sycamore Park entrance. One old woman ignored her completely, while the other glared at her and shook her head. She was pleased to get into her dad’s van, even though he scowled as she handed back the cards.

      ‘You’ve got to be pushier,’ he said.

      ‘I’m a secretary, not a saleswoman. Well, I was a secretary.’

      Her dad looked at her, and the wellness coach persona melted away, revealing the father she remembered from her childhood, the one who had tucked her in at night, made up stories about unicorns and fairies on the spot which were so creative she had resented the onset of sleep.

      ‘Oh dear, tell your dad what happened.’

      ‘I showed up at work to find out that that the woman I’ve worked for since the beginning of last year has closed her practice overnight. I’ve since managed to find out that she’s gone over to Australia with her boyfriend, and has no plans to come back.’

      ‘Oh, that’s too bad. Did you get a decent pay-off?’

      ‘A book token.’

      ‘That’s nice. No actual money?’

      ‘I checked my last payslip and it seems I got paid right up to yesterday, but not a day more.’

      ‘What a total scrooge. A good job me and your mum aren’t like that. I mean, you might have to chip in for food and bills, but we wouldn’t ask you for any actual rent.’

      Edith scowled out of the passenger side window. Her parents were good people and loved her dearly, but they were tighter than a supermarket toilet cubicle. She might get away with a couple of weeks before they started to drop obvious hints, but sooner or later, with the reliability of day following night, they would come. It was why she rarely visited, despite living just a few miles away: she was always expected to show up with something. If she was invited over to dinner, that usually meant they’d run out of wine. She’d shown up without a bottle once, and been asked to chip in a fiver, ‘since the Tories stopped caring about us working poor, and let bills go through the roof.’

      ‘I don’t suppose we could stop at the petrol station shop on the way home?’

      Dad smiled. ‘Don’t worry, your mum’s cooking.’ He smirked. ‘If you could call it that. She’s got into all this natural living, nothing out of packets or tins.’

      ‘Perhaps she’s worried about your health.’

      He looked at her, almost offended, and patted a stomach that had been gradually expanding over the years, despite his line of work.

      ‘I’m a picture of perfect health. If you looked up ‘health’ in the dictionary, you’d see a picture of me.’ He grinned. ‘Well, at least one of my company logos. You know, we’re planning to relaunch in the new year? No more Rufus Davies: Personal Trainer. We’ll be called Internalism: Soulfree.’

      As he spoke, he waved a hand, almost steering them into the front of a passing car. As Edith gripped the handle above the door and hung on for dear life, her dad continued with barely a pause.

      ‘With Soulfree, we’ll be opening people up to their full potential.’

      ‘Soulfree? Isn’t that a bit like “soulless”?’

      ‘No, because it’ll be Soulfree.’

      ‘Right. Ah … who’s this “we”? Have you taken on some staff?’

      Dad sighed. ‘Oh, Edith. You’re so … closed. I’m talking about personal expansion here, breaking out of your chains to truly free yourself. For that, you need more than just my help. You need your own.’

      ‘So “we” is you and your client?’

      ‘That’s a very insular way to look at it. But I suppose, if you were to stick strictly to the dictionary definition … yes.’

      ‘So, like the dictionary definition of “health”?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      Dad clicked his fingers, this time almost knocking over a cyclist as the car swerved. Edith shut her eyes, waiting for an impact, but when none came, she opened them again to see Dad gesticulating wildly, neither hand on the wheel.

      ‘I’ve got all these new ideas,’ he said. ‘We’re going to take the business to the next level this time for sure.’

      ‘Ah, Dad … the petrol station?’

      ‘Oh, right. Sure.’
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      Half an hour later, with a free copy of a job newspaper in hand just to remind both herself and her dad that the current situation was temporary, they arrived at Edith’s childhood home, a quiet cottage tucked away down a country lane midway between Brentwell and the village of Willow River. Dad pulled the van into the narrow driveway and came to a stop beneath the overhanging sycamore trees along the hedgerow that as a child Edith and Ellen had dared each other to climb. Now, looking up at them as she climbed out, she wondered whether she had just been a daredevil, or if the trees had grown significantly bigger since her childhood, because the thought of climbing them now filled her with dread.

      Most likely a bit of both.

      Dad went around the back and opened the van doors. ‘Can you give me a hand with some flyers?’ he asked, pulling out a large cardboard box and holding it out. ‘I ordered these the other day, but I’ve not had a chance to get them out of the van yet. Since you’re here … just put these in the porch, and then come back. I’ve got three more boxes, and my back isn’t what it used to be.’

      Edith took the box and walked up the path, the gravel crunching underfoot. To her left was a pretty lawn, bordered by bushy hydrangeas; to her right the pond she had helped Dad build when she was a child. Once clear and filled with goldfish, now it was choked with lilies, and if there were any fish hidden beneath its surface, it was unlikely they ever saw the sun.

      The porch was a tiled square beneath a stone overhang. Edith set the box down next to some stone flowerpots then headed back down the path to the van.

      ‘Isn’t Mum home?’ she asked as she waited for Dad to hand her the next box.

      ‘Yes, she’s inside as far as I know. Probably preparing something wonderful for your first dinner back under our roof.’

      ‘But her car’s not here.’

      Dad gave a sheepish grin. ‘Oh, didn’t she tell you? We’re down to one vehicle now.’

      ‘Really? She loved that Mini. I always suspected she loved it more than she loved us.’

      ‘Don’t be silly. It’s just the environment and all that. You know, downsizing. Saving the planet and everything. If we all do our bit—’

      ‘But you kept your gas-guzzling Transit?’

      ‘It has more storage capacity. Your mum’s car was more for pleasure, really.’

      ‘Like most cars?’

      Dad spread his hands. ‘Who needs cars when you can have a bicycle?’

      ‘Clearly you and Mum, or you’d have got rid of the van.’

      Dad just gave a half shrug as though to suggest the conversation was over. Edith duly took the next box from her health advisor dad with a bad back, and carried it up the path to the porch, just as the door opened.

      ‘Mum, hi, I’m back … oh, sorry.’

      The face peering out at her was unfamiliar. A young woman, perhaps similar in age to herself, but it was difficult to tell behind the tinted glasses that took up half of her face, the dark curtains of hair that cut off either side, and the forest green roll-neck jumper that had subsequently been unrolled to cover everything below her bottom lip.

      ‘Do you need me to sign something? Martha’s busy in the kitchen.’

      The woman had a kind of detached, humming voice, as though it was rarely used. She sounded like a late-night television voice-over, devoid of any emotion.

      ‘Um, hi, I’m Edith. You must be Stephanie?’

      ‘Edith?’

      ‘Yeah, Rufus and Martha are my parents. I used to live here. You might have seen some pictures of me up around the place. I’m Ellen’s younger sister.’ At the sight of a pair of eyebrows raised just enough to be visible over the glasses, Edith added, ‘She’s the famous one, the scriptwriter who lives in the USA. She did a couple of Netflix dramas I imagine you’ve been forced to sit and watch. I’m the family failure, hopping from job to job. I’m currently mid-hop, which is why I’m standing here, holding this box.’

      Stephanie didn’t answer. Instead, she stepped out onto the front step, standing up to her full height of well over six feet, and looked past Edith up the path at Dad, who was standing by the van, waiting for Edith to return for another load.

      ‘You have a daughter?’ she asked, nudging her sunglasses up just long enough for Edith to catch sight of chestnut-coloured eyes and the brows above them, furrowed in apparent confusion.
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      ‘We’re not trying to erase you or anything like that,’ Martha Davies said, rotating a wooden spoon through a pot of a brownish lentil and vegetable stew as the edges bubbled, threatening to boil over. ‘We haven’t thrown any of our pictures away; we’ve just put them in a drawer. Your father and I felt it would make Stephanie feel more welcome if she thought she was filling a void in our lives.’

      ‘I thought she was just a lodger.’

      ‘Yes, but that’s only part of it. She’s a little anti-social. We met her parents at a health seminar, and offered to give her somewhere to stay while she worked on opening up her personality a little.’

      ‘So, she’s more of a project than a lodger?’

      ‘She’s paying rent, of course. Well, her parents are. Stephanie doesn’t have a job right now, but your dad’s thinking of taking her on as an apprentice.’

      ‘How lovely. If he’s offering work, do you think he’d hire me?’

      ‘It would be a trainee thing, you know, less than minimum wage.’ Mum smiled. ‘It’s basically to get a tax break.’

      ‘How charitable of him.’

      ‘Yes, I know.’

      Edith, holding a generic mug because her own favourite Disney mug now had a sticker with STEPHANIE taped to the side, watched her mother as she stirred. Martha was short, rounded, and besides the angle of her nose and the colour of her eyes, looked little like either Edith or Ellen, who’d both inherited Rufus’s height.

      ‘Look,’ Martha said, ‘I know you’re probably a bit peeved that we’ve put her in your room, but you did move out like nine years ago. I mean, we could have kept it as a shrine to you with all your Barbies and Sylvanian Families dolls set up on your shelves like you did when you were nine, but it would have just got dusty.’

      ‘You kept Ellen’s room like that,’ Edith said, unable to resist a pout.

      Martha turned to look at her. She cocked her head and gave Edith a not-this-again smile. ‘Oh, darling, you know that’s because Ellen’s famous. Sooner or later she’s going to write a big blockbuster and then we’ll be able to charge people a fortune to stay in her room because it’s exactly the same as it was the day she left to pursue her dreams.’

      ‘You mean, the way it was the day she ran away, provoking a police manhunt?’

      ‘Oh, Edith, you don’t need to be so bitter. Having the police looking for you is not something you want to get jealous about.’

      Edith sighed. At fourteen, her elder sister had decided that a regular life at Brentwell Secondary wasn’t the way for her, had taken her passport and a bag of clothes and done a runner. She had left a note, but Edith, late for school herself
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