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Chapter 1


To-do list




	Find maths tutor for Jacob


	Book appointment for HRT


	Find solution to Leo’s 2am gaming sessions – Wi-Fi timer? Cattle prod?


	Cancel direct debit for Total Pilates studio


	Order 37 pieces of cheese for PTA wine tasting


	Start DIY panelling in living room


	Return jumpsuit, leather trousers and weird bandeau thing to ASOS


	Disable online purchases after 9pm on a Friday


	Buy age 10–11 school trousers, GSCE Chemistry textbook 


	Find a baseball club for Jacob


	Reinstall Drinkaware app 


	Switch energy provider


	Buy socks (both kids)


	REMEMBER TO TAKE STUPID EXPENSIVE COLLAGEN


	Descale kettle





‘Is that kettle really still on there?’


Rose shakes her head, amused, as she glances at my phone. ‘Go on, just delete it. You know it’s never going to happen.’


‘Yes, it is,’ I say defiantly. ‘One day. I’ve already bought the descaler tablets. Not sure where I’ve put them, but still . . .’


The first time I came to hospital with Rose, I felt like a spare part. I couldn’t really work out what my role was supposed to be as we sat in the waiting room and I could only waffle on about nothing of consequence. I felt as if I should be providing words of wisdom, advice, or at least a discussion more profound than First Dates Hotel.


It took a couple of appointments before something became clear. I wasn’t there for wisdom. The waffle was the whole point. I suppose cancer is a shit topic of conversation for anyone, especially if you’re the one who’s got it. Since then, on the occasions when I’ve accompanied her for appointments with her consultant breast surgeon, or now, for radiotherapy, it’s been the same story. We’ve talked a lot about what she’s going through since her diagnosis, but quite often she prefers to stick to subjects she actively enjoys slagging off, such as my ex-husband.


‘He bought the boys what?’ she asks when I tell her about Brendan’s latest gift. 


‘A hamster,’ I reply.


‘Idiot,’ she mutters, then catches my eye. ‘Sorry, but he is.’


I’ve tried to resist becoming a stereotypical man-basher since the divorce, but Rose has no such qualms. But then, she is married to someone who considers himself the luckiest man alive to have found her – which sets the bar impossibly high. She thinks I deserve the same love and happiness that have been lavished on her; in fact, she thinks everyone does. This would make her a romantic if she wasn’t so cynical about almost everything else.


‘Doesn’t he think you’ve got enough to look after, between a full-time job, two kids and a kettle to descale?’ she adds.


‘It’ll all get a bit easier once I’ve got the PTA Wine Quiz out of the way,’ I tell her, knowing that, since we’ve been in here, I’ve probably accumulated 16 new WhatsApp messages on this very topic.


‘Well, you know my view on that. You’ve only got yourself to blame for signing up. Why would you volunteer to organise something like that?’


‘I’ve got an affliction,’ I tell her. ‘If someone asks for a helper, I can’t bear the sound of silence. My hand shoots up before I can stop it happening.’


‘You need to knock that on the head immediately. So, this hamster. What made Brendan think it was a good idea?’


‘Oh, Jacob’s been banging on forever about wanting a pet. Brendan took him for a Happy Meal on Saturday and I think he had a rush of blood to the head. He’d said he was taking him for a new toy. I was expecting some Lego.’


‘Well, that’s typical. He gets to look like Santa Claus, while you’re left to pick up shit after a rodent.’


‘If you’re attempting to wind me up about this, you’re succeeding,’ I tell her. 


‘Good. Did you point out to him that he should’ve consulted you in the first place?’


‘Of course. His response was: “At least it’s not a puppy”.’


‘Personally, I’d tell him to take it back,’ she says.


‘I don’t think it’s like returning a pair of chinos to TK Maxx. Anyway, Jacob loves the thing, so I’m just getting on with it. To be fair, I’ve never seen him so happy. He’s christened it Alan.’


‘Rose Riley?’


The nurse who calls her name is cheerful, with grey hair and large hips that would make her look like someone’s nana if it weren’t for a small tattoo on the inside of her wrist.


‘How are we today, darling? Let’s get you started, shall we?’


Rose is here for radiotherapy, which she’s been having every day for the last week and a half. The treatment doesn’t take long – she was gone less than thirty minutes last time – and as I wait in the hospital café for her, I find myself trying to work out how many years we’ve known each other. The answer turns out to be 25. Which is ridiculous . . . especially because, in my head, I’m still only 25 years old.


Time does a weird thing as you get older. When I was a teenager, there were a handful of middle-aged women that I admired: an inspiring history teacher, Alexis Carrington from Dynasty and a rebellious aunt who’d travelled around the Greek islands on a motorbike with a handsome hippie who looked like Jesus. But I never quite pictured being in my forties myself. I knew on a theoretical level that one day it would happen but it felt so far removed from reality that I couldn’t get my head around it.


I’m 47 now, which should have been enough time to get used to it. Yet, my outlook remains suspended around the time Oasis were in the charts and Tony Blair was running the country – even if the same can’t be said for my pelvic floor. It was back in the heady 1990s that Rose and I shared a house with two other BBC trainees and a landlord who – judging by how high he kept the heating on – must, with hindsight, have been running a cannabis farm in his loft. 


Even then we looked like physical opposites. I’m five foot five, average build, with blue-grey eyes, full lips and thick, brown hair that has been every style and shade under the sun over the years, but now sits just below my shoulders. Rose inherited her pale skin, fine features and long, red hair from her mother, but gets her height from her dad’s side. She’s a full five inches taller than me, with slender hips and a narrow waist, which means she never faces the constant battle I have to find jeans that fit.


I don’t know if I’m too old to have a ‘best friend’ now. The phrase feels better suited to little girls in playgrounds. But there’s no question that I love her. She’s the sister I never had; the wife I would have married had I not had the misfortune of being heterosexual. She’s my wing woman both in life and in work. For near enough the last decade we’ve both been employed by the rapidly growing UK outpost of MotionMax+, a streaming service with more than 76 million subscribers worldwide.


Throughout the whirlwind of the last couple of months – Rose’s diagnosis, then lumpectomy – she has remained resolutely positive. But as we head downstairs after her treatment session, it’s clear just how much the radiotherapy has wiped her out. She has 10 more days of this – and she already looks broken.


‘Silly question, but how are you?’ I ask. ‘Under the circumstances, I mean.’


‘Under those, I’m positively tickety-boo. Eurgh . . . sorry. I’m just exhausted. And my skin feels hideous. I was warned it might burn where I’d been treated but it’s gone all the way up to my neck,’ she winces, reaching up to the angry-looking patch.


‘Oh Rose . . . do you want to go for a coffee before I take you home?’ I ask.


‘I haven’t got the energy to even lift a cup right now. Is that all right?’


‘Course it is,’ I say, gently.


It’s just as we’re heading across the huge hospital concourse that she says something I’d been expecting long before now. 


‘I think I’m going to have to take up that offer of more time off work, aren’t I?’ she sighs.


‘Personally, I think that would be the wisest option.’


‘I’d just really wanted to try to keep some normality in the midst of this shit show,’ she says. ‘Does that make sense?’


‘It does but some things are more important, Rose. Getting better, for one thing.’


‘The timing’s awful . . .’


‘Oh seriously, who cares?’ I protest.


‘I care.’


‘I know, but this is temporary. You need to make yourself the priority now.’


Her feet come to a stop and I realise there are tears in her eyes. 


‘Oh, come here, you,’ I say, beckoning her in for the most careful of hugs, which she accepts. She squeezes me briefly, then, conscious that we’re blocking the corridor, pulls away and sniffs. We start walking again.


‘Have you spoken to HR about how long they’ll let you stay off?’


‘I’m allowed up to six months on full pay but by the time I added my holiday entitlement, it’s more. They’ll have to bring someone in to cover, which I don’t like the sound of.’


‘Why not?’


‘What if my replacement is terrible? Or – worse – really good?’


‘They won’t be as good as you. You are too hard an act to follow.’


We step outside into the first decent phone reception since we arrived and a blaze of notifications appear on my screen. One of which is a voicemail from my mother, who was picking Jacob up from school in my absence. I bypass her message – it usually takes several minutes and an update about something she’s just read in the Daily Mail before she gets to the point – and call her mobile instead.


But it’s Jacob who answers.


‘Mum!’ he gasps breathlessly. ‘You won’t believe what’s happened!’


Like all 10-year-olds, it doesn’t take much to excite him. He once called me in the middle of a Content Bundling workshop I was leading to tell me that they’d started selling a new flavour of Prime in the newsagent at the end of our road. 


‘What is it, sweetie?’


‘Alan has given birth!’


Blood drains from my face like sand from an egg timer.


‘Is this a joke?’


‘No, it’s real!’ he giggles excitedly. ‘Grandma let us in to the house and I ran over to Alan’s cage and found the hamster babies. All nine of them.’




Chapter 2


Morning all! Just a quick one to say there are only a handful of tickets left for the PTA Wine Quiz. Drop me a line to snap one up before they all go – it should be a fabulous night! Also, a quick follow-up to my earlier messages to see if there is anyone else who might be interested in a hamster? They are free to a loving home, easy to look after and very cute! Eight have been rehomed so there’s now only one left. Let me know!


I press send on my WhatsApp message and wonder if the exclamation marks are a dead giveaway for how desperate I am. It already feels like a miracle that I’ve managed to get rid of eight of them within three weeks of their birth. Apparently, if you leave hamsters together any longer than that, they start killing each other or, worse, reproducing.


Obviously, the pet shop where Alan was purchased was uninterested in our plight and, although Brendan said he was horrified and would immediately ask around to see if anyone wanted one, I haven’t heard a peep from him since. So I was forced into the hard sell to anyone with a child, touting my wares at the school gates, Scouts, work, on social media and, in one case, to my neighbour’s acupuncturist. In another life, I could have been a used-car salesman. 


Only now the end is in sight – with only a single baby currently homeless – I am completely out of ideas. I even texted my hairdresser, who responded with, No thanks Lisa and don’t try and tip me with one after I’ve done your lowlights! x


Unless I can get rid of it, I’m going to have to buy a second cage tonight after work. Which I really, really don’t want to do. Yet I’m horribly aware that, even now, they could be multiplying; every time I open the front door, I live in fear of being confronted by a scene straight out of Gremlins.


‘Why couldn’t we have just kept them?’ asks Jacob, as I straighten his school tie in the hallway.


‘Because I think 10 pets is too many, even for an animal lover like you.’


‘I’d have looked after them,’ he protests.


I kiss him on the head and push a bit of his fringe that refuses to stay down. He’s got light brown hair, the same shade as his father, but that’s where the resemblance to Brendan ends. Despite being 10, Jacob still has the same lovely squidgy cheeks that he had as a baby, and huge blue, puppyish eyes that occasionally mean he can wrap me round his little finger. But not about pets. On this, I am not changing my view.


‘When you leave 10 hamsters together for longer than a couple of weeks . . . how can I put this? Bad things happen.’


‘What sort of things?’


I wonder what I should break to him first – the cannibalism or the incest.


‘They fight, that’s all. They’re better off on their own.’


‘But that’s so sad. Everybody needs somebody, Mum,’ he says, earnestly.


‘Not everybody. And definitely not Alan. Alan is an independent woman.’ The name has stuck despite it now being clear that our hamster is very definitely female. ‘And she’s really happy that way.’


I glance at my watch and realise we’re nearly 10 minutes late thanks to my teenage son, who has yet to grace us with his presence.


‘That’s it, Leo,’ I yell up the stairs, for what must be the ninth time. ‘Unless you’re down here in 20 seconds, you’ll be walking.’


His school is two miles away. It’s raining heavily. The register will be called in 15 minutes. The likelihood of him making it in any other way than by car is zero. But this is now beyond a joke; enough is enough and he cannot be allowed to go on like this. Which is precisely what I say every morning.


‘Are we really going without him?’ Jacob asks, looking up at me anxiously.


I pull up the hood of his raincoat. 


‘I hope not,’ I whisper. ‘Because then I’ll drop you off, feel guilty and have to turn around to go and pick him up. Leo! NOW!’


He finally appears at the top of the stairs, half asleep and looking like a drunk who’s just crawled out of a nightclub. At 15 years old, my son is six foot one, athletic and handsome, which I think is true even taking maternal bias into account. He also currently has no shoes or socks on, his shirt is undone and the top button of his trousers is hanging open. The only element of his appearance that he’s attended to is his dark blond hair, which is styled to perfection. Of course it is.


‘Have you seen the time?’ I say.


He closes his eyes and inhales deeply as he heads down the stairs. 


‘Would you please stop shouting.’ He has the air of someone whose patience is being tried by an incompetent customer service operator. I feel my simmering blood rise to a slow boil. 


‘I. Was. Not. Shouting. I’m merely trying to get you out of the house without making everyone else late. I’ve got an important meeting first thing.’


‘There’s plenty of time,’ he shrugs, sitting on the bottom step and tugging on a sock in a manner so leisurely you’d think he was lying on a beach in Acapulco.


‘There isn’t!’ I say, with rising exasperation.


‘You say that every morning and I’m literally never late.’


‘That’s only because I have to drive like a maniac to make up for lost time!’


He stops and looks at me. ‘WHY are you shouting?’


‘I’M NOT.’


‘Oh, really?’


‘Well . . . NOW I am! Good God,’ I huff. ‘Just get in the car. Please.’ 


I love my eldest son more than I can express. I am often dazzled by how clever, thoughtful and fun he has the ability to be. But he’s none of these things in the mornings. If you catch him before 9am on weekdays – and early afternoon at weekends – he seems determined to forge a reputation for himself as a giant pain in the arse.


He hasn’t always been like this. He was the sweetest little boy you could hope to meet, the first to want a cuddle or a bedtime story. I thought I’d got away lightly with his teenage years at first, but then he hit 15. The transformation happened like the flick of a switch . . . or, more accurately, Godzilla rising from the deep, ready to wreak havoc on everything in his wake.


I turn Jacob around and march him out of the house to the car, clicking the lock and piling in the bags.


‘Have you put anything nice in my packed lunch?’ he asks.


‘What do you mean? You have school meals.’


‘But there’s the museum trip today,’ he reminds me. I feel a gust of breath leave me. ‘You haven’t forgotten, have you?’


‘Of course not. You jump in the back and I’ll go and get it.’


In the kitchen, I throw the first edible things I can find into a Tupperware box, before running back outside.


‘What have I got?’ Jacob asks eagerly. ‘We are allowed chocolate as a treat because it’s a special day.’


‘I had to work with what I had available,’ I say, only imagining his disappointment later when he discovers some carrot batons, last night’s prawn crackers and three cold cocktail sausages. 


I turn out of our street and head into the centre of the leafy, tree-lined suburb where we live. Roebury Village is full of big Victorian houses and has a tram stop twenty minutes from the centre of Manchester. Thanks to the botanical gardens and pretty shops, it’s always been considered a nice place; when I was growing up, it was where the kids at my school lived if their parents were lecturers, lawyers or, as in the case of one of my classmates, their dad had had a one-hit wonder in the mid-seventies which had led to a brief flirtation with fame and a lifetime of royalties. It’s a few miles from where I grew up, which was in a significantly less posh but nonetheless pleasant neighbourhood with a betting shop on the corner of our street, as opposed to the artisan bakery I’ve managed to acquire these days.


I switch on the Radio 4 headlines as they’re discussing an item about a national shortage of HRT following the ‘Davina effect’. Which is great news when I’ve only just started taking it to combat my own headaches, palpitations, raging PMS and the odd bout of insomnia. I am never sure whether this is caused by my time of life or simply the fact that there really needs to be two of me to run a career alongside our family. But I decided that if there was a tube of gel I could rub onto my arms to lessen any of these problems, I was all in.


‘Jacob, I forgot to say. I’ve got some good news about the club you wanted to join. I heard from the coach last night.’


Jacob has made a hobby out of collecting hobbies. You name it, he’s tried it over the years – football, drumming, Scouts, climbing. I told him after he’d signed up for fencing classes last year that that was it – no more. 


But he has been banging on about wanting to join a baseball team for so long now that I promised to at least look into it. Unfortunately, there aren’t that many baseball teams in the UK and it’s been nigh on impossible to get him even onto a waiting list. But it’s been worth the effort for seeing how much his little face lights up now.


‘Did you get me a place?’ he says, so delighted that I can’t help feeling a bit pleased with myself.


‘I did. You’re now a proud junior member of the Manchester Baseball Club.’


His expression falls.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘I don’t want to join that.’


‘I’m sorry . . . what?’ I say, failing to keep the exasperation out of my voice. ‘You cannot just keep chopping and changing like this. How many clubs have you joined over the years? Have you got any idea how hard it was for me to get you into this thing? There’re hardly any baseball teams in the UK.’


He blinks, looking a bit shellshocked. ‘I know but—’


‘But what? It’s not on, Jacob. Enough is enough.’


He slinks down into his seat dejected and mutters something under his breath.


‘What was that?’ I snap.


‘It was basketball I wanted,’ he whispers. ‘Not baseball.’


Leo lets out a long, derisory snort. ‘Nice one, Mum,’ he says. 




Chapter 3


I finally dispatch the kids to their respective schools then catch the tram to Salford Quays. I’m waiting at the station as a notification appears on my phone informing me that I haven’t logged my breakfast yet – the one I haven’t had time to eat – followed by another one pointing out that I have 14 incomplete tasks on my personal list and a full day of meetings ahead of me. A final ping arrives from Asana Rebel, inviting me to take a relaxing meditation. There isn’t an option that says, ‘Are you taking the piss?’, so I swipe it away and get on.


I have a phone full of apps like this. They each represent a crucial ball in the great juggling act that is my life, even if there are times when they feel more bossy than helpful. I’m not complaining about how things are, by the way – the fact that I seem to spend my life organising not merely myself but everyone around me.


This is my modus operandi; it’s how I’ve always been. Former school milk monitor. Brownies Sixer. Head girl at secondary school. I did well academically not because I’m some genius, but because I had a system. Every piece of revision was neatly filed and colour-coded, so that by the time I came to my exams, it would have been harder to fail than not. But even I have limits. And these days I have so much ‘on’ that I occasionally feel less like a well-oiled machine than a wonky shopping trolley whose wheels are threatening to come off.


I step off the tram into one of those bright, cool mornings, the kind where shards of thin sunlight bounce off the waterfront. Media City might be a couple of decades old and now home to more than a few of the BBC’s and ITV’s flagship programmes. But it still feels young and buzzy, an energy that’s in keeping with its industrious history. The site sprawls alongside the Manchester Ship Canal and is surrounded by docks that had been operating for centuries. It was through here that the city was once supplied with tea, fruit and oil, raw cotton, grain and timber. But there are no ships now. 


Instead, the old stone walls are surrounded a complex of office and residential blocks, purpose-built TV studios and state-of-the-art production centres. In the midst of all this is the UK headquarters of MotionMax+, where I work as Factual Entertainment Commissioner.


It’s my role to find new, unscripted programmes about everything from DIY to dating, alongside fly-on-the-wall documentaries and ‘social experiments’ like The One, which was our twist on the ‘hot people on a desert island’ show (every channel must have one – it’s the law). Five years ago, this division had a portfolio of nine shows a year. Now, it’s twenty-four. All of this means my job is constantly expanding, which on the one hand means I’m vastly overworked, but on the other is great because, at its heart, I love what I do.


I glance at my watch and peep through the window of Liberica coffee shop, where three baristas are behind the counter, with not much of a queue. Deciding I need a caffeine kick before my first meeting, I step inside and get a notification on my Drinkaware app asking me if I’ll commit to a wine-free day. I click on the tick and stand in line as a text arrives from my boss Andrea. 


Did you manage to arrange a meeting with Rose’s replacement?


I bristle at the description. ‘Replacement’ sounds permanent and this is only going to be for a few months.


Yes, I’m seeing her temporary stand-in this morning.


Oh good. Fill me in on how it goes, will you?


She knows as well as I do how important our working relationship is with Scheduling, the department Rose worked in before her diagnosis and subsequent leave last week. 


It is her job to create the final transmission calendar that goes out to viewers and as such her role and mine are entirely interdependent, with constructive co-operation the name of the game. But not only is her judgement impeccable, she loves the same kind of show as me: joyful, escapist, emotional watches which make viewers want to binge until it’s coming out of their ears. 


I have no idea what to expect from her understudy – who I learnt only yesterday is on a transfer from the US office. I’m about to reply to Andrea when I realise that I’m no further down the line, thanks to the fact that two baristas are busy comparing manicures, while the other is making such a meal out of his cappuccino foam you’d think it was a Turner Prize entry. There was a time in my life when I wouldn’t have said anything. When I’d have reacted to an unconvincing ‘Sorry about your wait,’ with the standard British response – i.e. waving away their apology and reassuring them all that I can see they’re absolutely rushed off their feet. 


But I’ve reached an age when, British or not, I just don’t have time for this sort of thing. 


‘Excuse me. Sorry to interrupt but is anyone available to serve?’ I ask. I am pulling my most pathetically apologetic expression, but the glance they exchange still suggests they think I’m a snotty cow. At least I’m finally served though.


Coffee in hand, I dash across the piazza, making several turns until I reach the entrance of our building and push through the revolving doors. Teddy, the security guard, is on jovial form as ever. He’s an ex-marine, even though he looks like Santa Claus and is such a big softy that it’s hard to imagine him ever killing anything other than a sausage roll.


‘Morning, Lisa, and no I don’t want a hamster,’ he says, chuckling at his own joke.


‘Ha! Are you sure, Teddy?’ I smile. ‘I bet you’d provide a very loving home.’


‘Yeah, and my wife would never speak to me again.’


If only Brendan had been so considerate. 


I take the lift up to the fourth floor. MotionMax+ has a swanky workplace by anyone’s definition, bright and mostly open-plan, with glass doors on the meeting rooms and thoughtful modern art chosen by someone who knows about this stuff. If I was being cynical I’d say it’s also designed for a company that’s conspicuous about looking after its ‘people’, hence the bowls of fresh fruit, well-stocked fridge and soothing meditation room (designed for yoga but mainly used as an extra storeroom).


My workspace sits amidst a quadrangle of desks, all of which are occupied by 8am, to my perpetual dismay. I hate being last in. It might be totally within the company’s family-
friendly policy and it means I can do the school drop-off first. But I can’t shake the idea that it makes me look like a part-timer when I’m anything but. I can’t remember the last evening I didn’t spend at home catching up on work.


‘Morning all,’ I say, taking off my coat.


Daisy looks up from her computer. She’s 25 and peach-skinned, with a dress sense that is eclectic to put it mildly. Some days she turns up looking like Molly Ringwald in Pretty in Pink – all floral fabrics and oversized glasses – on others, the look is closer to Gru from Despicable Me, in dark, tent-like ensembles. Today is a Molly day, hence the lace dress, fuzzy cardigan and DMs. 


‘Before you say anything, I can’t have a hamster.’ 


I tut and take a seat. ‘This is getting silly. You’re the second person to say that and I didn’t even ask.’ 


‘I know but I’m so easily persuaded,’ she says. ‘My landlady had an Ann Summers party the other week. Have you heard of them?’


‘Er . . . yes.’


‘She insisted my flatmate and I went. I won’t even tell you what they ended up selling me . . .’


‘I can’t help thinking I’d have better luck selling nine vibrators than nine hamsters. Just let me know if you’ve any friends who might be interested, okay? I’ve only got one left.’


‘Oh, I will,’ she says eagerly, going back to the computer she’s no doubt been burning up since arriving at 6.30am. Daisy is very keen. In that sense, she reminds me of myself at the start of my career, always willing to go the extra mile, refusing to shy away from hard work and determined to hit on the next big idea. But that’s where the comparison starts and finishes. Because, despite poor Daisy’s best efforts, she hasn’t yet come close.


‘Did you try out the air fryer recipe for fish tacos, Daisy?’ Her face brightens at the sight of Calvin, our intern, who appears from the staff kitchen dunking the bag in his mint tea up and down. He’s slightly younger than she is, very tall and slim, with light brown skin and an immaculate haircut with short dreads on top and a fade around the sides.


‘Yes and they were amazing!’ she replies. ‘The flat was a bit smelly mind, but they were almost as good as the halloumi popcorn . . .’


If ever I needed proof of how much things have changed since I was in my twenties, it’s the amount of time these two spend discussing their air fryers.


I realise they’re both broke – in Daisy’s case she’s saving up for the deposit on a flat, which is likely to take her until 2065. But I’d love one – ideally both – of them to come in one morning and tell me they went out, got drunk, shagged someone they regretted and stumbled home at six in the morning with a hangover the size of Pluto.


That doesn’t seem to be how twenty-somethings roll these days. If Daisy really wants to push the boat out, she’ll go home on a Friday night to a glass of Blossom Hill, her cat and some knitting. When I was 25, this would’ve made me tragic, but it’s somehow become entirely normal. 


But then, we used to regularly go to the pub over the road when I was at the BBC and have a half a lager with various journalists, who’d then roll back to work, presumably half-cut and primed to resume an afternoon of newsgathering. Nobody batted an eyelid.


I don’t say any of this, of course. All it would do is make me look very old. 


‘Oh, is that the time?’ I mutter, realising my meeting should have started a minute ago. I grab the coffee, my bag and laptop before heading to the stairs and taking a couple of flights up. I’m almost at the meeting room when my phone rings and I recognise the name flashing up as Jacob’s fencing coach. I silence the call when a text arrives a moment later.


Hi Lisa, my sister is about to buy a hamster from Pets R Us for her little girl’s birthday. Did you say you had some? She’s in the shop now so if you’ve got any left, can you let me know? Like now.




Chapter 4


Rose’s temporary replacement is called Zach Russo. He looks different in the flesh. When I did my homework (because obviously I did my homework), the profile picture on the US office’s ‘Leadership’ page showed a man who was dark-haired and handsome, with generous lips and high cheekbones. He gave the impression he’d been asked to cross his arms and smile by the photographer, in a bid to make him look relaxed. It had the opposite effect. 


The picture I saw was obviously taken several years ago, because now his thick, wavy hair is infused with salty grey. Also, what was not previously evident is just how tall he is – six foot three at a guess – and, how can I put this? He’s buff. Leo cringes when I use this word because he thinks I’m trying to sound ‘down with the kids’, but there isn’t a better description of his sturdy-but-lean torso, muscular shoulders and well-honed biceps.


Given he’s come direct from LA, I shouldn’t be surprised. I tend to go there once a year and you’ll never catch anyone in the US office scoffing Bacon Sizzler McCoys when they get the 3pm munchies. I suspect that, without the pre-flight spray tan and crash diet I feel compelled to go on before every visit, I’d be turned away at Customs.


In Zach Russo’s case, though his broad frame can almost certainly be attributed to genetics, it also suggests a dedication to working out that – in principle – I find unappealing. I tend to like men intellectual enough to have a squidge in their belly. The juxtaposition between Zach’s six-pack and the dad bod Brendan had during most of our marriage couldn’t be more pronounced. Nevertheless, physically, it’s impossible to look at him and not appreciate the view. 


‘Lisa Darling,’ I say, as we shake hands. ‘Sorry to be late. I had an emergency to deal with.’ 


I don’t go into further detail, even though I have a spring in my step after finding a new mummy for the last of Alan’s babies – an eight-year-old girl whose goldfish died last week (of natural causes, not neglect. I did check).


‘Zach Russo,’ he replies, distracted by something on his phone.


‘Thanks for agreeing to meet before we get into anything more formal. I thought it would be beneficial given how much we’ll be seeing of each other. I had a very good relationship with Rose Riley, who you’re standing in for. It would be great if we could foster a similar level of co-operation.’


He’s still looking at the phone, but eventually tears his eyes away.


‘I agree.’


‘Great! So have you been to the UK before?’


‘Many times.’


‘Worked for MotionMax+ long?’


‘Two years.’ 


‘And before then?’


‘ABC.’


‘Ah,’ I reply, as if I didn’t already know this. I have, in fact, approached my research to Zach Russo’s background like a rookie detective trying to solve the clues to a murder. His credentials are impressive – confusingly so. He’s over-qualified for this job, which is at least one and possibly two steps down from the position he held in the US. Also, when I quietly asked my opposite number over there about him, she was far from reassuring. 


‘He has his fans but it’s not a universally held opinion,’ she’d said. 


‘What made you decide to move this side of the Pond?’ I ask, noticing that his leg is tapping up and down impatiently. ‘We don’t get as much sun here as in LA. I hope someone’s warned you that—’


‘Sorry, I need to wrap this up by 9.30,’ he says.


This meeting was supposed to be for an hour. He’s looking at his watch now. It’s expensive, the sort of thing advertised in the pages of Sunday supplements, aimed at overpaid executives who once dreamt of being James Bond, but had to make do with a career in accountancy. ‘I read your email so shall we just cut to the chase?’


He’s clearly bored already and I haven’t even started.


‘That’s fine,’ I say curtly. ‘I’m busy too.’


I can’t help feeling that this is very unlike any greeting I usually encountered at the American office, where they’re all open arms, brilliant white smiles and, ‘Heeey Lisa, how’s it hanging?’ 


‘As I said in my email, I thought it would be useful ahead of the meeting next week to bring you up to speed on those projects that are furthest along. One in particular – Our Girl In Milan – is ready to be green-lit. Rose was involved in the development all the way along and she was fully on board.’


His eyes pinch at the sides. ‘Yes. I read about that one.’


The monthly content planning meeting is when my department updates internal stakeholders on our current projects, so they can have their input. The dream scenario is that everyone around the table is happy, give or take a few suggestions, meaning we can see it all the way through from development to screen.


It rarely happens like that. Questions are asked, objections raised, further work requested, all of which is part of the process. Yet there have been extreme but by no means unheard of cases when someone has put a spanner in the works when it’s literally days from the start of production. It’s a risk with every project. But if Rose were still here, Our Girl in Milan would be getting the green light next week, so the last thing I want is her stand-in getting any ideas. 


‘As you read in my email, the concept will follow a young British model all the way from her discovery as an unknown teenager – where viewers will see her plucked from obscurity on the street – to her first runway show in Italy.’


‘Hmm. I read that.’


‘We’re billing it as perfect for fans of Emily in Paris and—’


‘That was dramedy.’ 


‘Exactly the point,’ I say. ‘There’s a gap in Factual Entertainment. The tone will be fun and colourful. It is a great financial proposition and has excellent long-term prospects. We’re the perfect home for it. Everyone thinks so. Two other streaming services were chomping at the bit for this.’


‘Huh,’ he says, ponderously. Then he puts his elbows on the desk and presses his forefingers together, drawing attention to his muscular forearms, which flex when he releases them, and sits back in his chair.


‘Let me rewind just a moment,’ he says. ‘Is the purpose of this meeting for you to illicit some kind of guarantee that I’ll nod this through next week, no questions asked?’ 


Frankly, that would be ideal. Not that I can say it out loud.


‘I wouldn’t expect you to do that, obviously,’ I laugh lightly, as warmth spreads to the tips of my ears.


‘Okay, good,’ he says, nodding. ‘Because if I do have concerns, I obviously need to voice them.’


I feel my spine tighten. ‘Well, obviously. I was simply asking you to bear in mind that this particular project is . . . well, it’s really far along,’ I say, hoping to emphasise what a massive pain in the arse, not to mention waste of money and time, we’d face in the event of major problems now. ‘It would make life very difficult for all concerned at this stage if—’


‘But it hasn’t yet been green-lit?’


‘Well, no.’


‘Then it’s still all to play for. And I might as well tell you: I do have concerns.’


My expression darkens. I strongly suspect his only genuine ‘concern’ is that I’ve had the audacity to approach him privately about this. But what was I supposed to do? Allow him to sweep in at the last minute and smash up my sandcastle?


‘I see,’ I say, gritting my teeth. ‘Well, I hope you realise, I was not suggesting anything other than . . . pragmatism.’


‘Right,’ he drawls, but it’s not the kind of ‘right’ that suggests he’s buying this. ‘I can understand why you wouldn’t want any nasty surprises at the content planning meeting. Equally, I’m not pushing this through just because it’d be inconvenient for you. Assuming that’s what you’re asking me to do?’


Heat blooms on my chest. Fucking perimenopause. 


‘I don’t believe I said that,’ I say, coolly. At some point, we seem to have become engaged in a staring contest, one I’m determined to win. ‘I simply wanted to give you the opportunity to see what I’m working on – the projects Rose was involved in – so that you have a chance to . . . take it all in before we’re in front of a wider audience.’


He looks me directly in the eye, apparently equally determined. ‘Consider it taken in.’


‘Look. Mr Russo—’


‘My name’s Zach,’ he says. ‘I think we can use first names if we’re going to be working together, don’t you? Unless you’d prefer Ms Darling?’


‘Lisa’s fine,’ I say with a wave of dread. Do I really have to work with this guy? Even for six months? I don’t like him. At all. I want Rose back.


He crosses his arms and looks down at his phone again as I register how he smells. The aftershave isn’t overpowering. In fact, I don’t even know if it is aftershave. I can’t put my finger on any of the top notes beyond saying that it’s masculine and soft all at once. I look away briefly and when I glance back, he’s standing up and putting his jacket on.


‘I gotta cut this short, I’m afraid,’ he says. This isn’t just short, this is ridiculous.


‘But I haven’t told you about—’ 


‘I know. I apologise. I did read your email . . . with interest,’ he says, heading towards the door. As he’s about to leave, he turns around. ‘I’m sorry if you were hoping for a yes man, Lisa. But I’m not one of them.’


‘Clearly not,’ I reply, with a saccharine smile, deciding I’ll move my drink-free night to tomorrow instead.




Chapter 5


He’s an arsehole. I am counting the days until you’re back. Honestly, he’s going to be very unpopular around here x


I press send on my text as I march across the building towards the lift. 


Rose responds immediately.


Does nobody like him then? Not that I’m feeling insecure (much!) 


Nobody. You have NOTHING to worry about around here 


The lift doors open and I step inside. As I turn and press the button, I spot Zach Russo on the opposite side of the office holding court with several members of senior management, among whom is my boss Andrea. She’s in her early sixties, with a neat figure and dress sense like that of a Tory politician. Today, she’s in a tailored pencil suit, silk scarf knotted at the side of her throat, while her feathered blond bob has the kind of fibreglass lustre that can only be achieved with a lot of hairspray. I have no idea what they are discussing, but at one point they all throw back their heads in an explosion of raucous laughter.


The doors are closing when Zach, apparently possessed of a sixth sense, glances up and catches me looking at him. From all the way across the room, we lock eyes. A bolt of adrenalin causes heat to prickle under my arms, yet I’m frozen, a rabbit in headlights. I’m about to look away when I see the corner of his mouth turn up. It’s an almost imperceptible gesture, but if I didn’t know better I’d say it was a smile.


The lift closes.


As it descends, I exhale, feeling so overheated that I have to sniff my blouse to ensure I’m not too fragrant, before pulling myself together to focus on my next meeting. I barely have a gap between them. I don’t know when I’m supposed to go to the loo exactly, let alone eat lunch.


When I was a trainee in the BBC Drama department, there was a certain mystique around the senior executives and what exactly happened when they disappeared into a conference room. I imagined a hotbed of creativity, of fiery debate, of women with heels and swishy hair flinging around ideas and quips as sharp as their suits. Basically, I imagined a scene from Ally McBeal.


What I discovered when I was senior enough to be invited into those same meetings was that I hadn’t been missing much. No offence to my colleagues, but the world seems to have gone meetings mad, or MotionMax+ has at the very least. Nobody can order new paperclips around here without having a Zoom about it. 


The rest of the afternoon is taken up with a finance update that drags on for so long that I’m forced to break it up with a few pelvic floor exercises, followed by two further appointments with companies pitching new ideas for what they hope will be the next big TV hit. The first one wasn’t bad, certainly worthy of a second look, though the second – for a celebrity pigeon-racing show featuring Boris Johnson, Geri Halliwell and somebody who used to be in a boy band (none of whom had confirmed) – didn’t set anyone’s heart alight.


It’s 3.45pm before I get to eat the now soggy Pret sandwich I’d bought for lunch, hunched over my desk as I simultaneously correspond with the fencing coach about a convenient time to come and collect the hamster.


‘How was McDreamy?’ Daisy grins, plonking down at her desk opposite, with a glint behind her glasses.


‘Who?’ I ask.


‘McDreamy,’ she repeats, as if this should mean something to me. ‘Don’t you think the new guy in Scheduling looks like Patrick Dempsey in Grey’s Anatomy?’


‘I’ve never seen Grey’s Anatomy,’ I tell her, though you’d think from the way she gasps afterwards that I’ve just told her I’ve never eaten solid food. 


‘You don’t know what you’re missing! I’ve watched all 19 seasons. You need to get right onto it, Lisa.’


‘Daisy,’ I say, patiently. ‘I don’t have time to watch 19 minutes of anything, let alone seasons.’


‘Right,’ she says, not really listening. ‘He’s very handsome, don’t you think?’


‘He’s old enough to be your dad.’


‘He is not!’ she protests before her eyebrows knit together as she rethinks the statement. ‘Hmm. Maybe you’re right. What about you then? You’re not past it, Lisa, despite what you’ve said. Surely you could make an exception?’


I choke on a piece of crust. ‘I don’t think I ever used the term “past it”.’


‘Well, good,’ she says, emphatically. ‘Because you’re still pretty. I hope I look like you when I’m 50.’


‘I’m 47.’ 


‘Oh, you know what I mean,’ she says, dismissively, as if they amount to the same thing. 




Chapter 6


I grew up in the 1980s, the era of strong female icons such as Madonna, Martina Navratilova and Margot Kidder’s Lois Lane. So I’ve never particularly suffered from imposter syndrome and never thought I didn’t deserve a successful career because I wasn’t as clever or capable as any of the men I worked with. There is one intellectual challenge, however, that is guaranteed to fill me with existential self-doubt . . . 


‘What on earth is a Carroll Diagram?’ I huff, clicking on the latest maths homework that’s been set for my 10-year-old on the dreaded See Saw app.


It doesn’t help that I’ve only just been able to sit down after spending half an hour cajoling Jacob to get off the game he was playing, trying to throw together his swimming kit for the following day and flogging several more PTA Wine Quiz tickets via WhatsApp. ‘That didn’t even exist when I was at school. Who was it who changed maths and why? What was wrong with how it was?’
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