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			Prologue

			A Tuesday in July

			It was the perfect July day and London shone brightly, as if it didn’t have a care in the world. Ash Faulkner stood on the deck of the Thames Clipper as the time inched towards twelve o’clock, his hands pushed deep into the pockets of his jeans. It was quiet on a Tuesday morning, only a few passengers on board as the boat chugged through the water away from the city centre. 

			At the beginning, this journey had filled him with nothing but dread, and he’d always had the desperate urge to get off the moment he’d boarded – to disembark at any stop before he reached Greenwich. But that had changed. 

			He had met Jess at the market, and she had turned his Sundays into a complicated mix of the best and worst 
part of his week. She had made him look forward to the journey to Greenwich, had become the good that outweighed the bad. She was the reason he had stopped waking up on those mornings feeling like his chest was full of rocks.

			The deck got busier as the boat approached Tower Bridge, and Ash stepped to the side, letting a woman herd her three children to the front, behind the rope barrier that kept travellers well away from the edge. They pointed and gasped at the bridge’s blue steelwork, and at the Tower of London, a small boy asking how many people had been locked away in the turret, and Ash thought of how Jess, living and working in the heart of a popular tourist spot, had been nonplussed by the things he’d tried to show her: the Queen’s House, the foot tunnel, the view of the city stretching beyond the green expanse of Greenwich Park. She knew it so well, none of it had made her eyes light up. 

			But other things had – things that Ash had said or that they’d done together: a story about a pigeon that he hadn’t expected to tell anyone ever again, and yet he’d been compelled to blurt it out the first time they met; standing on the heath watching a kite soar high above them, her back pressed to his front; a silly hat; when he’d slid one of her ridiculous fluffy cushions underneath her, angling her hips up towards him. 

			Ash closed his eyes. He couldn’t let himself fall too deeply into the memories, even though he was glad to have them, now; to be able to replay them when, for the last few days, his mind had been a fuzzy, impenetrable fog. It wasn’t the right time to remind himself that all those stolen moments, those Sunday mornings, hadn’t just made his eyes light up, but had made his whole existence brighter – his heart most of all. 

			Today, he wasn’t travelling to Greenwich to have another perfect hour with Jess – he couldn’t. He had to stop being so self-pitying, stop thinking about what he needed, and do what was best for her. 

			He waited until the famous London landmarks were out of sight, and the children had gone back inside, then he walked to the other side of the deck. 

			He wanted to absorb every minute of their approach, to see the Cutty Sark’s elaborate masts appear, like a careful ink drawing reaching up into the sky, to watch the busy Thames foreshore come slowly into view, spread out like an open invitation. He wanted to feel the anticipation and the sadness, the fear of what he was about to do, the regret that was already leeching through him like a slow poison. 

			Mostly, though, he wanted to add this to his catalogue of memories: Greenwich in the sunshine, the place he had found Jess. Because he was fairly certain that this would be the last time he came. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Before: A Sunday in April

			Jessica Peacock stood behind the counter in No Vase Like Home, the pastel-coloured gift emporium that was housed in one of the shop spaces along the side of Greenwich Market, wrapping a stone hare in green tissue paper. Beyond the large picture window, the Sunday morning market was a wall of colour and sound, as people pored over the enticing stalls, picked out gifts, ate pizza slices and took photos on their phones. Inside, everything was slower, the quiet punctuated by the chorus of clocks – alarm clocks and carriage clocks, old-fashioned and modern, analogue and digital – that marked time on the shelves. Inside No Vase Like Home, Jess could watch the bustle from her haven of calm. Except, of course, for the hares. 

			Why were the sinister creatures so popular as mantelpiece ornaments? Was she inadvertently sending witches off into living rooms, under the guise of tall-eared statues? What had compelled Wendy, her boss and the owner of the shop, to introduce them as their latest stock line? Was she now under the control of the hares? 

			Her thoughts were disturbed by a commotion beyond the glass and she looked up, Sellotape stuck to her thumb, and peered past her oblivious customer, only to realise the commotion was actually laughter. 

			Olga, six foot two and blonde, with wide shoulders that put Jess in mind of Olympic swimmers, sold hats on the stall outside the gift shop, her designs as quirky and eye-catching as she was. Right now her head was tipped back, her laughter cascading out and up, like the bat signal fired into the sky. The cause of her hilarity seemed to be her current customer. He was shorter than Olga by an inch or so, and was wearing a grey jacket, jeans and – at that particular moment – a felt hat. It was a deep red, the colour of crushed rose petals, and had a gold satin band around the crown. It was far too big for him but he was soldiering on, the hat’s jaunty angle obscuring most of his head, so Jess could only see the sharp line of his jaw, and what looked like a charismatic, pearly-teethed smile. 

			The loud buzz of the market made it hard for her to make out anything beyond the sharp splinter of Olga’s laugh, but she thought she heard the deep rumble of his voice as he spoke, and then the bat signal sounded again. Jess turned back to her customer, who was tapping away at her phone screen, and to the hare, which was lying on its back and giving her a glassy stare. She was about to shroud it in a final layer of tissue paper when there was a louder sound, a shriek and a ‘Stop!’ 

			Jess raised her head just in time to see figures rush past the window. There was no laughter now, just Olga, staring after the runners and holding the crushed rose hat, her mouth open in alarm. 

			‘What was that?’ Wendy appeared in the storeroom doorway, tucking her thick auburn hair behind her ear. 

			‘No idea,’ Jess said. ‘But it didn’t sound good.’

			‘Go and see, will you?’ 

			Jess bit back a sigh and slipped out from behind the counter as Wendy took her place. The owner of No Vase Like Home treated the market vendors like her flock, and Jess wasn’t surprised to be asked to go and investigate. As she pushed open the door she heard Wendy address the customer, who was still lost in her digital world. If that hare really was a witch, then its new owner didn’t stand a chance. 

			‘What happened?’ Jess asked Olga, but the other woman just pointed and, suspecting time was of the essence, she hurried up the side of the market, dodging tourists who were oblivious to anything except their Sunday morning browsing. She reached the side exit, a wide alleyway that was busy with artists’ stalls, a food court that branched out on the right and then, if you kept going straight, led to one of Greenwich’s bustling commercial roads. 

			It was a bright day at the end of April, the sun enticing people out of their homes despite the chilly wind, and Jess’s stretchy star-print dress felt too thin without her denim jacket over the top. She slowed down, realising she didn’t know who she was looking for, and was about to return to her post and Wendy’s unsatisfied curiosity when she saw him: the man who had been making Olga laugh. 

			He had the jeans and the grey jacket, and without the hat she could see his walnut-coloured hair, short around the back and sides but thick on top, a wavy chunk falling over his forehead. His smile had gone, his jawline was tight, and he was gripping the shoulder of someone who was no more than a navy shadow, slouchy jeans and a hoody with the hood pulled over their face. 

			Jess stopped and the man turned in her direction. Their gazes snagged, and his eyes widened in an almost comical expression of fear. She felt the hairs prickle on the back of her neck. This situation did not fit into her neat, hassle-free lifestyle. She worked at the market, hung out with her best friend Lola, created motivational prints and sold them in her Etsy shop, and phoned her mum and dad occasionally, to let them know she hadn’t fallen off the face of the earth. Predictable, small and safe. This didn’t look like it would be any of those things. 

			‘He’s got him, the bloody blighter!’ The voice, and the accompanying scent of menthol, belonged to Roger Stott, owner of one of the market’s antiques stalls. Hat Man was still holding onto the hooded figure, but he was no longer looking at Jess, instead casting his gaze around as if in search of an escape route.

			‘Was he shoplifting?’ Jess asked Roger. 

			‘Technically it’s a market stall, not a shop,’ Roger said. ‘But that is the offence, yes.’ 

			‘There’s no such thing as stall-lifting, then?’ Jess smiled, but Roger didn’t return it. He was an ex-policeman, and his stall had a distinctly patriotic feel, selling medals, hip flasks and a range of royal and forces memorabilia. His tan leather jacket and Starsky and Hutch moustache were less regimented, and Jess thought that he fancied himself as a cavalier peacekeeper, when in reality he was as rule-abiding as they came. If Wendy was the market’s mum, then Roger was its security guard. It seemed ironic that it was his stall the hooded figure had stolen from. ‘What’s next, then?’ she asked. 

			He gestured towards the shaky standoff. ‘I suggest we assist this gentleman, then call my old muckers in the police.’ 

			‘Good plan,’ she said, just as Hat Man’s voice rose above the market chatter. 

			‘Not a chance, buster.’ His tone was deep and forceful, and Jess felt as if a mini-earthquake had reverberated through her lower half. 

			‘Right.’ Roger stomped forward and Jess followed, though less enthusiastically. Some of the visitors were eyeing them now, clutching burgers or burritos, eating from cartons of chips, as if the scene was part of a street theatre performance and they were entitled to stare. 

			‘It’s very commendable, what you’ve done here,’ Roger said, and Hat Man’s expression collapsed into pure relief. ‘Take your hood down young man,’ he added, to the faceless shadow. The reply was an inaudible mumble and a complete failure to comply. Roger widened his stance and crossed his arms, and Hat Man looked as if he was about to let go of the thief, but Roger anticipated it, saying, ‘I wouldn’t, son. He’ll run like the wind, I guarantee it.’ 

			‘Right.’ There was that deep voice again, and Jess felt her cheeks heat for no good reason. 

			‘Hood down, then I want your name, and then I’m calling the police.’ Roger took out his ancient mobile phone, which had a tiny screen and not a single smart feature, and waggled it like a threat. 

			An arm came up and yanked off the hood, the action sharp with irritation. The man who emerged was young – a boy, really – his blond hair cut close to his head and a spray of freckles over his nose. Jess saw her surprise echoed on Hat Man’s face, but not Roger’s. He’d clearly seen it all before. 

			‘Braden,’ the boy muttered to his chunky trainers. 

			‘Good lad,’ Roger said. ‘And what did you take from my stall?’ 

			‘Nuthin’.’ 

			‘Try again.’ 

			Hat Man shot Jess a look over Roger’s head that was mostly relieved, slightly amused. His eyes were grey, his cheeks tinged pink. He was put-together and ruffled all at once, like the first, sketched draft of a Disney hero. A bit more polish and he would have been ready to franchise out, alongside a doe-eyed princess in a sparkly dress. 

			Slowly, Braden reached into his low-slung jeans pocket and pulled out something small and glinting. He held it in his palm like a pebble. 

			‘Ah, the gold-plated Elgin half-hunter,’ Roger said. ‘You know this was made in New Jersey by the Keystone Watch Case Company? It came to me via a very lovely widow who lives in King’s Cross. I paid handsomely for it.’ 

			‘Who gives a shit?’ Braden said. 

			Hat Man made a disapproving sound in the back of his throat. 

			‘I do, young man,’ Roger said. ‘It’s worth four hundred, at least.’ 

			Braden’s eyes became twin saucers. 

			‘You have a keen eye,’ Roger told him, and the boy’s spine went from slouched to straight. ‘You should use your talents for good, not ill.’ 

			‘I don’t want to be no market trader,’ Braden said. ‘Much easier nicking things.’ 

			‘Not if you end up with a custodial sentence. Then, I promise you, you will wish you were a market trader. Now, am I calling my friend Sergeant Allison to deal with you, or can you and I come to an amicable arrangement?’ 

			Braden twisted his head left then right, his nose scrunching when he realised there was no easy getaway. 

			Jess decided she wasn’t needed. Roger was in his element – using the theft as a teachable moment – and she had enough information to satisfy Wendy’s curiosity. She edged backwards, pressing her hand to her stomach when it rumbled from being in close proximity to the fish-and-chip stall, but Braden pointed a finger in her direction. 

			‘What about her?’ he said. ‘What’s she doing here? She just a nosey parker, or . . . I bet she put you up to this!’ 

			Roger glanced at her. ‘That’s Jess. She’s one of the linchpins of the market, and—’

			‘What’s a linchpin?’ Braden cut in. 

			‘Someone who’s crucial to something,’ Hat Man said. ‘They hold it – in this case, the market – together. It’s a pin that goes through an axle to hold a wheel in place. The wheels would come off without them.’ 

			‘Ta very much, Dictionary Corner.’ Braden scowled at him. 

			Hat Man looked exasperated. ‘You literally just asked what a linchpin was.’ 

			‘Yeah, but I didn’t—’

			‘Enough!’ Roger raised his hands. ‘Braden, do you want me to get on the telephone to my police sergeant friend?’ 

			Braden’s trainers were interesting again. ‘Nah.’ 

			‘Good,’ Roger said. ‘So let’s talk about this sensibly. No running, understood? Because I will track you down.’

			‘Can’t be arsed now, anyway,’ Braden murmured. 

			Jess went to turn away, and saw that Hat Man had also decided he wasn’t adding anything useful. He edged past Roger, shoving his hands in his pockets as he gave her a tentative smile. 

			‘Nice to meet you, Jess the linchpin.’

			‘And you, Hat Man.’ She winced. ‘Sorry, I—’

			‘Hat Man?’ He laughed and ran a hand through his hair, as if to check he wasn’t still wearing one. 

			‘You were at Olga’s stall,’ Jess explained. ‘The red felt hat?’ 

			‘Ah.’ His gaze was amused. ‘So you were watching me?’ 

			‘No! It’s just that Olga’s stall—’

			‘I’m joking,’ he said. ‘You work in the market, obviously. You’re the linchpin.’ 

			‘Not me, my boss,’ she told him. ‘I’m just an extension of Wendy, so we get lumped in together.’ She had still felt a glow of pride when Roger had said it, though. ‘And you’ve done your good deed for the day.’ 

			He shrugged. ‘I didn’t have a clue what I was doing, to be honest. Following him was pure instinct, then I thought I was going to be stuck there for ever, just trying to stop him wriggling out of my grip.’ He frowned. ‘You know the stallholder?’ 

			‘That’s Roger,’ Jess said. ‘He used to be a policeman, and he’ll know exactly what to do with Braden. I’m guessing . . .’ she glanced over to see Roger giving the boy a firm telling off. ‘He’ll be lenient with him, despite what he’s done.’ 

			‘He’s about twelve.’ Hat Man sounded outraged. ‘I couldn’t see his face properly before. I wish I’d had the balls to steal something in broad daylight from a crowded market when I was that young – not that I would have,’ he added quickly. 
‘I was still playing with my train set.’ 

			Jess laughed. ‘You never grow out of train sets, from what I’ve seen.’ 

			‘Oh? Who’s the guilty party in your life?’ 

			‘My dad,’ she admitted, stumbling slightly over the word, as she often did with new people. She always wanted to add adopted on the front, get that fact in quickly, even though she was twenty-seven now, and Graeme Peacock had been nothing but fatherly to her. ‘He has one in his garage – studio. That’s what he calls it.’

			‘Sounds like he’s serious about it. I’m Ash, by the way. Ash Faulkner, not Hat Man.’ 

			Jess smiled. ‘Ash, not Hat Man. Got it.’ Should they shake hands? Her fingers flexed at her sides. This close, she caught a waft of something delicious, somewhere between coffee and chocolate. It could have been aftershave, or a lingering smell from something he’d bought at the food hall. A few dark locks curled in front of Ash’s left ear, and she saw a faint mark on his lobe, as if he’d worn an earring a long time ago. 

			‘I should really . . .’ She thumbed in the direction of the market. 

			‘Do you sell antiques, too?’ Ash asked. ‘On your stall?’ 

			‘I work in one of the shops along the edge. It’s a gift shop – No Vase Like Home. I suppose one day, years from now, some of the items might become antiques.’

			‘No Vase Like Home?’ He frowned. 

			Jess rolled her eyes. ‘Try it in an American accent. Then you might get it.’ 

			‘No Vase Like Home. Vase. Vase? I see. Sort of.’

			Jess laughed. ‘It’s one of my bugbears, that Wendy – my boss – thought it would work as a pun. But it’s a talking point, I guess. Are you just here for the morning, or . . .?’

			‘I’m killing time,’ he told her. ‘The market’s an interesting place to be, as this has proved.’ 

			‘You can lose hours to it,’ she agreed. ‘And it’s a great place if you’re waiting for an appointment, or to meet someone.’ 

			‘It’s my third Sunday,’ he said darkly, as if he was admitting to attending some kind of support group – and maybe he was; maybe that’s what he was killing time until. He exhaled and glanced at Braden. ‘I hope he figures it out.’ 

			‘Roger will do all he can,’ Jess said with confidence. He wouldn’t send a teenager like Braden back into the wild, free to steal another day – potentially from someone a lot less tolerant. He’d get in touch with his contacts on the force, social services, see what could be done. ‘Braden might have a bright future ahead of him.’ She smiled. ‘I should be getting back.’ 

			‘You’re here every Sunday?’ Ash asked. 

			‘Of course. Sunday’s one of the market’s busiest days, and the best for home sales.’ He gave her a questioning look. ‘People laze around at home on Sunday mornings,’ she explained, ‘and they think “I could clear out the spare room”, or “we could do something different with the kitchen”, or “wouldn’t a creepy hare ornament look amazing next to the picture of little Billy on the mantelpiece?”’

			Ash laughed, and even though it wasn’t as loud as Olga’s cackle, the earthquake was back, rumbling low in Jess’s belly. She felt stupidly proud that she’d made him laugh. ‘You sell creepy hare ornaments?’ he asked. ‘I’ll have to come and have a look. Do you get a lunch break?’ 

			She did, but she rarely took it. ‘Sometimes.’ 

			Ash glanced at his watch. ‘I’ve got an hour now, if you’re free? I need to be gone by one, but . . .’ 

			Jess’s pulse sped up. ‘You’re just killing time until then?’ 

			‘Exactly. We could do it together if you fancied. I could buy you a coffee?’ 

			Jess was already shaking her head. ‘I don’t think so.’ 

			‘Why not?’ Ash asked, a half-smile on his face. 

			‘I just . . . why would we?’ Why did two strangers ever get coffee together? His voice made her insides fizz. His face was open and friendly, and he was undeniably handsome, but they didn’t know each other – at all. And she had to get back to the shop.

			‘You came to help,’ he said, gesturing at Braden. The teenager was nodding at whatever Roger was saying, his sulking demeanour replaced by a spark of intrigue. Something warmed inside Jess’s chest. Roger was a good person – and Ash, too; he hadn’t tackled the boy to the ground or shouted to alert a mob, and that might partly have been indecision, a what the hell do I do now? moment, but some had been instinct: that the boy deserved a chance. 

			‘You helped more,’ she told him. ‘If it wasn’t for you, Braden would have been long gone by now, and who knows who he might have tried to steal from next? I should buy you a coffee.’ 

			‘Excellent,’ Ash said quickly. ‘Let’s do that then. Know anywhere good?’ 

			Jess narrowed her eyes at him, and his smile widened. 

			‘You clearly want to, deep down,’ he said. 

			Jess pressed her lips together. ‘I don’t—’

			‘I’ll let Wendy know,’ Roger called, somehow managing to counsel Braden while also listening to their conversation. ‘You hardly ever take a lunch break, Jess.’ 

			‘See?’ Ash said. ‘I’m doing you a favour. Breaks are important.’ 

			Jess huffed, fighting against a traitorous smile. ‘There’s a café just round the corner. It’s not fancy, but that means it’s more likely to have a free table.’

			‘Lead the way.’ Ash swept his arm wide, then looked over to Roger and Braden. ‘Will you be OK?’ 

			‘We’ll be grand.’ Roger’s smile was triumphant. ‘I’m going to take Braden and introduce him to Wendy.’

			‘Oooh you’re in for a treat, Braden,’ Jess said. 

			‘Fuck’s sake,’ Braden muttered. 

			She patted the teenager’s shoulder as they passed, and wondered how much smaller her hand was than Ash’s. She glanced at him, but he was waiting patiently, his hands in his jeans pockets so she couldn’t see. Nerves and excitement bubbled up inside her.

			‘Ready to go and have a drink in a dingy little café?’ he asked. 

			Jess laughed. ‘That’s not how I described it.’ 

			‘I was reading between the lines. And, honestly, I don’t mind where we go. Sitting cross-legged on the pavement would be fine with me.’ 

			‘But not with all the people who were trying to get past you.’ She could picture him sitting nonchalantly on the dirty ground while tourists and locals threw him angry looks, and her smile was back. ‘Let me show you how not dingy this café is.’ As she brushed past him to head away from the market and onto Greenwich’s busy streets, she couldn’t help noticing that Ash was smiling too. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			What are you killing time until, then?’ Jess asked, once they had found a table in her chosen café, The Tea Chest, albeit a tiny one crammed into the back corner, away from the glare of the windows. There was a tomato-shaped ketchup bottle on the scuffed wood next to a plastic cutlery holder, a pink sparkly pen with a fluffy top nestled alongside the knives and forks. The chatter of voices and clink of crockery was loud over the background hum of a radio playing chart songs. When Ash didn’t answer, she leaned forward, ready to repeat the question. 

			‘Just a thing I have to get to,’ he said, his eyes shifting to take in the rest of the café. ‘This place is great, even if we’ve been relegated to the naughty corner. Your local?’ 

			‘One of them,’ Jess said. ‘I’m spoilt for choice, working in Greenwich.’ 

			‘Those food stalls.’ Ash shook his head. ‘If I worked here I’d be eating constantly, picking something different each time, hiding food under the counter when customers came in.’ 

			‘You’re not far off the truth,’ Jess said. Her favourite was Kirsty Connor’s Moreish Muffins, which offered a large range of sweet and savoury treats, something for every occasion and mood. She would have saved a lot more money by now without the temptation of Moreish Muffins so close by. ‘This might be my favourite coffee, though.’ 

			Ash’s long fingers wrapped around the plain white porcelain of his mug. ‘It’s good.’ 

			‘I like that it has a lot of crema,’ Jess added. ‘It’s not too thin.’ 

			‘Slight butterscotch taste.’ Ash closed his eyes. ‘A hint of smoke.’ He hummed, and Jess’s stomach flipped even as she laughed.

			‘A coffee connoisseur, I see. Glad you approve of my café choice.’ She waited for him to open his eyes, then added, ‘So your thing you’re going to. Is it for work? Do you work on Sundays too?’ 

			‘No,’ Ash said. ‘I’m mostly a nine-to-five guy. Not as blond as Dolly Parton, though.’ He ran his fingers through his hair, leaving it sticking up in the front. ‘I work for a bank.’ 

			‘Oh?’ That surprised her. ‘A bank teller, processing cheques for people who still use them – do they even exist any more? Or are you a City Fat Cat?’

			‘Neither,’ he said. ‘I’m not actually a banker. I’m an occupational psychologist, working in the City.’ He plucked a teaspoon out of the cutlery stand and stirred his coffee. 

			‘That sounds fancy. What does it involve?’ 

			He looked up from his stirring. ‘Being an investment banker is a stressful, high-powered job, so I’m there to help with that. To ensure their working conditions are top-notch, and to try and get them to make sense of the volumes of money they’re dealing with, and the responsibility that comes with it.’ 

			‘You’re the person on the payroll the CEO can point to and say he’s making sure his staff don’t turn into greedy, selfish wankers?’ She had meant it as a joke, mostly, but it sounded harsh spoken out loud. 

			Ash’s lips kicked up at the side, but she couldn’t tell if it was in amusement or displeasure. ‘I’m not a box-ticking exercise,’ he said gently. ‘And I do think I actually help people, sometimes. The industry hasn’t got a good reputation, and some of them are, undoubtedly, awful people, but there are some really good people, too. And that’s the same everywhere, hey? Not everyone who works at the market will be a saint. You’ve probably got fraudsters, embezzlers, serial killers.’ He picked up the fluffy pink pen. ‘Whoever owned this, for example. They’re clearly unhinged.’ 

			‘Hey,’ Jess said, laughing, ‘I like that pen. And I don’t like the idea that I’m surrounded by serial killers every day.’ 

			‘There are no serial killers,’ Ash said. ‘Probably.’ 

			Jess shook her head. ‘I’m sorry.’ 

			‘What for?’ 

			‘For calling your colleagues wankers. It’s easy to be judgemental when all you’ve heard is the stories in the press. I don’t know anyone who works in the City.’ 

			‘I get it.’ He sipped his coffee and sat back in his chair. He’d taken off his jacket, and was wearing a forest-green, long-sleeved T-shirt, three tiny buttons dancing down his sternum. ‘And you do, now.’ 

			‘Sorry?’ 

			‘You know me,’ he said. ‘In the City.’ 

			‘I have known you for twenty minutes,’ Jess pointed out. ‘And I bet you’re not the same there. Strutting about in a suit inside your glass-walled office, asking people about their moral compass. Do you have a clipboard? I bet you don’t wear a red felt hat.’ 

			She was gratified when he laughed, her inner panic fading. She so often managed to say the wrong thing, and was relieved he hadn’t held it against her. 

			‘It’s better than not asking,’ he said. ‘Letting them get away with not thinking about it. Maybe wearing an elaborate hat would help them put things in perspective?’ 

			‘Perhaps one with a pigeon on it,’ Jess said. 

			Ash’s brows drew together. 

			‘Didn’t you see them?’ she went on. ‘Olga has these hats with felt pigeons on the brim. They’re like something out of Mary Poppins. I’ve never seen anyone buy one, but she insists they’re her most popular design.’ 

			Ash shuddered. ‘It would bring back too many bad memories.’ 

			‘Why? Were you the bird woman in an am-dram production of Mary Poppins?’ 

			‘No.’ Ash did a good job of looking affronted. ‘Are you a fan?’ 

			‘Of Mary Poppins? I like the kite-flying scene best. What’s this with you and pigeons?’ 

			Ash sighed. ‘One landed on my head once, during an interview.’ 

			Jess thought she’d misheard. ‘What did? A pigeon?’ 

			‘Yup.’ He rubbed his jaw. ‘It was just after my degree. I was going for a role at a college, and they were giving me a tour of the site. I was talking to these two intimidating interviewers and then I just . . . I felt it land on my head. It made that cooing noise, and I—’

			‘Oh my God!’ Jess laughed. ‘You shook it off?’ 

			‘No.’ Ash’s smile was wry. ‘I moved my head slightly and it held on tight. I could feel it scratching my scalp, so I just – I stood there.’

			‘You stood there,’ Jess repeated. ‘With a pigeon on your head. Still answering questions? What did your interviewers do?’ 

			‘They stared at me as if I’d sprouted wings, which I suppose I had.’ 

			‘It – I . . .’ She couldn’t say anything else. 

			‘I was sure it was going to shit on my head. Can you imagine? “How did your interview go, Ash?” “Oh, it was fine, other than a bird literally did a shit on my head. I was a bird toilet.”’ A laugh sputtered out of him. ‘Not my finest moment.’ 

			‘You can’t end it there!’ Jess squealed. ‘What happened? How did you get rid of it? Did you even get the job?’ A couple of people at the next table turned at her raised voice. She leaned forward and whispered, ‘You have to tell me.’ 

			‘Glad you came for coffee with me now?’ He raised an eyebrow, then sighed. ‘A minute after it landed, the pigeon took off again and my tour resumed. My inquisitioners didn’t mention it and, unsurprisingly, I was less focused after that. They didn’t offer me the job, and I had to Dettol my head because the pigeon’s claws had broken the skin.’ 

			‘The pigeon wasn’t your fault,’ Jess said solemnly. ‘And I would have definitely mentioned it. I would have said, “Hey, Ash, did you know there’s a fucking pigeon on your head?”’ She dissolved into laughter again. ‘I can picture you, standing there . . .’ She wiped her eyes. ‘Wearing this pigeon as a hat. I’m going to get you one of Olga’s hats. A fond memento.’ 

			‘The pigeon interview.’ He sighed again, then his smile broke through. ‘It’s a reminder that, however bad things get, they’re very rarely as humiliating as that afternoon.’ 

			Jess grinned at him, and the silence held between them, their shaded corner of the café suddenly a soft, intimate space. Ash was absent-mindedly twirling the fluffy pen, and the strong coffee was bitter and satisfying on Jess’s tongue. It seemed unbelievable that she was here, with this man, and that he’d told her such an embarrassing story after only minutes of knowing her. She couldn’t imagine admitting something like that to anyone, not even her best friend Lola. His openness felt like a special, rare thing. 

			‘You know,’ she said, ‘In Greenwich Park, the pigeons are so used to being fed they’ll land on your hand without any encouragement. Head too, I’m sure, though I can’t remember seeing it. If the students at this college had been feeding the pigeons, then maybe it wasn’t that unusual.’ 

			‘You realise you’re making it worse?’ Ash said. ‘After all that, you’re suggesting I wasn’t even special? That I was just one of many resting posts the pigeon had?’ 

			Jess held her mug in front of her smile. ‘Of course you were chosen specifically.’ 

			Ash narrowed his eyes at her. ‘Are the pigeons like that all over the park?’ 

			Jess sat up straighter. ‘So you’re not from Greenwich, then? I mean, none of this is local to you?’ 

			He shook his head. ‘I live in Holborn.’ 

			‘You just come here for your . . . thing. Every Sunday.’ 

			‘Right.’ He sighed the word, then glanced at his wrist. His watch was classic, with a white, analogue face, a gold case on a brown leather strap. Some of the lightness left his eyes. ‘I’ll need to go soon.’ 

			‘Sure,’ Jess said. ‘Do you want me to . . . walk you?’ It sounded ridiculous. Old-fashioned and entirely unnecessary. 

			Ash squinted at her, his lips kicking up at the corner. ‘I’ll be OK, but thank you. Next week, I was thinking we could go to the park, but not if I’m at risk of another pigeon ambush.’ 

			‘Next week?’ Jess almost squeaked the words. ‘You want to do this again?’ 

			‘Don’t you?’ 

			‘I mean . . .’ 

			‘I have coffee with my neighbour, Mack, first thing every Sunday. I get his paper from the local shop, then he keeps me captive for at least an hour, and by the time I get down here—’

			‘From Holborn,’ Jess added. 

			‘Right. I get the Clipper, usually. If Mack has got one of his lunch dates – which he takes an inordinate amount of time to get ready for, considering he’s had seventy-five years to perfect his look – then I’m released a bit early, so I take the scenic route.’ 

			The Thames Clippers were the London Transport boats that deposited people between Barking and Putney, and sailed tourists and commuters past some of London’s riverside landmarks, including the Cutty Sark – another clipper that hadn’t felt water against its hull for seventy years, which was stationed only feet from where Jess and Ash were now. 

			‘But you’ll still have time before your appointment?’ she asked. 

			‘An hour. I like to make it down here with an hour to spare.’ 

			‘And it’s every Sunday?’ 

			‘At the moment.’ 

			Jess felt the twin sparks of intrigue and frustration. ‘And you really want to meet up again?’ 

			He held her gaze, his grey eyes suddenly sombre, contrasting with his smile. ‘I have time to kill, you don’t take enough breaks. I figure we could help each other out.’ 

			‘Help each other by spending time together?’ 

			Ash laughed. ‘It could work, couldn’t it? This hasn’t been too much of a disaster, I don’t think.’ He sounded nervous, and Jess’s incredulity made way for something softer. 

			‘It’s been fun,’ she said truthfully. ‘I’m never going to forget your pigeon story as long as I live.’ 

			His smile widened. ‘Good. Great. So, I’ll come and find you, then? No Vase Like Home.’ He pronounced it in an American accent, so that Wendy’s ill-advised pun worked, and Jess knew she’d have to tell her boss about him. ‘I’ll get to yours for midday, and we can spend an hour together.’ 

			‘For coffee?’ 

			‘Maybe,’ he said, frowning. ‘Maybe something else. I’ll think about it.’ 

			‘I can’t wait.’ She had meant to be flippant, a bit sarcastic, but it just sounded eager. She drained the dregs of her coffee, and when she’d put her mug down, Ash held out his hand. 

			Jess stared at it. She wasn’t sure if he was helping her up, or asking for her empty mug. She reached over and, before she could spend any more time analysing it, grasped his hand. It was warm, his fingers wrapping easily around hers, but he looked surprised too, as if he hadn’t expected her to take it, or he hadn’t expected it to feel like that. Her hand was tingling, a mini-shockwave, and she wondered if it was the same for him. 

			Jess stood up, and for a moment they stayed linked together. Then she dropped her hand, and Ash went to put the pink fluffy pen back in the cutlery stand. 

			He paused. ‘Do you want this?’ 

			Jess thought of her tiny, neat desk in the flat she shared with the landlord, Terence. The workstation where she created her Etsy prints, the pen pot with the colourful sharpies that she used for the handwritten notes she included with each order. The pen would match the overly fluffy Yeti cushions she had on her bed. But. But. 

			‘You think I’m unhinged?’ she asked him. 

			Ash grinned. ‘I don’t know, yet. Definitely no more than me.’ 

			‘The real owner might come back for it.’ 

			‘Good point.’ He put it in the cutlery stand. ‘After you.’ 

			Jess wove through the tables and pushed open the café door, stepping out into the sunshine, Ash close behind her. They stood on the pavement facing each other, even though it was narrow and busy, and she heard at least one person make a pointed comment about people being aware of what’s around them. 

			‘So,’ she said. ‘Next Sunday.’ 

			‘Next Sunday,’ Ash repeated. ‘Midday at No Vase Like Home.’ 

			She nodded. ‘Thanks for coffee.’ 

			‘You’re welcome.’ His hand hovered for a second, then he squeezed her shoulder. She could feel the warmth of his skin through the thin fabric of her dress. ‘Thanks for agreeing to it.’ 

			‘I hardly ever turn down coffee,’ she said, then winced. ‘I didn’t mean that – that I only agreed because—’

			‘I know,’ Ash said gently. Another glance at his watch, and he clenched his jaw. ‘I need to go.’ 

			‘OK.’ Jess wouldn’t ask again where he was going. He might tell her next week, anyway. Next week. She had agreed to this stranger absorbing another hour of her time with hardly any protest, with so few questions to herself about whether it was a good idea. ‘See you Sunday.’ 

			‘I’m already looking forward to it.’ He gave her a final smile, and she watched him weave through the crowd for a moment, then turned in the direction of the market, hunching slightly against the wind. She wasn’t quite sure what had happened. She didn’t accept coffee with strangers; she had more than enough people in her life to be going on with. But Ash Faulkner, good citizen, pigeon magnet and all-round charmer, had woven some kind of spell around her, and now she knew how much bigger his hand was than hers because, for a few tingling seconds, she’d had it wrapped around her own. Already, she knew she wouldn’t mind it happening again. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			By the time Jess got to Lola and Malik’s flat, the sun had given up and the temperature had dropped, reminding her that the year hadn’t fully shaken off the last traces of winter. She wasn’t sure whether to tell Lola about her coffee with Ash, and their plans to meet up again. This would be big news, and Jess didn’t know if she was ready for the full force of her best friend’s excitement. 

			Lola answered the door, tendrils of her long blonde hair falling down either side of her face like curtains framing a beautiful view. 

			‘Hey,’ she said, breathlessly. 

			‘Am I interrupting something, or . . .?’ Jess raised her eyebrows, but Lola scoffed and turned round, heading back into the flat and clearly expecting Jess to follow. 

			Their living room was a haven of soft furnishings, the two rather threadbare sofas hidden beneath a sea of brightly coloured scatter cushions, most of which had been bought at the market. Malik, Lola’s lanky, bespectacled boyfriend was jiggling up and down in front of the TV, playing one of his favourite shoot-’em-up video games, the sound turned low so that the gunshots were quiet, which somehow made them more sinister. 

			‘Hey, Jess,’ he said, barely looking up. 

			‘We’re getting our Fitbit targets,’ Lola explained. ‘He’s been sitting down all day, so now he’s trying to hit his ten thousand steps.’ 

			Jess laughed. ‘You could both – I don’t know – just go for a walk? Not that you need any more steps, I’m guessing. You were working earlier, weren’t you?’ 

			‘Yup. Sunday lunch shift, always a delight.’ Lola went into the kitchen, filling and then flicking on the kettle. ‘Tea?’ 

			‘I’d love one.’ Jess followed her and leaned against the kitchen counter. ‘The market’s filling up with tourists now, so I expect the Gipsy Moth is the same.’ 

			Lola worked at the pub closest to the Cutty Sark, which had a large, outside veranda looking out over the British clipper and the concrete foreshore that ran down to the river, a gloomy interior and a menu that stretched to several pages. It was always busy with a combination of locals and tourists, which meant that Lola rarely got a quiet shift. 

			‘It was non-stop,’ she replied, tipping her head back on a half-groan. ‘There was a family of fifteen, four generations, from newborn baby to crinkly old great-grandma, behaving as if we were a Michelin-star restaurant. Could we supply them with jugs of iced, filtered water and gluten-free bread?’ 

			Jess smothered a laugh. ‘Gluten-free options are pretty standard these days. So is water.’ 

			Lola’s lips twitched. ‘Yeah, well, my patience was frayed by that point. Then one of the women suggested it would have been nice if the napkins had been shaped like swans. I couldn’t decide if she was winding me up, or if she was genuinely going to give us a two-star review on Tripadvisor for our serviette oversight.’ 

			‘And, after all that, you’re adding to your twenty thousand steps by prancing up and down in front of the TV with Malik, who isn’t even paying attention to you.’ Jess tapped her fingers against her lips. ‘Who lives in the flat below you again?’ 

			‘We were both playing that game before you arrived. He’s switched to single-player mode now you’re here, like a good boyfriend.’ Lola grinned. 

			Jess liked to pretend that she was mad her best friend had found her person, but Malik was genuinely lovely: quietly geeky, unwaveringly patient, and committed to Lola 100 per cent. He had a well-paid job doing something in computer tech that she didn’t understand – she wasn’t sure Lola did, either – but mostly Jess loved that Lola was so happy, and had only been mildly miffed when it had meant, a few years ago, that she’d had to find somewhere else to live. 

			Lola and Malik had both said she could move into Malik’s two-bedroom flat with them, but who wanted a third wheel rolling around their love nest on a daily basis? And who wanted to be that wheel, constantly walking in on moments of affection, always being in the way? 

			Jess had got used to her near-solitary existence in her shared flat with Terence. She was, for the most part, happier on her own anyway. For a long time, she had daydreamed about her future in those terms: about one day owning her own home by the sea, big enough for her to adorn with beautiful items (though not sinister hares) and perhaps share with a scruffy dog; going for walks along the beach; maybe one day levelling up from her Etsy shop to running her own gift shop.

			Right now, she and Lola both lived in Greenwich and saw each other at least every other day, and that was what mattered to Jess. They very rarely annoyed each other. 

			‘I was thinking of invading the market sometime next week,’ Lola announced, her back turned as she drowned teabags in boiling water, and Jess remembered that it was actually very possible to be annoyed with her friend. 

			‘For your video?’ she asked. 

			Lola chuckled. ‘I don’t need any more cushions, do I?’

			‘You don’t,’ Jess agreed. 

			Lola’s passion was playing the violin; after years of being first violin in a community orchestra, she wanted to branch out on her own, to do something more than play classical pieces as part of an ensemble. Jess knew she was biased, but she loved listening to her friend play, especially since she’d turned her focus to folk and rock music, transforming modern tunes that she knew well into pieces that sounded magical on the stringed instrument. She should be making a career out of it, not having it as a hobby while she worked all hours in a pub. 

			‘You really think the market’s the best setting?’ Jess asked, for probably the tenth time since Lola had told her her idea. 

			‘Of course.’ Lola crossed her arms. She was wearing a thin grey long-sleeved T-shirt and navy jogging bottoms, and still managed to look chic. ‘You’re always going on about the weird and wonderful things that happen there, so what better place for my video? TikTok will lap it up.’

			‘Things do happen there.’ Jess scrunched her nose up. After today, that felt like an understatement. ‘It’s just . . .’ 

			‘Just what?’ Lola stirred milk into her and Jess’s tea, leaving Malik’s black.

			Jess thought of the people who worked at the market. Gentle, quiet Enzo with his delicate filigree jewellery; Susie who ran Better Babies, all the items on her stall plush and desirable, her bright smile hiding her insecurities; Roger, who aimed for cavalier but was as strait-laced as they came. She wasn’t sure how much they would love being thrust into the limelight in Lola’s TikTok video – Lola, who was loud and confident and captivating. But then, Jess wanted her friend to get the success she deserved; she wanted to support her. ‘Are you going to prepare everyone first? Explain what you’re doing?’ 

			Lola put the milk back in the fridge. ‘I’m going to do better than that, I’m going to get you to explain it to them.’ 

			Jess closed her eyes. ‘I knew this would happen.’ 

			‘Of course you did. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve already primed them for my appearance.’ 

			Jess huffed out a laugh, and her gaze fell on the digital clock on Lola’s oven, the display stuck blinking at 00:00, as if it hadn’t been reset after a power cut. She thought of the solid half-hunter in Braden’s small hand, the way he’d clutched it possessively while Roger explained its provenance. 

			She accepted her tea from Lola, in a cream mug with World’s Best Friend in rainbow letters on the side. It had been a birthday present, one Lola had insisted stayed here, the gesture – that she would always be welcome – meaning so much more than the mug itself. She followed Lola into the living room, her thoughts on fire. 

			The half-hunter. Ash and his ridiculous pigeon story. The reminder that she was seeing him again sent a swift, sharp thrill of excitement through her. She settled on the sofa and Lola held out a share-sized bag of Doritos that looked as though it might have been stuffed between the cushions for a couple of days. She hadn’t eaten anything since wolfing down a peanut-butter muffin after she’d got back from her impromptu break, so she wasn’t about to turn them down. 

			‘Hellooo, Jess?’ Lola waggled the crisp packet and she realised she’d had her hand in it, hovering, without actually taking any crisps. 

			‘Just wondering how many dust bunnies I’m going to find in here.’ 

			‘We opened it last night,’ Lola protested. 

			‘And I had a clip on it until an hour ago,’ Malik added, slightly out of breath from his spot in front of the TV. 

			‘Five-star hygiene rating then.’ Jess grabbed a handful and shoved it in her mouth.

			‘So, about my video,’ Lola said. ‘Let’s do it together, OK? You can introduce me to everyone, I can sell the magic of featuring in my TikTok, and ask people if they’re happy to be involved. You’re, like, royalty there, so if they know I’m your friend, they’re much more likely to say yes.’ 

			Jess scoffed. ‘You’re overestimating my influence over everyone.’

			‘I bet I’m not. And anyway, I’ll give them a demo.’ Lola waved her hand as if it was a done deal – and perhaps it was: she was charismatic enough without a violin tucked under her chin. When she started to play, people went positively misty-eyed. 

			‘Who’s filming it?’ Jess asked. 

			Lola’s smile was slow and catlike, and Jess’s stomach swooped. 

			‘No,’ she said. ‘No way.’ She didn’t think she could shake her head any more vigorously. ‘I have zero video skills. My Instagram reels for the shop could have been made by a child.’ 

			It was Lola’s turn to scoff. ‘A child genius who’s done an Instagram Secrets course. And this is TikTok. You hold up my phone, point and shoot. Ta-da!’ 

			‘Can’t Malik do it?’ 

			‘I’m at work when the market’s open,’ he puffed. ‘Lola needs you, Jess.’ 

			‘I absolutely do,’ Lola agreed. 

			Jess made a grunt of protest. Introducing Lola to her market colleagues was one thing – one morning, over and done with. Doing the filming was a whole other level of involvement. ‘You do not need me.’

			‘I’m doing this properly,’ Lola told her. ‘I’ve got release forms and everything, and I really want you to be part of it. You and me against the world, right?’ 

			Jess buried her head in a cushion and groaned. Because that was it, wasn’t it? She kept her social circle purposely small, and Lola was the most important part of it. She would do anything for the blonde, bold, slightly scatty woman sitting next to her on the sofa. The smile on Lola’s face said she knew it. 

			‘I’ll think about it.’ Jess sipped her tea. ‘But I can’t change anyone’s minds if they don’t want to be filmed, and I can’t suddenly become Steven Spielberg.’ 

			Lola squealed and wrapped her in a hug. ‘Thank you so much. This is going to be so awesome!’ 

			‘Is it, though?’ Jess muttered, but she hugged her friend back anyway. She hoped managing Lola’s expectations as well as her colleagues’ wouldn’t be too much of a juggle.

			‘A thousand steps left,’ Malik panted. ‘Join me, ladies!’ 

			Lola bounced up immediately, but Jess stayed put. It was one more thing she didn’t need to be involved in. She didn’t even have a Fitbit. 

			Then, before she could sink fully into the sofa cushions, Lola took her World’s Best Friend mug out of her hand and put it on a side table, then pulled her up. Soon, Jess was jumping about on the old beige carpet to the sound of gunfire and the cries of animated people falling down dead, and she was laughing and sweaty and wondering if, actually, Lola and Malik knew a few things about happiness that she didn’t. 
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