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			To anyone who’s ever received an email marked ‘urgent’ 

			at 5pm on a Friday. This book is for you.
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			Prologue

			Postcard: A sepia-tinted photograph of Brunel’s Sounding Arch.

			Maidenhead, Berkshire, 19/07/1999

			Dear Laura,

			This is my view for the next six weeks (6!). Temping. Spent morning collecting warm paper from a photocopier. Is this what it means to be a grown-up? Hope not. Want to be out in the world. To use my questionable French, fall in love on trains and live out of a rucksack. Keep remembering the Peggy Lee song Granny used to play – looking around and wondering: IS THAT ALL THERE IS? Went to the station at lunch – a month-long Interrail pass is £157. Time for an adventure? Say ‘yes’ . . . 

			Ruth x

			

			Postcard: Windsor Castle on a misty morning, with ‘Greetings from Windsor’ in italic script. ‘Windsor’ has been crossed out in biro and replaced with ‘Staines’.

			Maidenhead, Berkshire, 23/07/1999

			Dear Ruth,

			You had me at ‘rucksack’! Typed my resignation this morning (accidentally printed it forty-seven times. Liberating). Let’s get lost in Paris. Let’s drink Italian espresso that makes our hands shake. Let’s pretend to read Proust and wear linen in exotic ruins (LINEN!). You bring your questionable French. I’ll bring the Imodium (remember what Mum says about European dairy . . . ). We ride at dawn!*

			Laura x

			*of a prearranged day in a few weeks’ time, once we’ve packed, train timetable permitting . . . 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Monday, June 2026

			Laura wasn’t there. The Laura-shaped form that normally occupied the second desk from the left was noticeable by its absence and a sand timer lay in shards on the carpet tiles. Two problems that hadn’t been factored into Ian’s to-do list. He’d launch a thorough investigation into the smashed sand timer in due course, though he doubted it would be missed. The new initiative from upstairs whereby everyone had to talk for five minutes about what they were working on had never been popular. But vandalism was something else!

			For now, Ian erected a yellow folding safety sign that read Caution Wet Floor on one side and Cleaning in Progress on the other. There wasn’t an option for Everything’s Covered in Hazardously Sharp Sand, so Ian hoped the universal warning symbol would do. The Imerco policy handbook clearly stated that: ‘All accidents and near-misses must be reported to the Health & Safety Officer immediately’. But since Ian held this office, in addition to his contracted role of HR executive, he wrote down the incident in a red logbook and emailed maintenance. For all the good that would do. This left Laura.

			Had she mentioned anything about today? Upstairs were big on punctuality. ‘Employees must arrive on time and ready to work,’ Ian had read on day one – and no one had to explain the rules twice to Ian. Never had. His school report, aged nine, had described him as an old soul and little had changed twenty years later. Office absences had to be recorded at least one hour before the start of the office day (item 2.3 in the policy handbook). There was nothing in his inbox. And Laura was nowhere to be seen. Instead, a woman with dark hair scraped back into a ponytail was looming into view above Ian’s half-height partition wall.

			

			‘Morning, Ian!’

			Ian could only nod in response.

			‘Have you seen Laura?’ Chloe was asking.

			‘No, sorry Chloe,’ said Ian. He realised he’d been holding his breath and so finally exhaled. Chloe was clutching a fishbowl full of tiny, coloured sachets.

			‘Why have you got a bowl full of teabags?’ asked Ian, throat still tight.

			‘They’re speciality teas. For visitors. New rule from upstairs.’ Chloe flicked her false eyelashes to the floor above. ‘He says,’ she squinted at her monitor to read: ‘“The company will provide standard bags but if you want herbals or . . . ”’ Chloe gestured to the label she’d made with the office Dymo that read: Speciality Teas. “‘Then staff are requested to buy their own.”’

			Ian let out a sort of strangled whistle. Chloe glared at him. Ian popped a Smint in his mouth.

			‘They’re for VIPs only,’ said Chloe, ‘I’m putting them on Laura’s desk so she can be the gatekeeper.’

			

			‘Does Laura know you’re putting them on her desk?’

			Chloe fixed Ian with her best shark eyes. ‘If Laura’s not here, she can’t mind, can she? So, if you’re going that way . . . ?’ Ian wasn’t. Chloe passed him the bowl anyway.

			Ian didn’t like this new plan. It had been bad enough when they’d taken away the milk. Some younger members of staff had been getting through a pint a day each, as a meal replacement, apparently. ‘That or a hangover cure,’ Tom had said, explaining how the milk hangover days of his twenties had been some of the happiest of his working life. Ian wondered whether his milk hangover days were still to come. He’d be thirty soon. Had he missed the boat? Of course, there was nothing funny or cool about the misuse of company property. Still, Tom made it sound like fun. Tom, who towered over all of them at six foot four, had arms as big as Ian’s thighs, a permanent tan and tales of debauchery on tap. Unlike Ian. Sometimes, Ian feared he’d accidentally forgone the high jinks of youth. If anything, Ian was more low jinks.

			Laura had been livid when she’d been asked to enforce the new milk rule. She’d said something about upstairs ‘shoving lactose where the sun wouldn’t shine’ and brought in milk for everyone for weeks afterwards, until the boss (‘Call Me Dave’) found out and told her to stop. But now management was taking away her teabags . . . Ian let all the air out of his lungs. He set the fishbowl on Laura’s desk and watched as Tom returned from the fridge with mini carrots, hummus and a tub of sliced beetroot. Since the cleaning budget had been slashed, they were all supposed to give their desks a daily going over with an antibacterial wipe. But these were no match for Tom’s beetroot habit (‘Very persistent stains’ as Ian’s mother had always warned him). Tom’s workspace currently resembled a crime scene.

			

			‘No Laura?’ Tom asked through a mouthful of semimasticated carrot. Ian swallowed hard on his behalf (‘Employee policy 3.1iii: Eating or drinking while walking is prohibited due to choking hazards.’).

			‘No sign yet,’ said Ian. The Imerco away day was planned for Wednesday with a ‘get in’ on Tuesday to setup. Was that where Laura was? Could she have gone a day early? Laura did like to be thorough. It was one of the things Ian respected about her. But should an away day really take precedence over The Report? It was due this week and there was still so much to do.

			If Laura planned on setting up early or working remotely, why hadn’t she notified anyone (contractual obligation under working hours and attendance, 2.3i)? Was there anyone else who could handle The Report? Ian scanned the office, straining to distinguish one white-shirted silhouette from another. He followed Tom’s eyeline and spied Dannii all in green.

			‘Like a sexy leaf . . .’ Tom murmured. ‘Breaks it up a bit, doesn’t she?’

			Ian said nothing. Tom had only just finished his last D&I refresher for calling Dannii ‘decorative’. Dannii, as far as Ian could make out, was a very competent young woman who kept herself to herself. Something Ian also respected. She did have an unfortunate habit of reading books on company time when she thought that no one was watching. Chloe had said that this was ‘pretty privilege’. But whatever it was, it was clear that Ian didn’t have it, so instead he complied. At all times.

			

			‘You’ll never go wrong if you follow the rules,’ his mother had told him. Achievement, obedience and diligence weren’t just nice to haves. They were ‘characteristics of successful parenting’, she had said. This wasn’t just about making the family proud: it was a survival tactic. And it had worked. Hadn’t it? They didn’t hand out a BA Hons and a second-hand Nissan Micra to just any 21-year-old, Ian knew. Protocol existed for a reason. And so, at 9.01am precisely, Ian pressed Send on his email.

			 

			To: Laura Clark

			From: Ian Rundell

			Subject: Everything OK?

			 

			Automatic reply: Re: Everything OK?

			Laura Clark is away from her desk.

			She may be some time.

			Regards,

			Laura Clark

			HR manager, Imerco Crane Hire Ltd

			www.imercocranes.co.uk

			 

			Huh. This was a surprise.

			‘Ian?’ Chloe’s voice pierced the air. ‘Have you seen this?’ Ian jumped. ‘Who writes about themselves in the third person? Who does Laura think she is?’ Chloe heaved herself up and headed towards Tom. Tom began to cram multiple carrots into his mouth on reflex.

			‘Have you seen Laura’s out-of-office?’ Chloe demanded, clutching a clipboard to her chest. Chloe never went anywhere without a clipboard or a lever-arch file. She’d told Ian once that it made you look more official.

			

			‘Mnnnnuunng’ was the only sound Tom could make.

			Chloe leaned over Tom’s desk to reach his keyboard as he leaned back to let her. Fingers hammering on keys, she opened Tom’s inbox, wrote Laura’s name in the To space and fired off a single character: ‘?’

			Instantly, her out-of-office pinged back the same response that Chloe had received.

			‘That’s it?’ he said.

			‘That’s it.’ Chloe compressed her lips.

			Tom pushed in another carrot. ‘That’s all she wrote?’

			‘Why would you do that?’ said Chloe. ‘Why would you shove in more food before talking?’ Chloe hated people who spoke with their mouth full, as well as: people who ate soup in public (‘makes you look weak’); anyone who runs like they’re being chased; people who say, ‘I won’t bore you with the details’ then do; and adults who played Minecraft. Ian learned that one the hard way. This morning it was Tom’s turn.

			‘Have some self-respect,’ muttered Chloe.

			‘Sorry,’ Tom managed through chunks of carrot. He chewed. She waited. Finally, he swallowed hard, pink of face. ‘What I said was, “Is that all she wrote?”’

			‘Well, that was worth the wait!’ said Chloe. ‘Yes, Tom. That’s all. And now she’s not bloody here. And on a day when the lift’s down, too. What’s Dave going to say?’

			Call Me Dave, who’d never once during Ian’s tenure set foot on the workers’ floors, had asked his PA to sort the lift last week. His PA had then asked Chloe to sort the lift. And so Chloe, in her infinite wisdom, had decided that they’d all draw straws to work out who would actually sort the lift. Laura had been in meetings all day on Friday. When she returned to her desk, there was a solitary inch of paper tubing to the right of her mouse mat. Chloe sent an email to inform her that she had drawn the short straw and would henceforth sort the lift.

			

			Technically, Laura could have made Tom do it. Technically, Laura was more senior than all of them; she’d certainly been there the longest.

			‘But if she will keep her head down, what does she expect?’ Chloe had told Ian. ‘Fortune favours the brave, as they say.’ She’d pointed at a mug on her desk that repeated the sentiment. Chloe wasn’t keeping her head down – Chloe was going places, she’d told Ian. Chloe was a Top Contributor on LinkedIn. Chloe began every day with an affirmation, had a ‘strong crypto currency portfolio’ and was on track to retire at fifty (so she said).

			‘So who’ll be laughing then?’ she’d asked Ian.

			‘You?’ he’d hazarded. Chloe had nodded.

			Tom may not have finished his online management training course, but he did have all manner of bold-font-titled business books on his desk, telling him how to Win Big, Win at All Costs or simply Win, Win, Win. For all Ian knew, Tom might even have read some of them. Tom wore brightly coloured socks, went out a lot and played football. Tom had great success ‘with the ladies’ (so he said). No one dared overlook Tom or Chloe. Whereas he, Ian, was ‘very much a worker bee’, as Chloe had put it. Dannii was Dannii. And Laura had just always been there. ‘Like wallpaper,’ as Chloe said. So, Laura was on lifts. Only not today, it seemed. And the lift was fast becoming a full-time job.

			

			‘Where’s the one with the glasses?’ A short man in brown trousers was now hovering by Chloe’s elbow.

			‘Excuse me?’

			‘Lift manager? Glasses?’

			‘You mean Laura?’ said Ian.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Laura doesn’t wear glasses.’ Ian broke it gently to the brown-trousered man.

			‘Doesn’t she?’ Tom and Chloe both looked surprised.

			‘No?’ Ian adjusted his own glasses a little defensively.

			‘Oh OK, well, the lift’s broken. Just thought you should know.’

			‘OK, well, thanks.’ Ian’s style was conciliatory.

			‘Was there anything else?’ Chloe’s style was ‘say one more word and die’.

			Brown-trousered man shook his head and shuffled off. Ian thought he saw a spark ignite between his slip-on shoes and the carpet tiles. ‘Never leave the house in slip-on shoes,’ his mother had always warned him, along with: ‘Don’t drag your feet,’ perhaps for this very reason. Could those shoes be a fire hazard? Ian wondered. Should he say something? But he didn’t have time to ponder long before a man from the first floor arrived reporting a ‘funky-smelling fridge’.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Sian sat cross-legged on her bed, phone propped against a pile of books, camera angled towards the sketchbook on her lap. The sketchbook lay open on a blank page. One of many. She stared, sighed, then tried, tentatively, moving the pencil over the page. The line looked stiff. Clunky. Crap.

			Sian had seen so many TikToks of people casually flipping through sketchbooks, each page filled with confident lines, bold colours and perfect compositions. She’d spent hours watching them, telling herself she could do the same – if only she had the right supplies. Or connections. Or decent A-levels. If only she felt like her work was worth showing. But when Sian looked down at her own page, all she saw was the blank unending whiteness.

			She studied herself on her phone. The soft glow of her fairy lights should make the whole scene look effortlessly ethereal (she’d followed enough #effortlesslyethereal tagged accounts to know). But the lighting was off. It made everything look flat and dull. Including her.

			The plan had been simple: film one of those casual, artsy videos, lazily sketching while soft indie music plays in the background – as though talent flowed from her fingertips. All the while looking #effortlesslyethereal. Sian could be that person, couldn’t she? If only she had the right lighting. And whose fault was it that she didn’t? Mum’s. Obviously.

			

			The recording was painful to watch. Nothing about it screamed effortless. Instead, it screamed crippling self-doubt and poor lighting. Sian deleted the video and rubbed her wrists against her jeans. Consistency was everything when it came to content, but it had been days since she’d last posted anything. Worse: her mother wasn’t responding. Sian had long been mortified by her parents but this was something else.

			What was Mum even doing anyway? What could be so important that she couldn’t order her only daughter a simple light?

			Elodie’s mum was an equine therapist with her own podcast. Jade’s worked in talent representation. But hers? Hers worked for The Man. Doing . . . something or other. Sian felt sure that if she even thought too much about what her mother did, it might actually bore her to death. And you could get bored to death. It was possible. She’d seen it online. So Sian preferred not think too much about her mother’s nine-to-five. Or rather eight-to-six usually. It was too dull. And she didn’t want to die before the weekend. She and Jade had plans. They were going to co-create content – to invest in their future careers. Possibly. Which would be more exciting than her parents’ jobs . . . She realised she was thinking about them again. Stop! Sian wondered whether there was still a chance she’d been adopted. The adoption agency had been adamant that no mistakes had been made. They seldom did, apparently. No matter what Netflix would have her believe. And so this, it seemed, was Sian’s life. Her actual life. She scratched absentmindedly at the inside of her elbows and daydreamed about her ‘real parents’.

			

			At least her dad wasn’t there much. And he’d had a vaguely impressive job back in the day. It was only in later life he’d turned a bit . . . how had Jade described him? Oh yes: ‘gammony’. Great.

			Voice note, sent 09.45am.

			‘Mum? It’s me? Did you even order the new ring light I asked for? Also, they’re saying our Just Eat account has been shut down and I’ve got Elodie coming over later. I’ve sent you like a million WhatsApps. Are you still pissed at me about the job fair? I did tell you I wasn’t going. I told you: this is a gap year. As in, it’s a year-long gap. It would be nice if you could maybe respect that? Jade’s mum says that stepping off the educational treadmill instead of sleepwalking through life is actually a really brave thing to do. Actually. And I’ve said I’ll go to Dad’s stupid thing on Friday, haven’t I? So, if you get this can you do an Amazon Prime for the light and restart Just Eat? Or if you’re really going through with this . . . charade of cruelty, can you make us tacos? Elodie’s mum says they’re really easy.’

			Then she flopped backwards onto her bed and scrolled some more, watching people with the perfect lighting live the life she was supposed to be living . . . 

			 

			‘This is the voicemail of Laura Clark. I can’t come to the phone right now, but please leave a message after the tone.’

			Beep . . . 

			‘Laura? It’s your mother. I wonder if you could get me some ice packs. Just heard a man on the radio who says something called “ice bathing” is very good for you. Anti-ageing, apparently. Whole baths of it, he goes in. Well, I can’t be doing with that, but I thought if I strapped a couple of packs either side of my face, might perk it up a bit, you know. Sue from across the road, you know Sue? Daughter took her to Morocco before you weren’t allowed to go there any more. Well, Sue’s daughter takes her to a spa every year for her birthday – isn’t that lovely? I’d like to go to a spa . . . Anyway, this year they had a massage, bottomless brunch, a sauna and a cold shower after. Hot and cold cycling they call it. Nothing to do with bicycles, apparently. We both made that mistake the first time. Sue even ordered special cycling shorts! They do plus sizes now, did you know? Oh, we did laugh. Sue is a hoot. Big, of course. Lost the run of herself in lockdown. Anyway, I know you’re busy in your “job” and I don’t like to ask . . . only we’ve got the Nordic walking lunch coming up and I like to look my best. The Co-op say they’ve sold out! Say they’ll only get more in by the end of the week if we’re scheduled a heatwave. Do you know if we’re scheduled a heatwave? In case we’re not, I thought you could add some to your online shopping list that you always have on the go and bring them round at the weekend. You’re still coming at the weekend? The garden’s looking a little shabby and I do miss Mark! Oh, and I meant to say, Sue thinks––’

			

			Second message, sent at 11.04am:

			‘Laura? It’s your mother. I got cut off. Did you cut me off? As I was saying, Sue thinks 5G might be listening. That or Siri. She’s not sure which. So, do be careful, won’t you? And the ice packs. Please. Barbara – you know Barbara – grandson sets fire to things? Well, Barbara has a special balaclava that cools your face down and swears it’s made her look ten years younger – typical Barbara! Anyway, see you Saturd––’

			

			Third message, sent 11.06am: ‘Sat-ur-day! No, not you, Alexa . . . Alexa? ALEXA! Stop!’

			 

			Ruth came round with a start. The blinds were still drawn but light was slicing through. That meant that it could be any time between the hours of 4am and 10pm. She’d become very familiar with sunrise and sunset hours in the seven weeks since giving birth. There was a baby crying. But which one? It didn’t matter, she supposed. Ruth staggered, leaky, and picked up the loudest, hoping that – this time – it would latch. The other infant looked peaceful. But she’d rather feed both now and not have to wake again in twenty minutes. If I could just get an hour’s sleep, Ruth thought. Just an hour. She’d probably be OK after an hour . . . She positioned the babies either side of her on the feeding cushion until she was clamped from both sides like a dairy cow. As they latched, she was at least rewarded with a free hand and so reached for her phone. She scrolled a few gifs from various WhatsApp groups, then read a message from Laura:

			Just a reminder that you’re doing a brilliant job! I’m so proud of you. Hope your sister’s visit went well and so pleased she’s nearer to look after you. L x

			Ruth felt a lump in her throat. As she did with most things these days. Diagnosis Murder made her weepy yesterday. And you knew you were in trouble when Dick Van Dyke did you in.

			Ruth checked that the hour was at least vaguely acceptable and pressed the small circle with her friend’s face in it. A picture of Laura, age twenty-one, somewhere outside Milan, from when they’d gone interrailing. Before either of them had digital cameras or phones. Their era of utter freedom – later ­captured and ­preserved digitally on an iPhone. Ruth loved this picture and her friend’s smile. Though she wondered whether she’d seen Laura laugh like that in a while now.

			

			The dialling tone rang out several times before Laura’s voicemail kicked in, so she texted instead.

			No, YOU’RE crying! Hope you’re OK. Are you doing tactical screening or is there a lot on at work? Lift-gate? Carrot-muncher? Home stuff? Tell everyone to fuck off from me and hope you’re having an above-average day, R x

			 

			‘This is the voicemail of Laura Clark. I can’t come to the phone right now, but please leave a message after the tone.’

			Beep . . . 

			‘Laura? Hello, this is Dr Lowe. I wonder, could you call me back? Thank you.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Derek30: Hello? Derek here. Can you hear me?

			Elaine31: We can’t ‘hear’ you – it’s a WhatsApp Group ;)

			Derek30: Anyone seen @Laura28 today?

			Stephen29: Saw her this morning, first thing. Walking the dog. But not since then

			Derek30: If you see her, tell her I need Shreddies.

			Elaine31: Everything OK @Derek30?

			Derek30: She normally drops round shopping when I need it.

			Stephen29: Aren’t you the lucky one! Concierge service ;)

			Elaine31: Just checked – Laura doesn’t seem to be on the group any more . . . ?!

			Stephen29: You sure? She wouldn’t have taken herself off, would she . . . ?

			Derek30: What about my Shreddies?

			Elaine31: I could get some from Tesco for you @Derek30?

			Derek30: Proper ones? Not own brand?

			Elaine31: They’re actually very high quality. You don’t notice the difference.

			Derek30: I notice! I will not eat cardboard. Not after last time.

			Elaine31: Fine.

			Derek30: *Thumbs up emoji*

			Stephen29: Weird about Laura, though. Might pop round . . . 

			

			Mark wrenched open the door to find a squat-looking fellow in Crocs with tiny teeth. 

			‘Hiya mate!’

			Mark looked blank.

			‘Stephen? From number 29? I do dog walking for Laura sometimes?’

			Mark had dim recollections of having seen those tiny teeth before and so nodded.

			‘You all right, mate?’

			Dog walker Stephen was not his mate: Mark was a pro golfer who had once been nominated for Sports Personality of the Year (Regional). A man raised on roast dinners and selfbelief. Dog walker Stephen had something of the agricultural labourer about him. Mark was a leading member of the kind of golf club you didn’t get into unless someone died (someone had, thus Mark’s membership). He was even on course to join the board soon. Stephen was a member of The Kennel Club; Mark could tell from the badges on his utility waistcoat. Mark wore a Rolex most days. Stephen wore zip-off trousers with pockets for dog treats. Mark drove a Mercedes. Stephen drove his neighbours to distraction by revving his leaf blower at 8am on Sundays. Stephen was not his mate.

			‘Is, err, Laura about?’ Stephen craned his neck to see past Mark into the hallway.

			‘Not at present,’ said Mark. ‘No.’

			‘Oh? Working late, is she?’ Stephen tried again.

			Mark made a noncommittal mmm sound.

			‘Some of the neighbours were just wondering. I saw her out early this morning but she hasn’t dropped round Derek’s shopping yet.’

			

			‘Derek?’

			‘At number 30?’

			Mark didn’t know half the neighbours. He left this sort of thing to Laura. This hadn’t been the calibre of street he’d imagined living on. Mark hadn’t been born to live on any road that had numbers . . . ‘Right, well, can this, err . . .’

			‘Derek?’ Stephen offered, helpfully.

			‘Yes: can this Derek manage his own comestibles for now?’

			‘We’ll take care of him. Rest assured.’

			‘I shall,’ said Mark. ‘Now if there’s nothing else . . . ?

			‘No no,’ said Stephen.

			‘I’ll leave you to your evening then,’ said Mark, forcing a smile while simultaneously closing the door.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Sian was starving. She hadn’t eaten since her shift at the coffee shop and now the fridge was bare. By bare, Sian meant that it had a jar of her dad’s Branston Pickle in it. Gross. Half a carton of cow milk. Who even drank dairy any more? An aerosol can of whipped cream. Hers. Onions. Vom . . . the beige flag of the vegetable world. Sian had read that onions shouldn’t even count as vegetables – something about a conspiracy by the Big Greengrocer industry. Too much glucose or something. Made you fat. So, what was even the point? Sian squirted whipped cream directly into her mouth as she contemplated her options.

			‘Dad?’ Sian shouted. ‘Have you seen Mum?’ She wasn’t sure anyone was in the house, but it was worth a go. She waited. Keeping entirely still. But there was no response. So, she texted.

			Seen mum?

			. . . came the response.

			God, he was slow. She could imagine him dabbing at his phone with his index finger or using his dibber. The thought made her nauseous. Her father had also got into the habit of pressing his not-insubstantial jaw into his chest when he was looking at his phone, giving him several chins.

			Finally, a message read: No.

			Great chat, Dad, thanks . . . 

			

			But there was a follow-up: Have you?

			Sian was going to reply when she heard the pad of slippers on carpeted stairs, and soon the broad-shouldered figure of her father was silhouetted in the doorway.

			Sian had thought of her father as a mountain of a man when she was little. And when it came to Dad versus door, he was still taking up most of it. But was he . . . shrinking? His hairline was definitely receding. There was more forehead than there used to be. Sian had observed that what he might be losing in height, he’d gained around the middle in recent years. What had her mother once said? When he’d asked? Which he did. Weekly. After countless denials and protestations, she’d finally replied with: ‘Well, we’re all less lean than we were in our twenties.’

			He had sulked. For days. But his appetite hadn’t waned.

			Normally, Mum would be in the kitchen at this time, taking something simmering off the hob or chopping an onion. The house always smelled of onions come 7pm. But Mum wasn’t there. This left Sian feeling unsettled. Mum was always there. Like an emotional support dog. Or horse. Elodie’s mum had been talking about those. Sian thought she could do with one after the year she’d had. While everyone else was popping corks at the park on A-level results day, Sian had been round the back of the school bins having a panic attack. Her first. And last, but still. She’d needed her mum then. And every day since then. Without her there, things felt off kilter.

			‘Any supper knocking about?’ her dad asked hopefully. ‘Anything cooking?’ He wrenched the cold oven door open, just in case.

			

			‘Nothing,’ said Sian, scratching at her wrist. Just what she needed: another eczema flare-up.

			‘Where’s Mum then?’ he said.

			Sian hated it when he called her ‘Mum’. She’s not your mum, you weirdo Oedipus freak . . . 

			‘This isn’t the spa trip, is it?’ he asked.

			Sian shrugged. Once a year, her mum went on an overnight spa trip with her university friends and left her home alone with Dad. Who was, they all agreed, useless in a domestic setting. Or any setting other than a golf course. Perhaps this was why Mum needed a spa trip . . . Sian clawed at her elbows.

			‘I don’t remember Mum mentioning anything,’ he went on. ‘But then—’ He broke off, seeming to lose confidence towards the end. 

			Her parents had never been very good at communicating.

			‘Well, the sooner you find out,’ said Sian, ‘the sooner you can get takeout if Mum’s away.’ She put the emphasis on the ‘you’ to really sell the idea.

			Her father moved away from the fridge with a spoon in one hand and a jar of pickle in the other and sat at the kitchen table.

			‘Right. Yes,’ he said, ‘I’ll do that. Just have a small nibble of something first . . .’ He took the spoon and dipped it in pickle experimentally. ‘Not bad,’ he mumbled stickily while looking through his phone’s contact list. ‘Now, what were their names again?’

			‘What?’

			‘Mum’s friends,’ he said. ‘What are their names?’

			‘I don’t know!’ said Sian. How would she know? She wasn’t a middle-aged woman. Sian stuck her head inside the fridge door so that her father couldn’t see her and had another go on the squirty cream. Swallowing, she had an idea (often the case).

			

			‘If we don’t know who to message, we could check if any of her stuff is missing?’ Her father made a point of lingering over the last lick of pickle and only when he’d finished did he give a slow nod of agreement.

			‘OK. Let’s look.’

			The odd couple traipsed upstairs to the all-beige main bedroom. Sian sat on the bed and bounced up and down a couple of times, a habit of her youth. Her father opened the stripped-pine wardrobe Mum had never liked and looked inside.

			‘So!’

			‘So,’ said Sian.

			‘Mum . . .’ said her dad. They both stared blankly at the contents of the wardrobe. ‘Old Mum-Mum. What does Mum normally wear?’

			Sian shrugged.

			‘Isn’t there . . . some sort of . . . hat?’ he hazarded.

			‘A hat?’ Sian looked at him. Adopted. Definitely: adopted.

			Her father scrunched up his face to think. Sian tried to conjure up a mental picture of her mother. She could definitely make out a Mum-shape . . . An outline. An absence, rather than anything solid. But still . . . what was that outline wearing?

			‘I’ve got it,’ said her father. ‘Trousers! Doesn’t Mum wear a lot of trousers?’

			‘Seriously?’ He wasn’t wrong exactly, but this wasn’t the Fifties: women were allowed to wear trousers. Sian felt sure she could do better than that. ‘Mum wears a lot of that shit colour she calls oatmeal, but we all know is beige . . .’

			

			‘Right,’ said Mark. ‘Wasn’t there a beige coat? Shirts, maybe?’

			Mum always ironed Dad’s shirts. And hers, for work. At least, they materialised that way in the wardrobe. Sian presumed Mum ironed them. Did she have any of her own?

			Sian began to rifle through one end of the wardrobe and found an inoffensive black jumper that wasn’t totally disgusting. She could do with another basic knit for when the evenings got cooler . . . Mum wouldn’t mind . . . would she? Sian began a discreet pile behind the door. A jacket joined it. Not completely rank. And some trousers. Laura was shorter than Sian, but the cropped look was in. Sian moved in closer for a fuller inspection. The wardrobe was roomier than she had anticipated, and Sian kept on discovering hidden treasures. It was like that book Mum read to her when she was little, with the annoying kids and the confusingly hot lion. Mmm, Aslan . . . 

			‘A dress!’ her father said, holding up a voluminous garment. ‘Have you ever seen Mum in a dress?’

			‘That’s a skirt.’

			‘But still!’ He looked misty-eyed as he smoothed the fabric down.

			Sian was nearing the end of her attention span and her patience for the task at hand. She found a collection of neatly folded T-shirts. White, boring, black, boring, beige . . . As though her mother was deliberately trying to fade into the background. Clad in basic middle-age camouflage. Sian opened another drawer to find socks. She’d have a few of those. And, what, vests? Some of them were very . . . small. Were they Sian’s from when she was little?

			

			‘Ha! Mum wore those,’ said her dad, ‘back in the day when we first met . . .’

			‘Mum wore crop tops?’

			‘All the rage back in the day. When Pierce Brosnan was still Bond . . . She was a different woman back then, of course,’ he went on. ‘So caring. Couldn’t do enough for me . . .’ he added, wistfully.

			Gross. But also . . . Sian began rifling through the colours she fancied and added these to her haul.

			‘So,’ he said.

			‘So?’

			‘What have we learned?’

			‘That Mum wore crop tops?’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘I mean, is there anything missing?’ He looked at Sian expectantly. Sian stared back. Her dad raised his eyebrows. Sian raised hers. She could go on like this.

			‘Well?’

			‘Well?’ said Sian.

			‘I thought you were looking!’

			‘I thought you might remember what your wife looked like!’ said Sian. Her dad emitted a growl of frustration and slammed the sock drawer shut.

			‘I don’t know what Mum is playing at, taking off somewhere or holing up at work – with no word! With no dinner! Man can’t survive on pickle alone!’

			He stomped downstairs with such a weighty tread that the pictures on the stairs began to rattle. Framed photographs of Dad, mainly, at various tournaments. Faded with age. And Sian’s school photos. Back when she went to school.

			

			Sian knew that her dad was best left to simmer in peace when in one of his moods. She thought she’d just squirrel away the clothes she’d liberated from Mum’s wardrobe before he noticed, so bundled up the crop tops, socks, the jumper and a jacket. She shoved them in the bottom of her wardrobe, aptly painted as it was with a reproduction of Munch’s The Scream. She’d daubed it during a(nother) particularly troubled period of her early teens. She hadn’t painted for months now. Or drawn anything. Her gap year hadn’t turned out the way she’d hoped. The whole endeavour was, in her grandmother’s word, ‘a complete failure’. As was she.

			But her room was a testament to the fact that she had once been prolific. Acrylics. Oils. Charcoals. Pen and ink. Another mural on the side of a chest of drawers Mum had bought her. It took Sian by surprise to realise quite how much she had apparently cared. Once. Before she stopped believing in anything much . . . 

			‘Bastard!’ Dad shouted from downstairs. ‘Bloody buggering BASTARD!’ There came a cloud of ever-increasing expletives, followed by an explosive: ‘SIAN?’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			His daughter didn’t answer at first. So, Mark tried again. Amidst a redoubling of the second curse-cloud, he reached for his phone and sent a message.

			Sian???

			He knew she wouldn’t be able to ignore her phone for long. He checked for an update from Laura. A response. Anything in fact. Nothing. Where was Laura? Sian’s name finally appeared.

			Dad?

			Has anyone taken the dog out?

			By anyone, he meant anyone but him.

			He sent another message, followed by a real-time narration bellowed up the stairs: THERE IS PISS EVERYWHERE!

			Sian had been desperate for a dog. But that had been when she was twelve. The allure of daily dog walking and picking up after it hadn’t been so strong since becoming a teenager. And now the dog was, at best, an inconvenience. At worst, a pain in the arse.

			Mark had thought that he wanted a dog, too. A necessary accessory to his dream of early retirement – all country walks, flat caps and pub lunches. Essentially a Guy Ritchie film, without the bloodshed. But some of his investments hadn’t paid off. There’d been unforeseen expenses in recent years and retirement would have to wait.

			

			Mark still spent most of his time at the golf course but – these days – coaching. One-on-one, high-end stuff. Individual instruction they called it. But this meant that he wasn’t at home. He was on the fairway. Or in the bar afterwards. Or networking. In all of these scenarios, dogs weren’t welcome. So, it fell to Laura to walk the dog. And feed it. And take it to the vet. And clean up after it. And . . . everything.

			Only Laura wasn’t there.

			‘Bad dog!’ Mark was bellowing as Sian entered the kitchen, slowing on the threshold to take in the miasma of dog waste.

			‘Where’s Rufus––’ said Sian, just as her foot touched the ever-expanding puddle. A whimpering sound revealed Rufus, cowering in a corner. ‘Oh gross . . .’ Sian started peeling off a sock.

			‘Get a mop, will you? I’m surrounded!’ Mark gestured to the moat of strong-smelling urine that was all around him now. ‘A mop!’ he reiterated. ‘A bloody mop!’

			‘We have a mop?’ said Sian. She looked doubtful.

			‘We must have!’ said Mark. ‘Somewhere?’ The cleaner normally handled this sort of thing. Or Laura. Or Laura and the cleaner. Who did they have now? Nice girl. Not bad looking, either. Mark hadn’t caught her name. Well, they changed. Who could remember? But still: where was the sodding mop? ‘Just find . . . something!’

			Sian couldn’t find a mop. But she could find flannels, apparently. And so, between them, they contained the pool of concentrated urine.

			‘Damn Laura . . .’ The stench of ammonia was eye-watering. Mark fantasised about life as a bachelor or with someone who wouldn’t have gone off somewhere without making supper. Someone who didn’t have a dog that pissed everywhere. Someone like Kelly from the golf club . . . 

			

			Sian dabbed ineffectually at the pee that was now covering most of the kitchen floor.

			Useless, thought Mark. Utterly useless. The dog made a pathetic mewling sound.

			‘Take the dog out, will you?’ said Mark, fearing an encore of canine expulsions.

			‘Me?’ said Sian. ‘Why don’t you do it?’

			‘I haven’t eaten!’ Hunger had triumphed over nausea and Mark needed food. Fast.

			‘I haven’t either,’ said Sian. ‘And Elodie’s coming!’

			‘Can’t you cancel Elodie? We’ve got a . . . a domestic emergency here! Your mother’s away and the kitchen’s covered in piss – I mean urine,’ Mark corrected himself.

			‘Domestic emergency?!’ said Sian. ‘God, dramatic much? Boomer . . .’

			‘I’m not a bloody Boomer!’

			‘Well, Elodie’s in an Uber! And I’m starving!’

			‘We’re all starving, Sian!’

			When you were a natural heavyweight, missing a meal was extremely uncomfortable. Hunger gnawed at him. Mark could feel his internal organs digesting themselves. He held his stomach to quell the pangs and wondered what the local corner shop sold. He could find something – a flapjack, ­perhaps? Just to tide him over. He’d do that.

			‘I’ll take the bloody dog then!’ said Mark. ‘Dog! Come!’ Rufus looked reluctant to move. ‘Dog? Now!’ Mark barrelled out of the kitchen as Rufus followed slowly, head low, tail clamped between his legs.

			

			 

			Sian checked her phone. Elodie would be there in eight minutes. The fridge was bare. And the kitchen now smelled like a urinal. Sian scrolled TikTok for inspiration but there wasn’t a post titled, ‘Your house smells like piss, your mother’s not home and you never learned to cook.’

			Her mother had tried to teach her to cook. There had been numerous occasions when Mum had attempted to rope Sian into helping with dinner.

			‘It’ll be nice!’ Mum had said. ‘We’ll do it together!’ Well, that had been the nail in the coffin. Sian didn’t want to do anything ‘together’ with her mum. There had been a time when being with her mother was all Sian wanted. Day and night. Most of her childhood, in fact.

			But then she’d grown up. It was only natural. She became a teenager. Doing things together with a parent was officially a teenager’s worst nightmare. Right up there with ‘How about a nice walk?’ or ‘We’re going to Granny’s for lunch!’ She’d seen films: she knew that this was how teenagers were supposed to be. She’d probably reconnect with her parents later down the line. Preferably in montage. Maybe when she became a parent. Urgh. Sian shuddered at the idea.

			No: Sian didn’t cook. In fact, she considered it a feminist act to eschew any attempt at domesticity. They all did. Her, Elodie, Jade.

			Mum had made Sian lay the table for years in lieu of any actual culinary support. Dad too, if she remembered rightly. Then after a row one night, Mum just . . . stopped. Stopped bothering either of them about it. Dad never cooked. Not really. Once a year he’d stand behind the barbecue and flip burgers or turn chicken thighs. He’d happily accept praise for the ‘delicious’ food but fail to mention that it was Mum who had bought the ingredients. Mum who marinated the chicken. Mum who prepared the salads, set the table and ensured that the condiments were all in check. Dad was particular about condiments. It was Mum who did everything. Her father would nod and smile – occasionally closing his eyes as though bashful of the praise being heaped upon him for his culinary prowess. But it was Mum who made it happen.

			

			Eventually, Sian realised, Mum gave up trying to make them help. Instead, Sian and her dad waited to be called from their respective rooms once food was on the table. They ate in silence, usually, then left when they’d finished. Or when she or Dad excused themselves, for some reason or other. That was how it worked. That was how it had always worked. And it did work, didn’t it? No one could be expected to eat with their family every day, could they? Sitting, chatting and laughing around a table? Like in an ad? Or an old TV show?

			Sian sometimes wondered whether her mother had absorbed too many of these. It was as though she was expecting the extended Dolmio family to turn up, night after night. She’d always make too much. Big vats of Bolognese and those little shell pasta shapes Sian liked. Or piles of jacket potatoes.

			Sian wasn’t sure who her mother thought she was catering for but there it was, every night. Did she have some phantom family members that the rest of them couldn’t see? Was she expecting a last-minute crowd? ‘Invite a friend!’ she’d always say when Sian was growing up. But Sian would rather die than inflict her family on her friends. It was different at Elodie and Jade’s. At Elodie’s, her mum – or dad (they were very modern) – would whip up something cool like Vietnamese spring rolls or a cassoulet that didn’t taste like crap.

			

			Jade’s mum would just lay out the sushi she’d picked up and they’d eat at the breakfast bar. Sian wished she had a breakfast bar. Sian didn’t even have an open-plan kitchen. Plus, her parents were mortifyingly uncool and her dad ‘didn’t trust sushi’. Or vegetarians. Or any home-cooked dinners that didn’t include potatoes, pasta or puff pastry. So that was that. Meals at Sian’s house were predictable, silent and swift.

			After they’d eaten, there would be clattering in the kitchen and the sound of the radio. When Sian came down for a bowl of cereal before bed – or just to look in the fridge – all was spotless once more. Apart from the soft hum of the dishwasher, there was no indication that a meal had ever taken place. That’s how dinner usually worked. That’s how it was supposed to work. Only not today.

			Sian ransacked the cupboards, hoping for a miracle. A magical transformation since her last look. Maybe she’d only imagined them bare. Or it had all been a prank. Was she being filmed? Was there a hidden camera? She gave her hair a quick zhuzh and arranged her face in a smile before pulling open the fridge door. But the fridge was still empty, save the onions in the bottom drawer. And what could you make with an onion?

			Sian returned to a mental image of her mother at the kitchen counter, slicing one. Sian had even painted it once. The glint of knife meeting glossy white globe happened . . . most nights. But . . . then what? What happened next? Sian had never stuck around for long enough to find out. What did her mum do with all those onions? Sian had no idea. She checked her phone again – Elodie . . . four minutes. Shit. And no Just Eat account update. Was she going to have to spend her own money? The humanity . . . 

			

			She spied Dad’s wallet – left behind on the kitchen counter ­– and summoned the strength to send one last message:

			Dad? Shall I just order you a lamb biriyani and a peshwari naan?

			This had to work. It had to. She waited. Three dots. Pulsating. Vanishing. Reappearing. Vanishing. And then: *Thumbs up emoji*. 

			Urgh, Boomer.

			But it was the response she wanted. Even if Mum came through the door in the next ten minutes, the order would be placed. The takeout would be coming. Tacos and biriyani all around. Sian for the win!

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			Ruth was supposed to be on leave. Taking a break, for the first time, in a career spanning twenty-seven years. But old habits die hard. The grooves in her brain were well worn by now, like a record. She couldn’t not think about work. Everything that happened to her, everything she saw or read or overheard, was filtered through the prism of: would this make a piece for radio? She couldn’t just shut down her internal ideas generator. It had been her livelihood for almost three decades. And she had plenty to get worked up about on so-called maternity ‘leave’. She had barely been able to leave the house for the past seven weeks, for starters. And then there was the sleep deprivation. And the crying (see: Dick Van Dyke). But times were tough, and Ruth didn’t want to be forgotten.

			‘Ideas for Val,’ she dictated into the Notes app of her phone. ‘Navigating Midlife Motherhood: Accidental Pregnancies in Your Forties and Fifties.’ She adjusted a baby over one shoulder. ‘The emotional, physical and social implications; the shock, joy, challenges etc while already dealing with other significant life changes like menopause, caring for ageing parents etc. Guest suggestions: gynaecologists, psychologists, women who’ve experienced surprise midlife pregnancies . . . just like Mama,’ she told the drooling infant on her shoulder. ‘Or: “Double the Trouble, Double the Joy (but called something better . . . ): The Realities of Raising Twins.” The unique challenges of multiples, including the physical demands, financial implications, the emotional rollercoaster. Guests to include paediatricians, experts in child development, celebrity twin mums etc.’

			

			Having twins solo, after a double prophylactic fail and a wild weekend with a super-spermed Italian half her age, hadn’t been in Ruth’s life plan. But then, how did the saying go? ‘Make plans, God laughs.’ This prompted another idea. ‘Birth Plans: realistic or total crap?’ She deleted this recording and replaced it with the more optimistic: ‘How healthcare professionals view them and what happens when things don’t go as planned.’ Ruth had plenty of ideas for this one. ‘Guests to include midwives, obstetricians, mothers with different experiences of the shitshow that is childbirth . . .’

			Ruth experienced a pinching sensation at the bridge of her nose. She was going to cry. She was still riddled with pregnancy hormones and whenever she thought about the birth, she cried. Still. Would she always? Perhaps. She’d hoped that life might carry on as normal. That she’d still be the woman she used to be. She’d hoped this right until they cut her open . . . Ruth tasted bile at the memory and thought she should probably brush her teeth and maybe shower at some point. That should help. Then she’d join the Zoom call and try to look presentable – or at least, less ‘milky’ . . . .

			There were fewer headcount jobs than there had been in the past, so competition was fierce. Budget cuts, AI and podcasts had seen to that. Ten years ago, you’d be an assistant producer, then a producer, then an editor, then an executive editor. But now, people were staying put for longer. Which meant that there was a backlog. ‘Like radio constipation,’ a younger assistant producer had said once. You could be an assistant producer for fifteen years now without a promotion. Which wasn’t the way things should work.

			

			By your late forties, you’d typically expect to be a producer or expect to be . . . frustrated. But finally, she, Ruth, had made it! She loved her job, and she was quietly good at it, too. She didn’t mind not getting the credit for a great show; if Ruth did her job well, no one should know she was there.

			There was something satisfying about a hard deadline. About being on air, on the hour, come what may. You couldn’t negotiate with the clock. It gave her an energy, every time, learning to go with her gut, working in a team, bouncing ideas around.

			Ruth had become a short-term expert on some really niche things. Like women’s pickleball, cactus enthusiasts and BBWB (boat builders with breasts). As a result, she was excellent at a pub quiz. ‘Master of zero trades, Jack of all,’ she joked. But Laura said she liked the welcome reminders of other lives lived – of whole worlds out there, beyond Mark and Sian and HR and crane hire. Ruth wished Laura was with her now. She messaged again.

			Pitch meeting in ten. Still have The Fear. Remind me I can do this?! xx

			She waited but there was no response. It didn’t look as though her previous message had been read, either. Which was odd. Still. She brushed her teeth. Everything felt a little better with a minty mouth.

			

			For daily shows like hers, there’d be a big meeting on Zoom or in person. She’d often be online in the office, pre-babies, with someone sitting next to her, also on Zoom, along with a few working remotely, all desperately pitching in ideas.

			It could still surprise her, what would make it and what wouldn’t. Socks, for example: how millennials like ankle socks, but Gen Z have them halfway up their calves. Ruth had dismissed this as nonsense, but Val had backed it when one of the younger producers said she’d rather die than wear a trainer sock. The segment went on to be shared a million times. Because it was a magazine programme, there was a constant churn and often a few handbrake turns (‘. . . and now, from UTIs to Toby Jugs . . .’).

			There were two generations in the office: people were either old or young and that had little to do with age. Of course, below the age of thirty-five, many hadn’t had the opportunities that older women had. Luxuries like homeownership or job security or children. They were also less likely to be on a permanent contract.

			Despite her age, Ruth had been one of the youngsters until recently. A card-carrying member of the old-young. The childfree. The allies.

			It felt like a betrayal to become one of them. One of the mothers. But here she was. Ruth, who had held out for the longest time. Who had sworn off the motherhood project, but then found herself up the duff age forty-six. And it had broken her. Mind, body and soul.

			Ruth pushed her hair behind her ears and forced a smile as she pressed Join call. She hadn’t sent any of the ideas emails still languishing in her Drafts folder and there had been times this morning when she wasn’t even sure she’d make it to the call.

			

			Ruth had once been the kind of woman who took her seat at the table without hesitation. She had built a career on her ability to handle pressure. And yet now, the simple act of speaking up, joining a meeting or opening the front door seemed beyond her.

			She’d tried again, yesterday, her breathing shallow, hand clutching the lock as though it might anchor her somehow. She’d read about this sort of thing. She’d even produced a show about postpartum mental health. But nothing had prepared her for how it really felt. All the research she’d done – on this as on everything – was no use in the current reality of Ruth versus door.

			What if something happened while they were out? What if she panicked in the middle of the pavement and couldn’t find her way home? What if someone saw the new, hollowed-out version of her? The woman who had once been a powerhouse and was now just . . . a mess? Ruth had backed away from the door and retreated to the living room. She prided herself on being a sociable creature, ordinarily. Comfortable living alone yet always the last woman standing at a party. But recently, she couldn’t face seeing anyone. Her damp flat with its noisy plumbing was the only place she felt entirely safe. Within its four walls, Ruth was both cocooned and stuck.

			‘Ruth?’ A voice cut through the quiet and she felt tension coil in her chest. This was what happened last week, too. And the one before that.

			‘Are you there?’ the voice from the screen asked now.

			

			It was Ruth’s turn to unmute herself and share her ideas. She tried to make eye contact with the camera but found herself scanning the rows and rows of tiny squares. She looked at the faces of her colleagues, old and new. Supportive? In general. Most of them. All women. There was a rumour there’d been a man on the show, once. He’d come in, felt overwhelmed by how many women there were, then left again. But it was probably just an urban myth. Her cursor hovered above the Unmute button but her finger refused to deploy it. This was a safe space, Ruth told herself. This was work. She could do this. She had practised her pitch, out loud, several times. She’d gone through it again just before the call, rushing to finish before baby number two woke up. She sounded rusty, she knew. But still.

			‘Ruth?’

			Her finger tapped experimentally on the mouse, too softly to make an impact but a step, surely, in the right direction.

			‘We can’t hear you. You’re still on mute?’

			In her own tiny rectangle, Ruth could see limbs flailing from the cot behind her. Her mouth went dry. She saw Val’s eyes drift to the right and knew it was all over.

			‘Well, thanks for joining us, afraid we’re out of time for today,’ said Val. ‘Just a reminder we’ve done a lot on family lately so we’re looking for more child-free stories for next time.’
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