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        Cakes

      
    
  
    
      
        Friday

      
      It was Natalie’s fault. Beautiful, brilliant, ambitious Natalie, who Audrey had grown up with, fallen in love with, followed to university and to London and then, at last, been dumped by. Or, in Natalie’s preferred framing, with whom she had come to the completely mutual conclusion that they’d be better off without each other.

      It was Natalie’s fault that she’d left Shropshire for the gleaming allure of a big-city career. And Natalie’s fault she’d come back to Shropshire a decade later with a ton of experience in an environment she never wanted to work in again. And that she’d taken a job with a tiny local newspaper whose circulation her previous editor would have laughed at. Well, would have laughed at if he hadn’t mostly reserved his laughter for sexist jokes and his rivals’ failures.

      It was also—somewhat indirectly—Natalie’s fault that Audrey had got drunk one evening and sent in a joke application to appear on the self-described-national-favourite Bake Expectations. An application that had turned into an audition and then, somehow, into a place on the show. Which meant it was also—in a very real sense—Natalie’s fault that Audrey was behind on work, stressed about the quality of her simnel cake, and getting called into her boss’s office over what his email described as an “extremely serious issue.”

      The boss in question was a man named Gavin Pettiforth who had, allegedly, been quite a big deal at one point, although nobody was quite able to remember how or when. Audrey found him sitting in front of a printout of her latest article, which was normal Gavin behaviour. In a doomed effort to save paper, Audrey and Trish from Entertainment had once tried to get him to stop printing out every single email and attachment that crossed his desk. Then once they’d watched him try to read from a screen without opening the wrong document, losing his place, or accidentally deleting something, they’d got him to start again.

      “Sorry.” He looked up at her over half-rimmed glasses. Lisa from Advertising had once told Audrey that Gavin had been quite dashing in his day, but that had been years ago, and he’d since graduated from “dashing” to “avuncular” and was now hovering on the edge of “wizened.”

      “I know you’ve got your”—he waved a hand in distracted circles—“you know, the baking thing, and of course we’re all in your corner on that front. But this couldn’t wait because we’re going to press soon, and I wanted to make absolutely certain that we had this piece perfect before you went.”

      Gavin, like many of the staff at the Shropshire Echo, had his enthusiasms. Enthusiasms that weren’t necessarily directed towards ends Audrey would, personally, have hoped he’d be directing his enthusiasms towards. But he was her boss and her editor, and so it was his job to edit, sometimes bossily. “Happy to make changes before I go.”

      Beaming, Gavin gave Audrey an approving nod. “That’s just what I wanted to hear. Remember, Audrey, we are Shropshire’s second largest regional newspaper. People from Ludlow to Whitchurch are depending on us for the facts and details matter. Especially on a story like this. One that really impacts people’s lives.”

      Reaching across the desk, Audrey slid the printout of her article over and turned it round to reread it. “What do you think needs doing?”

      “Well, it’s the headline,” explained Gavin. “Headlines are very important. They’re the thing that really catches somebody’s eye. They’re the peacock’s tail. The rooster’s—you know, red bit on the top of his head. It needs to entice and intrigue, but not be sensationalist. We want to lead”—he made a gathering motion, showing how he imagined a well-crafted header would draw the reader further into the story—“but not to mislead. You see?”

      It all looked fine to Audrey, but she’d got to know Gavin pretty well since joining the Echo. “It’s too sensationalist, isn’t it?”

      “I think so.” Concern spread across Gavin’s face like marmalade over a crumpet.

      “So what do you suggest?”

      “Well”—he took the paper back and peered at it—“I think, to me, ‘Much Wenlock Car Park Charges to Increase’ might be deemed to be putting an unduly negative spin on council decisions. And media impartiality is increasingly important these days. Look what happened to Gary Lineker.”

      “Okay,” said Audrey in her best I’m-listening-and-learning, do-go-on voice.

      “The issue might be around the word increase.” Gavin made an almost mystical gesture, as if conjuring storms or gathering teacups. “I appreciate that it is strictly speaking factual. But is that the element of the narrative we want to foreground?”

      “How about,” suggested Audrey, “we go to ‘Much Wenlock Car Park Charges to Change’?”

      Gavin thought about this for a long moment. Then for a longer moment. Then for a moment so long it slipped past the point where it could be considered a moment at all. “Change,” he mused. “Change. Yes. Yes, I like it. It has sort of”—another gesticulation, like a tree growing out of a fountain—“millennial optimism to it.”

      “I’ll get right on it.”

      Getting right on it consisted of Audrey going back to her desk, rebooting her computer, changing one word in a file, emailing that file to Gavin, and, in order to save time, running off a hard copy in advance so that she wouldn’t have to wait for Gavin to print it himself.

      In her mind, Natalie was giving her that really look again. And, right at that second, Audrey didn’t have the energy to look back. It was, after all, true that this particular instance of this particular part of her job wasn’t exactly taxing her faculties to their limits.

      Three-years-ago Audrey lived in the heart of a thriving metropolis, did anything for the story, never slept, subsisted on a takeaway-only diet, had extremely infrequent but extremely intense sex with her long-term girlfriend, and was miserable. Present-day Audrey baked the occasional cake for nobody, drove to small villages in a Mini Cooper for the story, slept okay-ish, and had serious conversations about how to tackle the hot-button issue of parking charges in Much Wenlock. Sometimes, present-day Audrey wondered if she shouldn’t have just stuck with the misery.

      Edits made, she shut her computer down again—waiting as she always did to be sure it was definitely off. Because if it didn’t shut down properly she would come in on Monday to find Andy from Maintenance sitting on her desk saying, Forgot something on Friday, did we?—and made a dash for her car.

      

      * * *

      Reflecting on her life choices was the last thing Audrey wanted to be doing, but the long drive out of Shropshire through Wolverhampton, Birmingham, and the dreaded London to finally reach Surrey and the set of Bake Expectations was, unfortunately, the sort of trip that gave you plenty of time to reflect. Plenty of time to ask six-months-ago Audrey what the fuck she’d been thinking. And for six-months-ago Audrey to sit back and reply, Oh come off it, you know perfectly well.

      And she did.

      Because this was the biggest thing—so far at least—that was Natalie’s fault.

      Six months ago was when Natalie had won the Orwell Prize for a nuanced yet hard-hitting article she’d written in The Guardian about… Actually, Audrey couldn’t remember the details, but something worthy: domestic terrorism or climate change or one of the many other ways the world was screwed and getting screweder. She should have known. It was petty of her not to know. A mature, reasonable woman in her thirties was completely capable of acknowledging that her ex-girlfriend was continuing to be brilliant and successful and celebrated without blotting out as many of the details as she could with Lidl wine and competitive baking.

      Audrey had not, in that moment, been a mature, reasonable woman. She had instead decided that it was the most important thing in the world to show Natalie—or the gaping judgmental void where Natalie used to be—that she was more than just a technically not failed journalist working for a second-rate local paper. She was also, she could declare with the confidence of a proud LGBTQ+ role model, pretty okay at making buns, too.

      It was, in retrospect, a slight point of concern for Audrey that she’d been accepted on Bake Expectations despite being so blitzed out of her skull that she couldn’t actually remember what she’d written on her entry form. Either it meant that she was such a fantastic writer that even completely hammered she could weave an enchanting word picture about how she would be an asset to the show, or—perhaps more likely—she was this year’s joke contestant: a loveable drunk who was going out in week one for putting far too much rum in her baba. Maybe she’d redeemed herself at the follow-up interview.

      Or maybe she’d just cemented the idea that she was a charmingly incompetent buffoon, like Bernard from last season.

      For about an hour and a half, Audrey let herself stew in insecurity like a plum in a syrup made of disappointment. Then, since an hour and a half only got her halfway to her destination and since she’d seen a lot of statistics about fatigue-related fatalities, she stopped at a service station. Checking her phone on the way to the loo, she found four messages. One was from her dad and said Good luck on BE. The other three were from her mother and said, respectively: Your father keeps telling me you’re filming this week. Then But I’m sure it’s next week. Followed by Good luck in case it isn’t. She sent back a thanks and an actually Dad was right, gave herself ten minutes of not-driving time to grab a coffee and a croissant, and then hopped back in the car.

      With the caffeine helping her feel slightly more awake and the croissant helping her feel slightly more like she’d eaten a croissant, Audrey set off on the final leg of the journey. Once she’d skirted London courtesy of the M25, she was relieved to be herself back in the countryside. Having been born in it, Audrey had an abiding fondness for rural England, although she privately felt that the South and East couldn’t really compete with the Welsh borders. There was an indefinable Londonishness that radiated out from the capital and made the land for miles around seem regimented and uniform in ways the North and the West never were.

      She was barely over the county line into Surrey when she spotted the first sign for Patchley House and Park, which had gone from obscure hotel in a former stately home to a semi-major tourist attraction thanks to the magic of mass media. From its iconic wrought iron gates, it was a short-for-a-road-but-long-for-a-driveway trip up to the gravelly carpark. And then it was a matter of following the CONTESTANTS THIS WAY notices that, in contrast to the homey-but-slick presentation of the on-camera parts of the show, were just A4 paper run off on a printer and taped onto whatever surfaces could support them. These led her, at last, to a bored-looking man who signed her in and told her to make her way down the hill to the Lodge. As a longtime fan of the show—albeit one who’d had to watch it alone while Natalie was out networking or otherwise living the careerist dream—Audrey was still waiting for the moment when it all started to feel real. Or at least to feel unreal in the way that she assumed it would. In that oh-my-God-I-can’t-believe-I’m-actually-here way that other people seemed to get, rather than the “welp” way that she was currently experiencing.

      She found her room fairly easily, dumped her things, and checked her phone to see if her parents had resolved their “is our daughter on TV yet” debate. As it turned out, they both had and hadn’t, the response from her dad being see, I told her and the one from her mum saying sorry, I was getting it mixed up with Auntie Beryl’s haemorrhoid appointment. Communication, Audrey had always believed, was the basis of a healthy relationship. But if her parents were anything to go by, it didn’t actually have to be coherent or effective communication.

      She texted back to her dad apparently she was thinking of Auntie Beryl’s haemorrhoid appointment (now that’s a week next Tuesday he replied) and to her mum do you often confuse me with Auntie Beryl’s bottom (her response was: only when you act like an arse). Between messages, she sat on the edge of the bed, trying not to have too many thoughts. It had been long enough since the breakup that, theoretically, being alone was something she should have been used to. But at home she had her work and her family and—not to sound too materialistic—her stuff to keep her from dwelling. A hotel room, especially the kind of hotel room you got on a BBC budget, was precision engineered to make a person regret every decision they’d ever made in their entire life.

      So-called “reality” television, Natalie was explaining in her head, constructs false narratives that pressure people into living up to unrealistic standards. And Audrey tried to push back a little by pointing out that it was just people making cakes in a nice house, but Natalie’s voice, as always, was insistent. It’s a parochial, whitewashed—in both senses of the word—illusion of Britishness for Brexiteers and housewives. I honestly can’t believe you watch it. And she didn’t have an answer to that, any more than she’d had one when the conversation, or conversations very much like it, had originally happened.

      She should have brought a project. Audrey was the sort of person who liked to have a project, even if the project was just a jigsaw on the kitchen table. The bedroom in her new flat was full of bags of yarn and piles of fabric, which were slowly being converted into scarves no one in particular wanted to wear and quilts no one in particular wanted to snuggle under.

      Partly, she would be the first to admit, because they weren’t very good scarves or quilts. Just like her hand-painted bowls weren’t very well painted and her one attempt at kintsugi had left the broken vase looking both worse and still broken. For the first couple of years of their relationship, her fondness for crafting had driven Natalie up the wall, a conflict Audrey had resolved by…stopping. Giving up or, in Natalie’s words, acknowledging there were better ways to use her time.

      Sitting on the bed, staring at the wall, Audrey remained lost with her thoughts just long enough to conclude that staying in her room would definitely suck. And while wandering the grounds aimlessly might also suck, it would at least suck in the open air.

      Besides, Audrey had always been an explorey sort. And, much as she wanted to pretend it was part of what made her an excellent—well, an adequate; well, a former—investigative journalist, mostly it just meant she’d spent a lot of her childhood increasing her mother’s risk of cardiac arrest. She’d once enlivened a summer picnic by trying to climb up Wenlock Priory. And, in her defence, she’d managed it. The climbing up part, at least. Getting down had been more of a challenge and had, eventually, involved fire engines. To this day, Audrey felt guilty around a National Trust logo.

      That probably wasn’t going to happen at Patchley House, though. Not unless she got really, really bored. Mostly she was hoping a good, old-fashioned wander would keep the more infuriating parts of her brain quiet. With enquieting in mind, she scoped out the woodlands and, once she’d finished scoping, found her way down to the stream, locating the faux-medieval hermitage that her pre-visit research had told her was located somewhere on the grounds.

      Once she’d had all the faux medievalness she could take, she looped back to the Lodge just in time to see a girl coming out of the front door. And she was definitely a girl, probably—if Audrey was any judge—no more than sixteen. Also probably no less than sixteen, unless the show was violating its own terms and conditions, along with a couple of child labour laws. Neither of which, given what she knew of reality TV, she would have ruled out.

      “Hi,” Audrey said, discovering as she got closer that, sixteen-ish as she may have been, the newcomer was still a good inch taller than Audrey. “Are you one of the other contestants?”

      The girl nodded and, not being from a handshakey generation, waved. “Alanis.”

      “Alanis?”

      “Yeah. After this singer my mum likes.”

      The realisation that it was perfectly possible for a woman who listened to Jagged Little Pill at a formative age to now have a daughter old enough to be baking on national television rose up in Audrey’s heart, killed a part of her, and went back to sleep. “Audrey,” said Audrey. “After—”

      “Audrey Hepburn?” asked Alanis.

      “Honestly a bit surprised you know who that is.”

      “I’m really into retro stuff.”

      Audrey could probably have guessed that for herself, since Alanis’s personal style appeared to have been culled from the greatest hits of the last two centuries: a pleated miniskirt like it was 2001, a chunky black-and-pink cable-knit like it was 2020, tube socks like it was 1974, and ribbons in her hair like she was about to get snubbed by Mr. Darcy at a country dance. “Oh,” she said. “Cool. So kind of cottagecore?”

      There was a certain look teenagers got when they felt an adult had been embarrassing in a way that inspired pity rather than loathing. “I don’t really want to put a label on it. But I’m liking your whole thing.”

      “I’m not sure I have a thing.”

      There was another look teenagers got when they felt you were full of shit. “Sixties glasses? Fifties silhouette? That’s a thing. You just don’t want to admit it.”

      Great. Now Audrey was being called out by a child. On the other hand, the child seemed to be enjoying it. Which was probably a win on aggregate. “Fine. You got me. I’m a plus-sized stereotype.”

      Alanis looked immediately mortified, like she was cancelling herself. “Oh fuck, sorry. I did not mean that in, like, a shaming way.”

      “No, it’s fine. It’s just the reality of a certain height-to-girth ratio. And I’d rather own it than hide.”

      “You’re definitely owning it.”

      “Okay, now you’re overcompensating.”

      “No, no,” protested Alanis, whose limited life experience had yet to teach her the benefits of quitting when you were behind. “You look really good for your age.”

      Audrey stared at her. Over the past thirtysomething years she’d got pretty comfortable with her body. Having to be comfortable with her age as well had snuck up on her. “Which you think is…what exactly?”

      “Like maybe twenty-five?” said Alanis with complete and bewildering sincerity. “Or twenty-eight?”

      This was flattering. But also not flattering. “Oh my God, Alanis. How do you think time works?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not Einstein.”

      “No, I mean, twenty-five isn’t old enough to look good for your age. And, by similar reasoning, in no universe do I look twenty-five.”

      “Look”—Alanis spread her hands in a gesture of I give up on everything—“you seem like you’re older than me and younger than my mum. I don’t know what else to do here.”

      Tiny twinge of nostalgia aside, Audrey was pretty glad that she no longer lived in a world where the categories of people were yourself, your parents, and everybody else. “How about we leave gerontology for now and talk about baking? Because I’m beginning to sense a generation gap and I really want to get onto a topic that doesn’t make me feel ancient.”

      “Works for me.” Cheerfully, Alanis looped her arm through Audrey’s and began to drag her up the hill. “Totally crepuscular.”

      Audrey was not falling for that one. “Crepuscular?”

      “Yeah, it means good.”

      “No it doesn’t. It means of or relating to twilight. This is because I said there was a generation gap, isn’t it?”

      “Don’t be such a zymurgy.”

      “Study of fermentation. You’re not going to get me on this. I’m old and uncool but I know a lot of weird words.”

      “How?” By a process of contrarian logic known only to the young, Alanis sounded almost impressed.

      “I told you,” said Audrey. “I’m old and uncool.”

      “You’re not uncool. You’re peripatetic.”

      “Wandering. Which we actually are. So I think one of us has won but I can’t tell which.”

      Alanis flashed an Instagrammable smile. “How about both of us?”

      Which—damningly—was the most mature thing Audrey had heard all week.

      The lights of Patchley House were golden against the darkening sky, almost magical and, funnily enough, crepuscular. Had she not been getting yoinked along by an overenthusiastic teenager, Audrey might have stopped to take it in. The problem with living somewhere beautiful—and she’d lived in beautiful places for much of her life—was that you got inured to the specifics of it. Sure, sometimes a new, hitherto unnoticed, specific would sneak up on you, and it would be like you were seeing the world for the first time all over again. Except that feeling got rarer the longer you stuck around. And, for a while, especially living in London, Audrey thought she’d lost it entirely. That it had just faded away, like so many other things.

      Coming back to Shropshire had taught her that it hadn’t, and moments like this—looking up a hill at a stately home in the twilight—reinforced the lesson. But that sense of wonder still felt fragile enough that she regretted having to let it go. Unfortunately the alternative was to turn to her teenage companion and say, Hey can we just stop and appreciate some quiet beauty because we might never see it again, which might just have pushed her, in Alanis’s eyes, from uncool into irredeemably sad.

      “I’m starving,” declared Alanis, substantially less concerned with the ache of the transient and ephemeral than with the buffet, which was being served al fresco outside the main dining hall.

      They were making their way over to join the other contestants when a weaselly looking man with a clipboard descended on them from somewhere in the small city-state of technical vehicles and trailers that were parked on the less conspicuous side of the grounds.

      “I’m terribly sorry to bother you,” he began in the tones of a man who was always sorry to bother you but would never allow his sorrow to detract from his bothersomeness. “Are you the journalist?”

      He was looking directly at Alanis when he said it, which Audrey tried to blame on the light but which she suspected was more to do with the fact that serious reporters weren’t meant to get yanked around country estates by actual children.

      “I’m the journalist,” Audrey clarified.

      “Jennifer wants to see you.”

      It had been an abrupt introduction, and Audrey wasn’t sure she wanted to reward abruptness. “Sorry, who are you?”

      The man winced as though he’d accidentally taken a vegan to a restaurant that served nothing but veal and foie gras. Then he held out a shaky hand and said, “Thrimp. Colin Thrimp. Jennifer’s assistant. Jennifer Hallet. She’s in charge of”—he made an expansive gesture—“well, everything really. And she wants to talk to you especially because of your…you know…”

      Audrey should have seen something like this coming. Nobody trusted media people, especially other media people. “Job?”

      He nodded.

      “Does she think I’m going to write some kind of searing exposé?”

      Alanis grinned in a way that Audrey didn’t think she’d have had the confidence to grin, even at sixteen. “You should. That’d be effervescent.”

      “Stop it,” said Audrey, trying to sound playful rather than snappish and mostly succeeding.

      Colin Thrimp wrung his hands. “Can you just go to see her? She said I had to bring you to her yesterday, which normally means soon and it’s already been a bit longer than soon and she’ll be in a fearful mood if you don’t go and speak to her.”

      “How fearful, exactly?” asked Audrey. It had been a long day and an executive in a fearful mood—or really any kind of mood—fell pretty close to last on her list of things she wanted to deal with.

      “Fearfully fearful.”

      It wasn’t the most helpful of answers, but Audrey had met several Colin Thrimps in her life and didn’t think there was much point protesting further. After taking a responsible but obviously futile moment to make certain that Alanis would be okay on her own (she was, she was probably okayer than most adults would have been by a long way), Audrey set off in search of the fearfully fearful producer.

      

      * * *

      Jennifer Hallet’s trailer was unmarked, which made it mildly awkward for Audrey to find, but only mildly. Her keen investigative instincts told her to try the biggest, swankiest one, and the biggest, swankiest one it was.

      She knocked on the door and then stood outside waiting. When she’d been waiting for just long enough that she was about to give up, a voice from within called out, “Who the fuck is it?”

      “It’s Audrey?” she tried. “Audrey Lane.”

      There was the sound of movement and then the door was thrown open by the most intimidating woman Audrey had ever seen. Jennifer Hallet was tall and cold-eyed, with lips that curled into a permanent frown. There was something arresting about the sheer concentrated hostility of her, almost a challenge—the most undirected, universal kind of challenge, as if she was telling the entire world to come and have a go if it thought it was hard enough. And Audrey only realised she’d been staring when Jennifer asked her, quite pointedly, what she was staring at.

      “Sorry, I—you wanted to see me. I’m the journalist.”

      “Oh that. Took you long enough.”

      “Your assistant only just found me.”

      “Then it took him long enough.” Jennifer went back inside the trailer and, suspecting that waiting for an invitation would be an exercise in futility, Audrey followed her.

      Inside, she found a setup that looked one step more supervillain than was strictly necessary. While the wall of constantly shifting monitors was probably a legitimate necessity of the job, and the various keyboards, microphones, and panels of miscellaneous switches likely had their uses, the enormous black swivel chair was a Persian cat away from full Blofeld. Right in the middle of the functionality to evil spectrum were the two smaller seats that had been set up at optimal bollocking distance.

      “I just thought,” Jennifer said in a voice as smooth and pleasant as honey over razor blades, “that we should have a nice, polite, face-to-face conversation so that we can both be crystal fucking clear how our relationship is going to work.”

      Settling herself onto a bollocking chair, Audrey did her best to remain composed. “If you like, but I’m not sure what there is to—”

      “I’ve got your number, sunshine.”

      “Which number, exactly?”

      “Seventy-nine thousand, four hundred and six.”

      To anybody else, the number would have been meaningless. But to Audrey it had a very clear, very specific meaning. It was the circulation of the Echo. “We get over half a million unique visits on our website as well.”

      “And do you know what I do with half a million unique visits?” asked Jennifer Hallet.

      Audrey was pretty sure she could tell where this was going, and how this particular TV big shot liked to express herself. “Do you, perhaps, wipe your arse with them?”

      “I do fucking not. Because they’re a fucking ephemeral concept, and if I tried to wipe my arse with an ephemeral concept I’d wind up with shit on my fingers.” Jennifer paused, definitely more for effect than for breath. “What I do is I look at them and I say, Well gosh, what a tiny pissing number of unique visits, then I go back to my job making one of the biggest shows on television and then I say to myself, I hope no miserable little spunkstain—”

      “Please don’t call me a spunkstain,” replied Audrey with a professional calm that she was, in the circumstances, pretty fucking proud of.

      “I’m sorry.” Jennifer Hallet didn’t even blink. “Am I being demeaning? Let’s try again. I hope no miserable little bundle of piss-drenched bedsheets comes crawling up here from fucking Shropshire to try and wank her ten minutes of relevance out of my years of back-breaking work. But oh look, it seems Satan has jizzed in my cornflakes again, because here you are.”

      Well wasn’t this the beginning of a beautiful friendship? Clearly the politely-set-boundaries plan had failed, so Audrey shifted to the be-visibly-unfazed plan. “You knew where I worked when I applied.”

      “I did. You ticked some boxes and we needed a quirky rural one for this season so I thought I’d take the risk. But I know journalists”—Here it comes, said Audrey’s inner cynic—“You’re like the fucking police.”

      “Never off duty?” Audrey finished.

      “Pricks.”

      “I don’t suppose”—Audrey shifted slightly in a chair she was sure had been deliberately chosen to be as buttock aggravating as possible—“you have a less sweary mode of communication you could fall back on?”

      “Fuck off.”

      “Thought so.” She adjusted her position again to stop her arse from falling asleep. “In that case, let me just reassure you that I write for a local paper, about local things, and so unless you happen to have a contestant from Cleobury Mortimer, there’s nothing here for me to report on.”

      Jennifer folded her arms like a statue of Stalin. “That’s what you say. But I know what you people are like. You get one sniff of—”

      Despite not having been told she could go, Audrey stood up. “Look, you’ve warned me not to mess with your program. I’ve told you I have no intention of messing with your program. I’m not sure what more you want me to say.”

      Clearly there was more Jennifer wanted to say, but the get-up-and-agree combo had taken the wind out of her sails.

      “So I think we’re on the same page?” Audrey confirmed.

      Jennifer Hallet looked like she was about to nod and couldn’t quite bring herself to. “Hang on, there’s no we here.”

      The sensible thing to do was to get out. Because while Jennifer Hallet had a number of qualities that made sticking around a very tempting prospect—like legs for days and dark eyes that felt like they could look right through you if they didn’t always seem to be looking at something else—her temperament wasn’t one of them. And maybe it was the journey, or just being in a strange stately home, but Audrey wasn’t in a sensible mood. So she lingered a moment, and pushed her luck. “We’re having a conversation. That’s a we.”

      “This isn’t a conversation. This is a—”

      “A what? A scolding? I’ve not really done anything scold-worthy, so from where I’m standing this is either a conversation or it’s you inviting me onto your show—something you didn’t have to do in the first place—then preemptively deciding I’m going to screw you and hauling me into your office to be a dick for no reason.”

      “Is that how you see it?” Unexpectedly, the producer sounded almost defensive. In fact if Audrey let herself use her optimistic ears, it might even have been defensiveness with an undertone of grudging respect.

      Deciding words had done their job, Audrey nodded precisely once.

      “I will admit,” conceded Jennifer Hallet in a tone like she was revealing state secrets, “that I could have blocked your application if I wanted to, and I didn’t.”

      “Because?” asked Audrey, aware that if she came across as too curious she’d confirm all of Jennifer Hallet’s worst suspicions.

      “Because this season needs to be perfect and you—from a certain perspective—are perfect.”

      Audrey knew better than to be flattered by people in positions of authority saying things that seemed superficially positive. Even if they meant it, they didn’t mean what you wanted them to mean. “Perfect how?”

      “Memorable look, interesting job, ticks a diversity box.”

      “The gay box or the heavy box?” asked Audrey, determined not to let Jennifer’s tone affect her in any way.

      “Both, but mostly body positivity. Honestly the gay thing counts against you—ginger and sparkly from last season are still looking cute all over fucking TikTok, so the allies”—she almost spat the word—“are in the bag. We go too queer this year and we’ll lose the Middle England Tory voter market.”

      This was still feeling like bait. “Is that a market you want to keep?”

      “Do they have money? Then yes. Plus the fuckers run the country and that includes BBC funding, so we need to reflect the rich and beautiful diversity of these islands while also pretending that we hate immigrants and are very concerned about trans people. That’s public service broadcasting.”

      It was a deathly cynical attitude, but one Audrey recognised even if wasn’t usually stated so openly. “You’re meant to be apolitical, which in practice means agreeing with the home secretary?”

      Jennifer Hallet nodded. “Would you look at that? She gets it. Welcome to the magical world where Brexit wasn’t a shitshow, the only minorities who exist are charmingly nonthreatening, and you can only be fat if you’re also pretty.”

      Pretty wasn’t an adjective Audrey would have used to describe herself. Although that did make her fatally susceptible to its use by other people. “Fuck, am I here to be one of the good ones?”

      To that, Jennifer Hallet offered a frankly wicked grin. “How’s it feel?”

      “Fine,” replied Audrey, still defiantly unperturbed.

      A look of genuine dismay crept across Jennifer Hallet’s face. “I hope you’re not going to make me like you, sunshine. I can’t think of anything worse. Now if we’re done, perhaps you could be so kind as to get the fuck out of my sight.”

      It was, Audrey thought, about the most literal example of mixed messages she could possibly imagine. And it left her with the nagging sense that this wasn’t the last time she was going to run afoul of Jennifer Hallet’s highly specific worldview. Along with the still more nagging suspicion that she couldn’t quite tell if she was dreading their next run-in or looking forward to it.

    
  
    
      
        Saturday

      
      The following morning, Audrey was awoken by a frantic hammering on her door.

      “Aaaaauuuu-dreeeey,” came Alanis’s voice. “You’re going to be late for breeaaak-faaaaast.”

      Rolling over, Audrey checked her phone, whose alarm was scheduled to go off in about twenty minutes. “I don’t think I will,” she called back.

      “Okay not late, late, but come on, it’s the first day. You don’t want to miss the start of the first day.”

      This was, in a vacuum, true. Although she didn’t think a little longer in bed would actually make her miss the start of the first day—and even if it did, she suspected that the actual start of the day wouldn’t be anywhere near as early as Alanis thought. Audrey was used to print media, which was a very hurry-up-and-wait business, and she couldn’t imagine broadcast media being any better. On the other hand, telling teenagers to fuck off was probably a job best left to Jennifer Hallet.

      So Audrey got up, dragged her hair into something resembling tidiness, glad that the show would have professional hair-draggers to do the rest, dressed, and let Alanis tow her out into the dawn.

      There were, she had to confess, worse places to be towed, and worse people to be towed by. The morning was bright and the sun danced across the hillside of Patchley House and Park with a joyfulness that was matched only by, well, Alanis, who—having apparently categorised Audrey as closer to the “me” box than the “my parents” box—was full of excited stories about her home (“the boring bit of London”), her friends (too numerous to count), and her planned cake-that-shows-us-who-you-are for Sunday’s baketacular (chocolate and chilli, because “I’m a little bit sweet and a little bit spicy”).

      Breakfast, like the dinner Audrey had nearly missed because she was too busy getting dressed down for nothing by a paranoid authoritarian, was being served outside at picnic tables. Tables that were already filling up with people.

      Alanis made a kind of “eek” noise. “Ohmygodtheresso-manyofus.”

      “Only ten.”

      “And there’s so many old people.”

      By Audrey’s count, only one of the contestants—a silver-haired woman who moved through the group with a serenity that might have been confusion—really counted as old, although a couple more were well into middle age. “Yeah,” she said, “we twenty-five-year-olds get about a bit.”

      With a social ease that Audrey should probably have expected given how they’d met, Alanis slipped away to join the one member of the party who looked even remotely her own age—a tall, slim man with a goatee and a trilby. That left Audrey momentarily alone, which, honestly, wasn’t a huge problem for her. Being on her own in an empty room would have driven her up the wall, but getting a chance to stand back and people watch was a genuine relief. A personal hobby, as well as a professional habit.

      On the distaff side of the equation there was herself, Alanis, the one actually old person in the group, a graying-but-otherwise-young-looking woman who Audrey suspected was taking the role of nation’s favourite mum for the season, and a tousle-haired woman Audrey’s own age who was wearing a ruffled blouse and an expression of panic.

      On the something-for-the-ladies side of the coin, there was the obligatory hipster baker who had already monopolised Alanis’s attention, the equally obligatory blue-collar baker—complete, in this case, with a pencil tucked behind his ear—and a man who, although it was probably wrong to judge too much from his failure to eat a bacon bap without spilling ketchup on his shirt, was likely to have been recruited to be this year’s “adorably hopeless one.” Which, since Audrey was still half convinced she’d been cast in that role herself, came as something of a relief.

      “Excuse me dear.” That was the old one—the actually old one—leaning past Audrey to the cereal table. “Can you pass me one of them little things of butter?”

      Obligingly, Audrey passed the little thing of butter, then introduced herself. “Audrey, by the way. Like Hepburn.”

      “Doris,” replied the old lady. “Like Day.”

      An unfortunate side effect of her live-to-work years was that Audrey’s brain tended to default to “interview” and it took her a second to adjust to small talk. “So,” she tried, “have you just got in?”

      “Oh no.” Doris didn’t laugh, exactly, but she had mirth in her voice. “Too old to make it this far this early. I come in last night. You?”

      “Same.”

      “Where from?”

      “Shropshire. You?” The moment she’d asked it, Audrey realised that it was a silly question.

      “London,” replied Doris in an accent strong enough to make the answer entirely self-evident. “Which ain’t a long way when you’re young but is a very long way when you’re nearly a hundred.”

      Audrey tried and failed to stop her human-interest sensors from kicking in. “You’re nearly a hundred?”

      “And to think I don’t look a day over ninety-three.” She grinned. “That Thrimp lad says I’m the oldest contestant they’ve ever had.”

      The part of Audrey that lived permanently behind the curtain put that little factoid in her mental filing cabinet next to Alanis. Oldest Contestant And Youngest Contestant On Same Series was exactly the kind of harmless and ultimately meaningless gimmick you pulled out of the box for a season that, for some reason, had to be perfect. It was also the kind of thing that would be an amazing early scoop for the Echo and exactly the kind of thing she’d signed multiple contracts saying she wouldn’t tell anybody about before the series went to air. “You must’ve seen a lot,” she said.

      Doris grew oddly quiet at that. “A bit but, I don’t know. Sometimes you wonder where it all goes.”

      Despite being substantially further from her telegram from the king than Doris, Audrey could relate. She’d been wondering where it was all going since she was twenty at least. It went to a career, Natalie narrated from an unhelpful part of her psyche. A career you threw away. “Yeah.”

      And that did make Doris laugh. “And what do you know about it? I’ve got grandchildren your age.”

      “Perhaps I’m an old soul,” suggested Audrey in what she hoped was a breezy tone.

      “How about we swap your old soul for my old body?”

      There didn’t seem to be a good answer to that. A strong desire to avoid lawsuits had made other people’s bodies a topic Audrey avoided on general principle. “It’s seen you all right so far.”

      “True, I shouldn’t grumble. Still, whoever decided we were going to have to stay at the bottom of a great big hill and do all our filming at the top of the great big hill…” Doris heaved an exaggeratedly weary sigh. “Well they can go take a long walk off a short pier.”

      Doris had said it lightly, but from Audrey’s perspective making a nearly hundred-year-old woman walk up and down a hill every day was a big fucking deal. And she was about to ask Doris if she thought maybe something should be done about it when she was cut off by the sudden swarm of people with headset mics and clipboards who zoomed in to shepherd everybody off to hair and makeup.

      

      * * *

      Audrey had been right. Broadcast media was indeed even more hurry up and wait than print media. Hair and makeup had taken well over an hour, most of which was standing around doing nothing. They’d then been sent up to the ballroom where the show was to be filmed for a briefing that didn’t actually begin until half an hour after everybody was assembled.

      When it did begin, it consisted of Colin Thrimp coming in and telling them all the basic rules of filming—don’t look into the camera, don’t swear on camera, when people ask you a question, answer it as if you aren’t answering a question—and then Jennifer Hallet coming in and telling them the exact same information, only with more swearing and threats.

      “And one more thing,” she added like a vulgar executive Columbo, “this is season eight. Which means a lot of people are getting bored as piss of this formula and as a result I have bent over fucking backwards to pick contestants who I expect to sparkle. And so you shower of arseholes had better fucking sparkle or I will personally go to each of your grannies’ houses and tell them what miserable fucking disappointments their grandkids are.”

      “My gran died in nineteen fifty-four,” said Doris from the row of otherwise-cowed-into-silence contestants.

      “Oh, don’t you think for one second that’ll stop me. I’ll dig her up and say it to her fucking skull.”

      Audrey had almost convinced herself that she could learn to like Jennifer Hallet. That she was that rarest of creatures, an authority figure who actually did respond well to pushback. But hearing her threaten personal retribution to the corpse of a nonagenarian’s grandmother rather took the shine off.

      Back when Audrey had been in London with Natalie and everything that entailed, she’d had a boss very much like Jennifer Hallet. For a while she’d let herself believe that she’d be able to earn his respect if she just ate enough shit with a big enough smile, but she’d eventually worked out that he wasn’t challenging her, just bullying her. He’d been a huge part of the reason she’d decided that the run-to-the-city-and-never-look-back path that most of her school friends and all of her university friends had taken was supremely not for her. The breakup had been part of it too, of course, but three-years-ago Audrey insisted it wasn’t the biggest part and present-day Audrey went along with it for the sake of her self-esteem.

      I think you’ll find, Natalie’s voice was saying, it was the other way around. We didn’t work because you couldn’t hack it. And I wanted so much better for you.

      Either way, what did it matter? It was only eight weeks. She could put up with a hot, shouty woman for eight weeks. Probably less than that given how stiff the competition looked and how likely it was that they were setting this season up for an oldest-versus-youngest challenge in the finale. Privately, Audrey gave herself until week five.

      “So if you’ve got that into your tiny, squishy minds,” Jennifer Hallet was finishing, “then we’re ready for you to go to your stations, look confused but pretty, and act all awestruck when the—and, I use this term very advisedly—celebrities come in.” She bent down to speak into a microphone. “Colin, send in the judges and that overpaid RADA dropout we call a presenter.”

      There was a brief changing of the guard as Jennifer swept out and Grace Forsythe, the long-serving host who—she took pains to inform everybody the moment she entered—did not in fact drop out of RADA, swept in. The judges followed her, and they too were, by now, long established. Wilfred Honey was the smell of fresh-baked bread given human form by a capricious wizard, while Marianne Wolvercote was to patisserie what the Queen had been to England. Which was to say, she was the queen of it. The cameras, Audrey knew, would already have started rolling, but a sad fact of the digital age was that they no longer made a satisfying clicky-whirry noise when they did. The operators just started acting a whole lot more like they were paying attention.

      “Welcome, welcome, welcome,” Grace Forsythe began, “viewers, young”—Audrey was ninety percent sure she could spot which camera was lingering on Alanis for that bit—“and old”—here they’d cut to Doris—“to this, the eighth season of Bake Expectations. We’ve been through a lot together—me, Marianne, Wilfred, our eighty contestants and our beautiful, beautiful audience—but this season, we’re going back to basics. No frills. No sleight of hand. No tricks. All we are going to want you to do is demonstrate that you are the best amateur bakers Britain has to offer, and we’re starting—as Julie Andrews would have it—at the very beginning. And so, my delightful droplets of dulce de leche, for your first blind bake of the season, we are going to ask you to make a simple, a classic, and an absolutely perfect Victoria sponge.”

      A ripple of ill-advised relief spread through the other contestants. But much as it might ruin the shot, Audrey’s brain couldn’t make her face play ball. There had to be another shoe to drop here. In the last couple of seasons, the blind bakes had grown increasingly esoteric—so esoteric that disgruntled but social-media averse fans had taken to complaining to newspapers about them. Back at work, Audrey knew for a fact that there was a file—a literal physical file because a surprising number of people, especially complaint-minded people, still wrote literal physical letters—full of people who were upset about the Saint Honoré Cake last season.

      “You have one hour,” Grace Forsythe concluded. “Starting from the count of three. Three, darlings.”

      Audrey turned over the recipe, and there was the other shoe.

      The recipe read: Make a Victoria sponge.

      Which was fine. It was fine. Everybody knew how to make a Victoria sponge. At least everybody who baked to a level that they’d be selected for Bake Expectations knew how to make a Victoria sponge. It was a test of nerve more than anything else. The secret would be to stop second-guessing, try to forget the cameras were there, and throw yourself into the recipe you knew was right.

      Taking a deep breath, Audrey risked a look around the ballroom. If nothing else, the production team must have been getting exactly what they hoped for out of this little stunt, because the entire cast were emoting their backsides off. Alanis, who clearly knew what kind of meme she wanted to be, was doing a full-on reaction gif at the recipe, while behind her the resident hipster was stroking his goatee with consternation.

      Seeing this much of what went on in the ballroom was distractingly interesting. At home you only got to see the edited highlights, the parts that were cool or shocking or included mild innuendoes. Having the massive multitudinous but occasionally tedious complexity of it all going on around her was, to Audrey’s media-saturated brain, like being Charlie in the Chocolate Factory. Or, perhaps more accurately, like being Mike Teevee.

      It was also not what she was here for. She was here for the baking, and with a strength of will she was slightly too proud to be proud of, she turned her attention back to her workstation.

      They’d been given too much of everything, she was sure of that. A whole carton of eggs. A whole pint of milk. More flour and sugar than anybody could have a realistic use for. She preheated the oven to a hundred and seventy degrees. Then she greased and lined her cake tins and started measuring out what felt like—no, what she was sure were—realistic amounts of the various ingredients into a bowl.

      The trick, she kept very firmly reminding herself, was that there were no tricks. It was a cake. A cake that anybody who made cakes had made a hundred times. She mixed up her batter, transferred it into the tins, whacked the tins in the ovens for twenty minutes, and moved on to her buttercream. Once the icing sugar had been smoothly beaten into the butter, she allowed herself another look around at the competition.

      Doris seemed to be sailing through, as somebody who’d been doing this kind of thing for the best part of a century naturally would. Alanis was struggling slightly, probably more from nerves than from lack of skill, and Audrey wondered if it had been entirely fair to put someone quite that young through something quite this stressful. At the back of the ballroom, a man Audrey hadn’t seen before was beating his own buttercream with such intense Dad energy that Audrey almost laughed. Instead, she just smiled at him, and he smiled back.

      Then her timer beeped, and she had to get back to work.

      In the end, as she brought her cake up to rest on the display table at the front of the hall, she thought she’d done pretty well. Trouble was, so had everybody else. Rug-pullingly terse recipe aside, the Victoria sponge had been an easy start. Some looked a little over, some a little under, but mostly they’d all come out okay. One particularly bold baker had topped their offering with extra buttercream rather than dusting it with icing sugar, and Audrey strongly suspected that would count against them with the judges.

      It did.

      

      * * *

      “All I’m saying,” Joshua with the hipster goatee explained in his post-blind-bake interview, “is that what the recipe said was make a Victoria sponge. It didn’t say make a Victoria sponge uncreatively.”

      Despite the terrible crime of a nontraditional topping, Joshua’s cake hadn’t come in last. That honour had been reserved for Gerald, the man Audrey had seen spilling ketchup on himself that morning and who had proven to be exactly as ketchup spilling in the ballroom as he was at breakfast.

      “Overall,” he was saying in a cut-glass accent that Audrey made at least a token attempt not to judge him for, “I actually think I did pretty dashed well. There was just that teeny-tiny detail of not putting any, you know, sugar into it. I thought I had. I definitely meant to. Somehow. On the day.” He threw his hands in the air. “You know. Is what it is.”

      By contrast, Audrey’s sponge had been well received. Just not as well received as Doris’s, which had indeed been honed to perfection over decades of mothering, grandmothering, and great-grandmothering. Still, it had been a non-embarrassing start and Audrey tentatively discarded her last concerns about being the joke contestant.

      She was just wandering down the hill away from the ballroom when she spotted Alanis sitting under a tree facing determinedly away from the house. From her body language, Audrey was fifty-fifty at best on whether she just wanted to be left alone. But since in her experience even if somebody did want to be left alone, there was yet another fifty-fifty question to ask about whether they should be, she went over to check.

      “Hi,” she tried in her best not-intruding-just-passing voice.

      Alanis looked up. She definitely wasn’t crying, but she definitely had been. “Hi. How’re you?”

      “Okay.” Deciding that in this case valour was the better part of discretion, Audrey sat down next to her, at kind of a forty-five-degree angle around the base of the tree. “Tough start?”

      It seemed, briefly, like Alanis wasn’t going to admit it. But then she hugged her knees to her chest and said, “It was just so hard. I didn’t expect it to be that hard. And I’ve been baking since I was a kid—”

      “You know you’re kind of still a kid?”

      In a paradoxical attempt to protest the accusation of kiddishness, Alanis stuck her tongue out. “All right then, I’ve been baking since I was really small. So I thought I’d at least be fine on week one, but then they didn’t give us any instructions and I didn’t know what to do and…”

      Shuffling closer, Audrey put an arm around Alanis’s shoulder and let her have another little cry. “And you did fine.”

      “Only because other people did worse.”

      This felt like a moment that called for wisdom, for Audrey to reach deep into her well of stored experiences and pluck out some pearls of advice that Alanis could treasure for the rest of her life. “I think,” she tried, “that other people doing worse is often what success looks like.”

      Alanis seemed unpearled by this wisdom. “Mr. Reynolds would say that’s not very growth mindset of you.”

      “From context, I’m assuming not-very-growth-mindset is something I don’t want to be?”

      “You don’t have to be better than other people,” Alanis seemed to be quoting, “you have to be better than you were yesterday.”

      Audrey considered this. It was the kind of advice she saw the value in but felt was less universal than its peddlers claimed. “I don’t think that applies in a literal competition.”

      “I just wanted to do well.”

      “And you will. You’ve got eight whole weeks ahead of you. You can pull it back tomorrow.”

      Having not yet had the optimism knocked out of her by life, Alanis took that at face value and perked up considerably. So considerably, in fact, that she was soon hugging Audrey with such a well-practiced combination of gratitude and dismissal that she suspected she was sliding back from the “me” box into the “my parents” box. Which at least meant she could go back to her room without worrying that she’d abandoned a child to despair beneath an ironically picturesque tree.

      It was a pleasant walk down to the Lodge, almost an amble. And putting thoughts of baking aside—probably too far aside, given she was on a baking competition—Audrey wound her way through the grounds, stopping now and then to look back up at the Patchley House. It was partly just a fan instinct; she’d been watching the show since season one and it always, always opened with the same panning shot of the manor, and so there was a strange sense of reality-unreality to seeing it in the flesh.

      But on another level, it had nothing to do with the show at all. Since long before Audrey had made her parents call 999 to get her rescued from the walls of Wenlock Priory, she’d been fascinated by the past. Or perhaps not by the past, exactly, so much as the things that called back to it. Those out-of-place relics and incomplete bridges; ruins that let you imagine all the stories in the world through the holes in their sides. Of course sometimes, for some people, the holes were all you had.

      She wasn’t a historian, so she had no idea how old Patchley House actually was—it could have been anything from Tudor to Edwardian and she’d have put it in that same category of long-time-ago-but-not-so-long-ago-they-had-jesters. Still, there was something strange about the thought that this was a place people had built, that people had lived in, that was now being used for a purpose none of those people could possibly have imagined.

      It was like nostalgia, only for things that had happened to somebody else. There was a sense of loss to the feeling, in some ways—although Audrey wasn’t quite such a romantic that she could say she pined for the days of domestic service and tugging forelocks—and gain in others. What had once been the exclusive purview of the landed gentry was now creating something for everybody. Well, for everybody who watched Bake Expectations. And, she supposed, really to make money for a largely amoral media company.

      But if you ignored the whole capitalism angle, it was rather a beautiful thought.

      There was a story she remembered, although she couldn’t recall where she’d heard it or from whom, about somebody who’d met an old man at a dinner party in the 1980s, and the old man had shaken his hand and then said, “You have just met a man who once met a woman who once danced with Napoleon.” Audrey had no idea if it had really happened, or even if the numbers added up—it would need to have involved some lucky overlaps of some very old people with some very young people. But, as a journalist, she was keenly aware of the difference between factual and true. And it did capture something true, something about the way that people and places and things formed this strange, tangled chain across time. Something that, if you looked hard enough and went far enough, connected everybody to everybody else.

      Theoretically anyway. But in practice those dances through time tended to go boy-girl-boy-girl unless you looked really hard. And even if you did look really hard, you’d get people telling you that you were making shit up. After all, what with the world being what it was, you were extremely unlikely to meet a man at dinner and have him say, “You’ve just shaken hands with a man who once fucked a guy who was once one of Oscar Wilde’s rent boys.” Which was ironic in a way because Bosie’s boyfriend probably banged more people than Napoleon danced with.

      Sighing, Audrey stared up at the house and tried to imagine it as it used to be, when it was a house instead of a hotel, and then whatever it was before that—probably a different sort of stately home. Or a monastery. Or a Roman fort. Or an empty hillside where long ago druids gathered to greet the twilight and the dawn. And then, as she always did, she tried to imagine herself there. Or someone like her.

      Except that just made her feel sad. Because while she’d done the research and knew the talking points—blah, blah molly houses; blah, blah ladies of Llangollen; blah, blah Alexander; blah, blah Sappho—it didn’t actually help. It was like trying to get drunk on other people’s empties. Or build a jigsaw from pieces of other jigsaws. What stories could she tell when that was all she had? How could anyone find belonging in fragments?

      

      * * *

      About halfway up the hill between the Lodge and the house proper was a log that had been placed to give people somewhere to sit that married artificial convenience with a natural aesthetic. And when Audrey trudged back to the hotel for dinner, it was occupied by Doris. She was sitting gazing up at the stars and, if Audrey was any judge, breathing a little heavily.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      It took a moment for Doris to register her. “Fine, fine. Just giving the old plates a rest.”

      Audrey had never actually heard somebody using cockney rhyming slang in the wild, but she adjusted. “Going for dinner?”

      “In a bit.”

      Looking down the hill back to the Lodge and then up the hill back to the house, Audrey did a quick mental calculation of the distance. Well, not calculation, so much as estimate. Well, not estimate so much as blind guess. “It’s a trek, isn’t it?”

      “Nothing wrong with a long walk.”

      “I mean, there can be, if it’s long enough.”

      With a stifled oomph, Doris raised herself off the log. “Now, now dear, there’s no need to be silly about things. I’ve been slogging up and down hills my whole life and it’s never done me any harm.”

      Audrey was no expert, but she suspected that at least seven of the nine most harmful things in the world were things that people insisted had never done them any harm. “Maybe not, but there’s a first time for everything.”

      “Oh hush.” Doris gave her what she thought was a playfully stern look. “We’ll be late for supper if we don’t hoof it.”

      So they hoofed it. Or at least they came as close to hoofing it as they could while going up a relatively steep incline when one of them was nearly a hundred years old. Which was to say, they progressed slowly but cheerfully, with Doris chatting away in the manner of somebody used to having to fill long walks.

      “She’s a pretty thing, isn’t she?”

      “Who?” asked Audrey, a little confused.

      “Patchley. One of the prettiest houses in England I’ve always thought. I wish my Bobby could be around to see her.”

      “Bobby?” A mix of professional training and basic humaning had taught Audrey that people opened up more when you echoed at them.

      “My husband.”

      “Fan of the show?”

      Doris laughed, sadly. “No. Never watched it. He’s been gone more than twenty years.”

      There it was again, that eerie sense of echoes across time. Audrey was just old enough that she could meaningfully remember twenty years ago. But to have lived a whole life with somebody, had children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and for that to have still ended so long ago…  It was almost unencompassable. “I’m sorry.”

      “He had a good innings. What about you? Got one of your own?”

      “A husband?”

      Doris nodded.

      “No.” This had the potential to be awkward. “I’m sort of single. And also sort of entirely gay.”

      “Oh.” Doris went quiet for a moment. Then said, “Good for you.”

      As reactions from the over-eighties went, it was one of the better ones. “Thanks. Neither of them are by choice though, really.”

      Doris nodded again. “Fair enough, fair enough. Still, maybe you’ll find a nice girl on the show.”

      This seemed very unlikely.
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