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1

THEN

November 2021

Dom paused in front of the door of our new home to sweep me up into his arms and carry me across the threshold like a bride – although I was wriggling around so hard he couldn’t keep me in his arms for long. I’d taken off my shoes, and he was somehow carrying those, too. It was just how I’d imagined it would be. Click. Picture perfect. 

Two years ago now.

‘We’ll have to paint this,’ he said, putting me down and gesturing at the smart but dull magnolia hallway wallpaper. ‘Maybe some kind of sage green?’

‘Like Scatterbox brand colours, you mean?’ I swatted him away jokingly. ‘Do you ever think about anything else?’

Scatterbox was the newish tech company we were building together and it was doing really well; it was the reason we could afford the move. (That and Dom’s parents’ little cash injection.)

He laughed. ‘I just like that colour! And I want to go full Alan Titchmarsh. Prune the garden, paint everything, put up pictures, get a birdfeeder even … Thank god we’re not in studentsville any more.’

I couldn’t believe it either. Dom and I were finally moving into our dream house in Brockley in south London after three years in a dingy one-bed flat in a Homerton tower block. This little house was perfect for us. The previous owners had recently renovated, but then they got pregnant with their second child and wanted to move quickly. We got a good deal because they were in such a rush. We loved what they had done with it. It had grey stone herringbone bricks on the patio, a gorgeous navy-coloured kitchen, a garden big enough to have a few friends round for a barbecue, two spacious bedrooms and two good-sized bathrooms. No more going down in a shabby lift every time we wanted to get a parcel. No more hefting fold-out chairs from under the bed every time we wanted to have someone round for dinner at our tiny kitchen table. No more hostile flats either side, no more loud students or police sirens every five minutes. Now, our neighbours were young couples with kids roaming around on miniature bikes, on our very own street. It screamed ‘early thirties’, and we were proud. I posted a selfie of us on Instagram with our keys, with the key emoji.

‘Think of all the thigh muscles I’m going to get now that I will go up actual stairs,’ I said.

‘There’s so much space,’ Dom replied, smiling, opening his arms wide and then folding me into his arms again.

There was a knock at the door, and a delivery driver handed over a long, flat parcel. When I ripped it open, a note fluttered out:


You know what they say: couples who plan together, stay together ;)

Happy housewarming, you two!

Pen x

PS – I’ve filled in a few already



Inside the parcel was a wall calendar with beautiful abstract paintings of seascapes and a page per month for the next three years. Some of the dates had already been scrawled on in black marker: International Women’s Day, Veganuary, Annual seaside trip, Pen’s birthday! (V important day). 

I laughed and showed it to Dom, who unearthed some old Blu Tack from a box in his man drawer and stuck it up on the kitchen wall. Our first piece of ‘art’ in our new home. It was perfect, and I felt that warm sensation in my belly of feeling understood by a close friend.

We couldn’t face unpacking our kitchen boxes just yet, so we ordered a delicious eighteen-inch pepperoni pizza and ate it on the floor. The house was cold, and we hadn’t figured out the heating system, but we didn’t care. We had a cosy mattress on the floor in our bedroom, and we cuddled like penguins in our new linen sheets, our feet interlocking. We were just so happy to be together, embracing a new chapter after so many years as a couple. Everything was exactly as it should be.

The next morning, stretched out in the newly cleaned porcelain bath (we’d only had a drippy shower caked in limescale in the old flat), I checked my phone, and amidst all the nice texts from friends congratulating me on being a new home-owner, there was an email from a recruiter, via LinkedIn. It caught my eye. The subject line was: How does New York sound to you? Scatterbox was thriving, and therefore I usually had people emailing me to apply for jobs at my company, not the other way round. This message felt like a blast from the past; the first approach I’d had for ages from the world of my previous career, as a magazine writer.


From: Hassan <Hassan@Recruiters4you.co.uk>

To: Willow <willowjones@hotmail.com>

Hi there Willow,

We’ve been reading through a lot of the work that is available on your website, and we think you could be the ideal candidate for a new role fresh on the market, which we are looking to place quickly. Elaine Jefferson put a good word in for you.

We can’t give too many details yet, but we can say that it is for a big New York-based publication, a globally iconic brand, and the salary would be very competitive. The relocation would be supported by the company (i.e. accommodation and visa sponsorship).

If you’d like to hear more, please do email or call me asap.

Regards,

Hassan



I was surprised to have received it. My weekly copywriting for the Scatterbox website was hardly in-depth investigative journalism. For a split second, I allowed my imagination to wander. New York! A ‘globally iconic brand’. The New Yorker? Forbes? The New York Times? 

I thought of the trip Carla and I had been on to New York to celebrate my twenty-seventh birthday. The huge breakfasts, the smell of pretzels on the sidewalk. Bagelsmith for hot coffee and eggs ‘sunny side up’. Toasted bagels with lox and cream cheese. The good-looking bald man who worked there. The choice of different bagels: plain, everything, poppy seed, blueberry, cinnamon, sesame, cheddar. Roaming around Whole Foods, spotting an actor from The (American) Office. Evenings out at Carnegie Hall. Walks along the waterfront at Domino Park. Cocktails on rooftops. Ice cream in little tubs on the walk home with the orange sun low in the sky. One of my favourite cities in the world.

I burst the bubble quickly and shook the thoughts away. It was a silly daydream. It couldn’t happen now. I already had the life I wanted, the one I’d worked for. I was a co-founder now. Everything was slotting into place. 

I deleted the email. Whoosh. Into the little bin in the corner of my screen.

I had just moved into my dream house with Dom.

He wanted to paint the walls sage green.

We’d finally got our dream sofa from Loaf.

I’d bought a doormat on Etsy that said welcome home.

This was my path.




2

CUT TO NOW

Dom walks into the kitchen, suited and booted for an important investor meeting. I have made him scrambled eggs with a dash of butter and milk, just how he likes it. Usually, he is up and out by six a.m., but he lay in a little longer today.

‘All right, Britney?’ I say, nodding at his Bluetooth headset – although my aunt Carla would say it’s actually Kylie Minogue who started the headset mic trend first. Dom’s so busy building our company to the next level that he hardly takes it out these days.

‘I’m knackered.’ He sighs. No time to laugh. ‘I was up ’til two a.m. talking to Australia.’

He is quickly eating forkfuls of egg out of the pan. No time for toast or even a plate. He catches a bit of rogue egg with his hand. He barely has time to chew and swallow.

It’s crunch time at the moment; he’s raising more investment for Scatterbox. It’s been three years now since we clicked ‘live’ on the website, when we were cooped up in our tiny flat during the pandemic. Dom came up with the idea, and I came up with the name, slogans, and key messaging. We roped in a couple of Dom’s uni friends too: Chad to do all the coding and Danny to set up our accounting software on Xero. I’d been a freelance journalist for a long time at that point and was itching for a new challenge. Dom had been furloughed from his trend forecast job at an agency and used his knowledge and spare time to find a gap in the market. He’d realized that online shopping had become a chore. The overwhelming number of choices was making people anxious, and being targeted by constant ads made any online searching feel like a battlefield. But consumers still needed that dopamine boost of discovering the perfect item and having it arrive after just a few clicks. 

On the Scatterbox app, you insert your age, size, and hobbies, and we send you or a friend a box of stuff suited to you for a monthly fee. Books, clothes, activities, tickets. It’s astonishing how well the algorithm matches people’s tastes and interests. Your ‘mystery’ box is full of all the things you’ll absolutely love. It’s like your Discover Weekly playlist on Spotify on a good day, where all the songs are perfect for you. In our five-star website reviews, people say it’s ‘creepy in a good way’. Our current tag line is: Scatterbox knows you better than you know yourself. These days, we’re inundated with brands wanting in on the action, ever since a pair of handwarmer gloves went viral, sending the company’s share price rocketing.

Dom walks around the house, tense in his straight-legged black trousers and box-fresh leather shoes, like an Action Man doll with limbs that don’t bend properly. He smooths his gelled hair and checks it in the mirrored kitchen cabinet, and turns to leave. He has doused himself in aftershave. That scent was the first thing I noticed about him when we first met ten years ago – not on a dating app, despite the fact I had active profiles on five of them, but at the summer barbecue my friend Alice was hosting with her partner, Luke. It felt so chic and old-school – the Millennial equivalent of meeting at ‘a dance’, while everyone else was swiping and clicking. He was drinking a cold bottle of Corona, then walked right up to me and started a conversation about films he loved. He was confident, normal, open.

Today, though, he has heavy bags under his eyes, red cheeks, and I feel a rush of sympathy for him. He’s been working so hard. For us.

‘Shall I make you a coffee in a flask before you go?’

‘Thanks but am already late,’ he says, looking at his watch.

‘What’s the dress code for tonight again?’

‘Smart. I’m going to change into a nicer suit at the office.’

‘Maybe I’ll wear my French Connection black dress?’

‘Yeah, great. Sounds lovely.’ He gives me a little peck on the cheek. Scatterbox is up for a marketing award tonight, and we’re attending the ceremony in central London.

‘Gotta run. See you later, Wizz.’ His nickname for me. He ruffles my hair and gives me another kiss.

‘Good luck in the meetings.’

Dom used to invite me to all the meetings, but I never really enjoyed them anyway, so now I leave him to it – he is the front-of-house businessman, and I like being behind the scenes, working from home and barely going into the office these days, even though I do have a desk there. Dom is good in the limelight; I am not. I’m chief copywriter, in charge of branding and pitch decks. Now that Scatterbox has become genuinely popular, it’s changed our lives, and we’re working towards being bought out. Life at home is good. We have everything we need: we’ve upped our interiors game, making our Brockley abode totally perfect, splashing out on Farrow & Ball. And, last year, we went on the holiday of a lifetime: a trip to Sorrento, where we drank limoncello, overlooking the beautiful blue coast. 

If only my past self, desperately filling in dating profiles and writing a WordPress blog, knew this is how I’d end up, she’d be so relieved. House, boyfriend, job, success. 

Tick, tick, tick, tick.

Relief, relief, relief.

Dom picks up another call on his Bluetooth, gives me a last wave, and leaves the house. The front door slams, and I go upstairs into our bedroom to get an outfit ready for tonight’s awards ceremony. I go over to my wardrobe and open it; my hand brushes over the thick material of the silver dress that I wore to my thirtieth birthday party and the short lemon dress I wore to Dom’s second cousin’s wedding seven years ago. I finger the slinky gold body-con I bought for Pen’s thirtieth, which now looks tiny on the hanger. I briefly consider a zebra-patterned tunic I wore to a work event in Amsterdam, but in the end, I pull out the black French Connection midi I had in mind: a baggy sheath. 

I rummage around under the bed for a pair of shoes, find a pair of old, black wedge espadrilles. And then something catches my eye: a box labelled festival gear. I know it contains nothing useful: glittery make-up, costume jewellery, ancient heels, mad hats. Nevertheless, I open the dusty lid and pull out a big multicoloured sequinned cape and smile. Pen and I bought matching ones for Bestival on the Isle of Wight and wore them at Glastonbury, too. They got splashed with camp stove noodles and G&T tinnies, and they picked up as much mud as our wellies. But we refused to take them off, our sequinned capes blew like flags in the wind as we sang on strangers’ shoulders. All that laughter and wild abandon. Our voices hoarse from all the singing.

All of that feels so far away now. I run my fingers over the fabric of the cape, try on one of the hats and strike a pose in the mirror. I’m smiling, but there’s a cold sore forming at the corner of my mouth, a little hollow ache in my chest. When Dom and I agreed we’d focus first on building our business, then on moving house, then hopefully on growing a family, I felt so ready to say goodbye to that chapter of my life. Who has time for festivals and fancy dress? I was excited to leave our old student digs behind – the hangovers, the slugs in the kitchen, the horrible leather sofas – and become a proper person who went out for cosy Sunday roasts in pubs instead of downing tequilas ’til dawn. 

For a wild moment, I imagine turning up to the awards in a glittery cape, even though I know it would draw attention that I don’t want and probably embarrass Dom. Nothing much in my wardrobe fits me now; I’ve put on weight since working with the team on these recent pitch decks, consuming pizza, red wine, cheese, and chocolate as we work long into the night. I don’t exactly mind the little round belly that wasn’t there before, but it’s certainly a reminder that my otherwise perfect lifestyle is making me tired and bloated.

I dial Carla’s number and cram my phone between my ear and neck while I replace the hat and cape in their box. My fifty-five-year-old aunt. She calls me her daughter-niece.

‘Hi, darling.’

‘What are you up to?’ I ask.

‘Just having a cup of tea. I’m … bath!’ she says, in her usual jolly way.

The line crackles slightly.

‘You’re having a bath?’

‘No, I’m in BATH!’

‘Oh! What are you doing there?’

‘Exploring. With my friend Marta. Do you remember Marta? She remembers you. Says you peed yourself at her house once. When you were little, obviously. We went to the Jane Austen Centre yesterday. She reminds me of you.’

‘Who does?’

‘JANE does! Remember when I bought you that big quill from Daunt years ago? You loved that. You kept getting ink on the kitchen table and thought I’d be angry, but I didn’t care! I just loved to see you scribbling away.’

‘How was it?’ I ask.

‘Charming but overpriced. We went on a tour around a room full of pictures, and the guide kept saying “although sources say it’s Jane Austen, it might not be Jane”, and I thought, I’ve just paid money to look at random pictures of women who might not even be Jane Austen!’ She starts laughing. ‘Anyway, what are you up to, sweetheart?’

‘I’m about to try on some dresses for the awards thing tonight.’

‘Oh yes! Start-Up of the Year. Congratulations!’

‘We haven’t won it yet! There are six of us shortlisted.’

‘Wonderful!’

‘I feel bloated.’

‘Oh, you’ve no doubt reached the luteal phase of your monthly cycle.’

A very Carla comment. She is very into moons, patterns, and cycles.

‘I’m sure you will get through it just fine. I’ll rub my lucky gold Buddha for you and do a prayer when I light my candles tonight.’

‘Award ceremonies are kind of weird though, aren’t they? The other day, I used a loo in King’s Cross that won “loo of the year” and thought it was a bit sad: the idea of grown adults dressing up in their finery and having a three-course meal to celebrate “Britain’s best loos”.’

Carla laughs. ‘But this isn’t best loos, darling. This is best start-up. Do you know anyone else who’ll be there?’

‘Alice and Luke are going.’

‘Oh, lovely, lovely Alice! She’ll look after you. I’m very proud of you, Willow. I saw an advert for Scatterbox yesterday in Waitrose Food Magazine! Marta also saw it and sent a pic of it to me. I couldn’t believe it. Felt so proud.’

I feel a fizz of excitement. I wrote that copy, and now everyone who shops at Waitrose is reading it. ‘Yes, it’s all very exciting. Dom’s leading the charge, really – he’s super busy at the moment.’

‘Sounds like you are, too, Willow. Scatterbox was half your idea, remember. Go and own it. And have FUN, you silly goose!’

I hang up and then pull the billowy black French Connection dress off its hanger and slip it on, looking critically at myself in the mirror. Who cares what I look like anyway. I realize that it’s hard for women to undo decades of societal conditioning to do with their bodies, but I can’t shift the feeling of discomfort. On paper, there’s nothing to feel bad about. 

I shake my thoughts away, put my normal clothes back on, and go downstairs to hoover the house.

That evening, I walk confidently towards the entrance of The Bloomsbury Ballroom, which is framed by a beautiful pair of doors made of wrought iron and stained glass. The ballroom is a 1920s Art Deco building in Bloomsbury Square designed for big parties, conferences, and corporate events. My bright red hair is tied up, showing little gold hoop earrings that Carla bought me for my birthday last year. I forgot to shave, and the stubble is rubbing against the material under my armpits, but even that can’t dent my excitement. 

I walk up the steps, and one of the straps on my espadrille shoe snaps – pings clean off. My sultry entrance has turned into a hobble. I can hardly walk.

‘Noo! You OK?’ Alice says, noticing me and coming over quickly. We arranged to meet in the lobby at six, and she is on time, as usual. Alice is always very punctual, the type of organized person who brings A4 sheets in plastic wallets to airports. On group holidays, while we’d all get drunk before the flight, she would make sure we all got to the gate on time. At uni, she was the only one who actually made sure our recycling was put in a separate bin, etc.

‘Hi! I’m fine, I’m fine,’ I say. ‘One sec.’ I get down on the floor and try to tie the strap in a knot. I’m sweating. I feel very hot suddenly. It’s been a while since I’ve left the house.

Alice has a mass of curly hair and a nose-piercing and wears a crisp, perfectly ironed shirt with heeled suede boots. Her husband, Luke, is chatting to Dom a few yards away, and I can see that he is wearing an equally crisp shirt that matches Alice’s. I realize that their company logo is stitched onto the shirts’ pockets: a keyhole with a road stretching away behind it. Mystery Road is an online retailer for branded merchandise: they sell tote bags, pencil cases, and T-shirts for most of the top YouTubers and TikTokers in the country. Launching your debut merch collection with Mystery Road is like an Internet badge of having ‘made it’. Even though they’re probably our main rival for the Start-Up of the Year award, I love Alice and Luke. After all, Alice is one of my best friends; I’ve known her since university, and quickly introduced her to my other best friends, Pen and Lola. We’ve all been inseparable ever since. Alice has been there for me in such tricky situations and held my hair back one too many times after a big night out. The amount of times she’s put me in a taxi and refused to accept payment. A truly good, loyal egg.

‘All OK?’ Dom says, coming over and putting a hand on my shoulder. ‘Maybe you need to buy some new shoes, Wizz.’

I stand up, the strap finally tight again, and give Dom a kiss hello. But before I can chat to him about his day at work, a woman with a clipboard waves him and Luke over to get mic’d up for some promo video stuff. Off he goes.

‘You must feel so thrilled about all of this! You guys have worked so hard,’ Alice says.

‘You too! But, you know, I think we could do with a holiday soon,’ I say wryly, but it’s true. It’s showing on my dehydrated face and how achy my muscles are.

‘Nights like this make it feel all worth it, though,’ Alice says, as a man in a suit bearing a gold platter of drinks glides over to us.

‘Ladies – care for some Champagne?’

‘Yes, please,’ I say, taking a glass.

‘Not for me, thanks,’ Alice says, smiling.

I feel guilty that I haven’t already asked how she’s coping. ‘How are you doing?’ I ask, my hand on her arm.

‘I’m getting there. Still feel very flat a lot of the time,’ she says. ‘But we’re going to try again. The doctor said it’s totally normal for this to happen before a twelve-week scan, but still, it’s been rough.’

‘I bet. I’m so sorry. You’re doing so well.’ I put my arm around her, then distract her by asking about work.

Luke and Dom appear again, returning from the bar with more drinks.

‘Where are your other founders tonight?’ Luke asks Dom. ‘Apart from Willow of course.’

‘In New York, mate,’ Dom says, sipping his pint. ‘There’s loads to do out there, so they can’t make it tonight.’

Alice and Luke bump into an old friend and start chatting, and Dom is tapped on the shoulder by another woman with a clipboard, who beckons him to the corner for another photo op. 

A tall man standing next to me tries to make polite conversation, noticing I’m a lemon. ‘Are you nominated for something tonight?’ he asks.

‘Scatterbox. Start-Up of the Year,’ I say, taking a sip of Champagne. ‘Even though we’re three years old now. Still technically a start-up, I guess.’

‘No way! Me and my wife love Scatterbox. What is it that you do there?’

‘I write all the copy,’ I say proudly.

‘Oh cool. Is that the endgame, or is the plan to eventually become, like, a “proper” writer?’ He winks.

‘Oh, well, I used to be—’

‘Sorry, that’s my colleague waving over there. I think I’m needed. Excuse me. Good luck!’

Why didn’t I just say I was a Scatterbox co-founder?

Why am I annoyed that I didn’t have time to tell him that I did actually used to write for magazines once upon a time?

Dom appears, and I hold hands with him on the way to our table, but it slips out whenever he greets someone he knows – and he seems to know practically everyone at the event. He really is good at this stuff. Mingling, handshaking, laughing, calling everyone ‘mate’. For the second time today, I’m thankful I decided to stay behind the scenes. The occasional flash of limelight is fun – like tonight’s event. But I haven’t been invited to pose for a photo on the purple carpet, and that’s fine by me.

We take our seats at a big, round table draped in a white tablecloth, with elaborate lilies in the centre. The menu is printed with the orange logo of Veep Cars, the official sponsor of the event. The lights overhead are multicoloured, flashing blue, red, purple, and there is loud background music playing, an aggressive club tune from the Nineties: ‘Kernkraft 400’ by Zombie Nation. The lights and music are incongruous with the elegant Art Deco setting, but it’s working: there’s a definite buzz of excitement filling the room. 

The music reaches a loud crescendo, and our awards host appears. She’s a blonde TV presenter with a pixie crop, whom I vaguely recognize from a daytime TV show, and she opens with a spiel about the importance of innovation and creativity in a thriving economy, blah blah blah. They start with the smaller categories: Best Business Podcast. Best Business Strategy. Best Business PR. 

I try to focus, but it’s taking forever to get through them, and my mind wanders as winner after winner gets up on stage to deliver a speech about not expecting to win, how grateful they are to their customers. Many of them thank their mum or their nan. I ask for a large white wine when a waitress in a black shirt comes to take our order. I drain it and order another. 

I’m a bit tipsy now, tuning back in to the category before ours: Best Business Podcast. The winning company’s chief marketing officer, a voluptuous woman in a gorgeous dark green trouser suit, goes to collect the award. She gives a surprisingly thoughtful speech about breaking the glass ceiling, overtaking all the ‘stale males’, and thanks her all-female team for their support. I clap politely, but my thoughts are whirling ahead: Start-Up of the Year is about to be announced. I feel a knot in my stomach. Could we actually win?! It’s been years and years of hard work and late nights and arguments and … 

‘And the winner is …’ 

big pause

loud music

breathe in

‘… Scatterbox!’

‘No way,’ Dom whispers, standing up immediately. He hugs Luke, then turns to me. ‘I … did it!’ Dom says, amazed, eyes wide like saucers.

‘WE did it!’ I say, squeezing Dom’s shoulders and ushering him off towards the stage. ‘Go, go!’

The room erupts into applause, and someone wolf-whistles. I stand up and clap loudly. My heart is bursting with pride for Dom and for everything he and I have achieved together since we scribbled our ideas in an old notebook three years ago.

A picture of Dom and our other two co-founders appears on the big screen. The host booms into the microphone: ‘Scatterbox was founded by three friends who all met at Leeds University.’

I blink. I don’t really mind that I’ve been missed out of the founders list, as I’ve been stepping back a bit more recently, but something makes me take a strong swig of wine.

‘They have had a stellar year of innovation and expansion, underpinned by a strong brand voice that is allowing them to now go global. Here to accept the award is … co-founder Dominic Lewis himself! Please put your hands together …’

Dom is beaming as he walks up to the stage, takes the award, and poses with the blonde host while they have their photo taken. The crowd falls quiet when he says thank you into the mic and launches into his speech. He talks about spotting a gap in the market and the importance of doing the opposite of what everyone else is doing. He name-checks fellow founders Chad and Danny, who are working hard from the New York office, his dad, the new investor Callum, makes a joke about the constant late nights, and concludes by saying how he couldn’t do it without – I breathe in – the amazing loyal customers who buy the product. 

He walks back to the table, still beaming, the trophy clutched tightly in his hand.

I feel a hot prickle of shame creep up my neck. What was I expecting? I just churn out content to fill the website and newsletter. He’s the one driving the strategy and finding new markets for our products. And the investors are the ones taking all the financial risk. He’s had his moment; I’m happy for him. I am. I plaster on a smile and blow him a kiss.

‘Well done, pal!’ Luke says, shaking his hand when Dom sits back down. ‘And well done to you, too, Willow!’

‘The brains behind many of the good ideas we’ve had,’ Dom says, ruffling my hair. ‘Look, it’s weirdly heavy.’ He passes the silver statue to Alice to have a feel.

‘You can use it as a doorstop,’ Luke jokes. ‘Like Gwyneth Paltrow does with her Oscar.’

‘Congratulations.’ A beautiful, olive-skinned woman in a short white dress squeezes Dom’s shoulder as she walks past.

I excuse myself and go the bathroom. I don’t know what is wrong with me. I should be throwing my arms around Dom, celebrating with him for getting us this far. Instead, I feel flat, drained, shaky. My feet hurt, and I’ve drunk way too much, too quickly. 

I dilly-dally in front of the mirror, wondering what to do. I put on lipstick and pat concealer under my eyes where the skin has gone a bit blotchy. I wash my hands slowly with the posh lemon-scented handwash. I overhear two girls giggling at the sinks, combing their hair, commenting on how fit the Scatterbox founder is. 

The woman next to me, also washing her hands, smiles at me in the mirror. 

‘You’re Dom’s girlfriend, right?’

‘Yes, hi – I’m Willow.’

‘I’m Kate. I work at Veep Cars? We’re the ones sponsoring tonight.’

‘Oh yes, lovely to meet you,’ I say politely, grabbing some paper towel to dry my hands.

‘You’re coming to the after-party, right? We’ve hired another venue just ten minutes down the road.’

‘Oh, maybe,’ I say, stifling a yawn. ‘It’s been a long night.’

‘It’ll be fun. Dom said he’s coming.’

I go back into the main room just as Dom is being whisked away to do some talking-to-camera pieces and get introduced to all sorts of important businessy people. Alice and Luke keep me company by the bar.

‘Congratulations again, Willow,’ says Luke. ‘If we had to be beaten, I’m glad it’s by the two of you.’

‘Thanks, Luke.’

‘I think we’re gonna head soon – it’s nearly midnight, and we’re knackered.’ Alice yawns and looks at her watch. ‘By the way, Pen wants to do a sleepover at her flat – are you free next Friday? She’s got a rare night off.’ 

Pen is a midwife at Chelsea and Westminster Hospital, and her schedule is usually insane.

‘Oh.’ I check my diary in my head. ‘Sorry, it’s mine and Dom’s curry night.’

‘Can’t you change it for one night? I know she really wants you there.’

‘Let me check with Dom.’

She is looking at me strangely, but she tries to cover it up, turning her face into a smile.

‘OK. Are you going to be all right here on your own?’

‘I think so. Dom doesn’t seem ready to leave yet.’ I nod towards the crowd, where he is hugging two men I don’t recognize and high-fiving someone else. I laugh nervously.

‘Maybe you can slip off if you’re tired? Surely he won’t mind.’

‘Oh no, no, I’ll wait.’

Alice and Luke give me a hug goodbye and make an exit. 

I spend an hour killing time by the bar until Dom comes over.

‘Are you up for this after-party then?’ Dom slurs at me, holding a fresh pint of beer. ‘It looks fun.’

‘My feet kinda hurt,’ I say.

‘Just for a few minutes? Show our faces?’

‘Do we have to?’

‘Willow – it’s our big night.’ He holds my shoulders. ‘We won!’

I let my face soften. ‘You’re right. You’re right.’ I shake my head. ‘Sorry. Yes. Let’s go.’

‘That’s my girl,’ he says, giving me a big kiss on the cheek.

It’s a short taxi ride, seven minutes, to the after-party at Berners Tavern. There are press photographers outside, a handful of semi-celebrities and influencers milling about, wearing oversized beige outfits and smoking cigarettes. Inside, tequila shots on trays, bar staff in posh bow-ties, cocktails balanced on tables with edible flowers floating on top, and a loud hum of laughter all around.

‘One sec – I just need to go and say hi to Callum. He’s just arrived. I’ll be right back.’

I am offered a pastel-coloured cocktail and down it in one.

I see Dom coming out of a bathroom with Callum, our new investor, both of them touching their noses a bit too much. I don’t want to get involved. Even if it’s not my scene, I’m aware that doing recreational drugs is some sort of bonding session between businessmen, and Dom is doing what he needs to do for our company. 

There is nowhere to sit down, my feet are killing me, and the purple cocktail is making my head swim. I zone out completely, wandering the bar for over an hour, avoiding people’s eyes – not that anyone wants to talk to me – until finally – finally – Dom taps me on the shoulder and asks if I want to go home.

I am so relieved when we finally climb into the back of an Uber, which thankfully arrived quickly, sitting on the warm seats with Magic Radio playing as we drive past Big Ben all lit up. I rest my head on the window and look down at my phone. 3.04 a.m. All I want is a peppermint tea and to snuggle up in bed next to Dom. 

I try and hold his hand, but he wriggles it away, tapping away on his phone, texting Callum.

We climb into bed. I drink some water, and Dom starts kissing my neck. He smells of booze and fags, and I know he’ll be too drunk for foreplay, but I don’t mind. He reaches over for a red Durex. I stopped taking the pill a while ago as it made me hormonal and unhappy all the time.

‘Let’s just see what happens,’ I say, waving the wrapper away. ‘A baby wouldn’t be the worst thing … ?’ I whisper. I realize I’m pretty drunk, too.

‘No, no, not yet,’ he says, tearing at the wrapper with his teeth.

‘Why? We’re ready.’

‘Things are too hectic right now.’

‘I think we should try soon though.’

‘Soon,’ he says, kissing me on the forehead. 

The mood has been killed, the condom discarded, the moment deflated.

I realize his eyes are glassy; he’s too drunk to be having this conversation. But I hang onto this response, always the response: soon.

Soon.

Soon.

Soon.

He passes out, naked. I lean over him to turn the lamp off. He’s snoring within minutes. 

I stare at the ceiling, wired and numb. I feel a longing that I can’t name; there’s somewhere else I want to go, but then I can’t think where I’d go without Dom. I shake away the thoughts.

This is the plan, Willow. Build the company, move to a bigger house, have a baby, grow a family. This is what people do. This is what you want.

I slip out of bed to go to the bathroom, padding quietly across the carpet, down the hallway with the sage-green walls. I pause near the door, my eye snagging on something lying by the foot of the bed. My old festival cape, its sequins glinting in the darkness.
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Two and a half years ago, Dom and I were at a smart restaurant on the Strand, having afternoon tea with his parents. I’ve never really liked afternoon tea, but it was what we always did when we saw them. His parents loved it, and I played along. It was so formal. The delicate ‘finger’ sandwiches, the endless pots of blended loose tea that went cold, the home-made (dry) scones, the obsession with jam, the old-fashioned teacups and doilies. The over-the-top environment of it all. 

Carla would roll her eyes at this. Too pretentious. ‘Just make a ham sandwich and chill out,’ she would say.

The atmosphere always felt fraught in these high-tea places, the way you had to sit really still and upright and wait your turn to pick something off the ridiculous tiered stand like you were with the Queen. Today was no exception. We were sitting opposite Dom’s parents, Florence and Bill. Florence wore a peach-coloured cardigan and lots of large gold bangles, and was piling jam and cream onto a scone. Dom and I were squished on top of a sunken sofa, and his parents were on sunken chairs. The table was too low down, making it all a bit awkward to reach for things. I felt like I was in a kid’s doll’s house, playing pretend grown-ups, always worried I’d knock something over and ruin the whole thing.

‘How was the journey?’ Dom asked his parents, filling up our water glasses.

‘It was fine! There were some people in first class who weren’t meant to be in first class, which was disappointing. You pay all this money and then people try and cheat the system!’ Florence said.

‘We should have reported them,’ Bill said, blowing his nose.

‘How’s the flat? Have you done it up yet?’ Florence asked.

‘No, Mum. Because it’s a rental, we don’t want to spend heaps of time doing it up – it’s not our forever place,’ Dom said. ‘Don’t worry – we’ll find somewhere soon.’

‘You should look into mortgage rates, Dominic – you two should be thinking about home ownership at your age.’

‘Renting really is just pissing money down the drain,’ Bill added.

Florence, gently dabbing the corners of her mouth with a thick napkin, continued: ‘We owned our first property at twenty-three, didn’t we, Bill? Bythorn Terrace, it was called. It had three bedrooms and a little garden. Do you remember it?’ Bill was a bit deaf. She slapped his arm. ‘Bill?’

‘Oh, I remember it. Great little doer-upper that was.’ He laughed to himself. ‘We got on the property ladder nice and early. I think we paid nineteen grand for it. I know it’s different for your generation, but let us help you, for god’s sake. It’s hard to watch you flail around.’

‘We’d like to do it on our own, if we can,’ Dom said. ‘We’ve only just launched Scatterbox. It’s doing well already, and we have high hopes, and as the company grows, so will our savings—’

‘Yes but when will that be?’ Florence asked.

‘Companies take years, sometimes decades, to grow, Dominic. Come on now. It’s not likely to be soon, is it?’ Bill said. ‘Let us help you. Just a loan, if you prefer?’

Dom gulped down some water loudly. ‘Well, we’re both working very hard to hopefully make it happen. It’s already growing quickly, and we have a lot of interest—’

‘Have you even started looking? For houses? Even for inspiration? You should have a proper house, with a spare room, really. Come on. It would be nice for us to come visit and not stay in a hotel,’ Florence said. ‘My friend’s daughter, Sarah, said she sets up alerts on a website called … Moveright, is it? And you get to put in your criteria.’

‘Mum, we know what Rightmove is,’ Dom said, sounding more clipped now.

She sighed. ‘Well, we’re just trying to help.’ 

‘I know, Mum, but do we need to have Question Time right here, right now? Willow and I know what we’re doing.’ He looked at me, and I nodded back at him.

‘Well, I’m sorry to scare you, darlings,’ she said, straightening out her blouse, ‘but you might need to feel a little more rushed. I read in the Daily Mail that women’s fertility drops off a cliff even earlier than we thought. It’s not thirty-five – it’s actually thirty-two, and, Willow, that’s how old you are now. You’ll be a geriatric mother if you leave it any longer. Well, actually, darling, I think you already are. I’d already had three children by the time I was your age.’

I suddenly felt really hot. I was already so aware of the passing of time. I didn’t need to be told.

‘Mum, please,’ Dom said, keeping his voice down.

‘You’ve been together for so long now. Why wait?’ Florence asked.

There was a pause in the conversation. Dom and I had visibly had enough now, both leaning back in our chairs.

‘Sorry, I am not trying to grill you, pumpkins, but you’re my only son and, Willow, you are like a daughter to us – we love you, and I just wanted to know whether a wedding of some sort might be on the horizon, so that I can fantasize about one day wearing a hat or imagine being a grandmother. Give us something to be excited about,’ she said, suddenly looking as though she was about to cry. ‘Willow, perhaps the idea of having a child is hard for you since your own mother – well—’

Bill put his hand on her arm to silence her. I was flabbergasted at how two people could make everything about them so easily. In that moment, I despised them, but I was also grateful for the pressure: I secretly did
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