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Season One



Chapter One

It started with a blow job.

They had aspirations for it to become the most notorious blow job of all time. It was a lofty aim. They knew that realistically they were never going to beat that blow job – you know the one – but the least they could do was try.

Theirs involved a politician too. A young, charismatic, liberal politician. That’s what the press would home in on when they reported on it. Liberal. Said as though the word were synonymous with sex worker.

As liberal with his politics as he is with his sex life.

Never mind left wing, what’s he doing with his left hand in that photograph?

Is this what woke looks like?

Teddy Landen caught with his pants down – and not because of his policies this time.

Landen blows it with his assistant.

There’s no denying sexual relations between Landen and that woman.

But who is that woman?

Who is that woman?

Who is she?

‘My name is Lili Lowe.’

It was her first time in a television studio. Simon Steen was an up-and-coming, soon-to-be infamous broadcast journalist. He had found his moderate fortune working as a talent agent but had become bored with celebrities who were too tight to pay for an assistant, making inordinate demands at unconscionable hours. He didn’t spend six years making coffees at the largest agency in London to book trains for a list of semi-famous soap actors. He wanted to be the one making the demands, doing the grilling. He carried that chip on his shoulder every time someone sat on the chair in front of him under those studio lights. He was an attack dog. He was exactly what Lydia Lowe had wanted for her daughter’s first interview.

‘And who are you, Lili Lowe?’

‘That’s a bit existential,’ she smiled coyly. Lydia, standing beside the studio camera, nodded her head approvingly.

‘You don’t need to come out of this being liked, darling. Not yet,’ Lydia had told Lili in the car on the way to the studio. ‘You put their favourite politician’s cock in your mouth, so no one’s going to like you too much at the moment, sweetheart. But you do need to come out of this being known. If people think you’re innocent, caught up in a politician’s ego, then they’ll coo over you for a minute and move on. If you leave a sour taste in their mouths, then they’ll spend weeks trying to spit you out. You’re buying us time, so that we can take control of this situation. You don’t want to go down in history as his mistake, darling. You want him to go down as yours.’

‘OK, Mum,’ Lili said, picking at a piece of hard skin at the side of her thumbnail.

‘It’s a balance though, sweetheart. They need to dislike you but not despise you. They need to be intrigued by you. You need to be redeemable.’

‘That’s very specific. How am I meant to do that?’

‘You’ve been doing it all your life, darling.’

‘How do people know you?’ Steen asked.

‘I was Teddy Landen’s assistant.’

‘Teddy Landen the MP?’

‘Yes.’

Lili stifled a smile. It was enough to entice Steen. ‘Have you been in a car with Landen recently?’

‘Yes,’ Lili replied. She took a deep inhale through her nose.

‘When?’

‘Sixteenth of September.’

‘And what were you doing in the car?’

‘We were working.’

‘Is that all you were doing?’

‘Well.’ She exhaled this time. Loudly, pensively. ‘No.’

‘Is this you?’

Steen held up an image in front of his face, tilted more towards the audience than Lili. The same image flashed up on screens around the studio and on televisions around the country. A flashbulb illuminating the backseat of a Mercedes car. Lili is on her knees in the footwell, leaning over Landen’s lap. His trousers are down. His hairy legs are strikingly pale in the light of the reporter’s pre-flash. His hand is halfway to his face in a pathetic attempt to hide his identity. Lili has her hair pulled up in a high bun, her side profile on show. Some will say she’s smiling in the image. She knew what she was doing, they’ll comment. What can I say? I was enjoying it, she’ll tell those who ask.

Steen handed her the photograph. She nodded solemnly.

‘It is.’

‘Did you know that he was married? Is married?’

‘I did.’

‘Are you a homewrecker, Miss Lowe?’

‘Unintentionally, Simon. Yes, I am.’

‘Was it unintentional though? Really?’

‘Well, I mean, I didn’t fall onto his penis, if that’s what you mean.’

Some of the audience gasped, others laughed.

‘So you knew what you were doing?’

‘I suppose so, yes.’

‘You suppose so?’

‘I knew what I was doing in that moment, but I didn’t appreciate the gravity of my actions and what the after-effects would be.’

‘The gravity being …?’

‘His wife, his career. My career.’

‘You’re worried about your career in all of this?’

‘Of course I am. Wouldn’t you be?’

‘I wouldn’t be caught doing that in the back of a car with my married boss!’ Drops of spit from Steen’s mouth smacked Lili’s face.

‘You wouldn’t be caught,’ she said. ‘That’s the only difference, Simon.’

It was the performance of a lifetime. Perhaps it was beginner’s luck, or perhaps it was something very different – a distinct lack of reflection, because it was the moment before the whole world began to hold a mirror up to her life.

The furore around the Steen interview was instantaneous. Everyone had seen the images. They all had an opinion on the Teddy Landen debacle. But until that point, Lili had been an appendage. Following the Steen interview, Lili was the beating heart of the scandal.

Lydia’s plan was simple – start with Steen and focus one hundred per cent of the interview on the scandal. Answer all his questions. Give the audience what they wanted. Other journalists would want a piece of the action – hyenas on the carcass. Lili was to let them feast, and then she would rise from the ashes. Eventually, she would be invited to speak just as Lili Lowe, not as Lili Lowe who sucked the dick of a politician in the back of a parked Mercedes.

Lili was witty, charming, candid. She was every chat show host’s dream. At first, the audiences loved to hate her, but soon they loved to love her. The hosts loved her too. Her exposure exploded. Like a volcano, you couldn’t walk the crater without feeling her heat.

Her next venture was lined up ready – a reality show, following Lili in the days after the scandal, showing her harassed by the paparazzi, bullied on the internet, shamed as she walked down the street. They were already filming when she went on Steen. Lydia had hired someone she knew from her days working on a soap opera. She would sell the footage to the producers of their reality show for half a million pounds. The family’s fee for participating in the series would be negotiated on top of that. No one would wonder why they were filming Lili during those early days. They would just consume it, like pigs at a trough.

Nine days after appearing on Simon Steen’s show, Lili received a letter.

‘Don’t open it yet,’ said Lydia. ‘We need to film you.’

Lili was already sliding the tip of her finger under the envelope seal flap. She recognised the handwriting.

‘Don’t open that, darling.’

‘This isn’t getting filmed, Mum,’ Lili said, as she left the room, closing the door behind her.

The letter was from Anna Landen, Teddy’s wife. It was handwritten on a single sheet of printer paper. Lili was so flustered when she opened it, that the words left her mind as soon as she read them – all except one line: My biggest fear is that I might have lost the love of my life to someone who only wanted him for her own personal gain.

It was the first and last time Lili cried during that whole period – well, cried for real, that is.

Lili hadn’t yet slept with Teddy when she first met Anna, in her fifth month as his assistant, but she had certainly thought about it. Lili was twenty-seven at the time, Anna was forty-two. Teddy never divulged his age, if he could help it.

‘It’s Teddy’s birthday tomorrow,’ Anna told Lili. Teddy was at a meeting. Lili was in his office organising some of his receipts. ‘I bet he didn’t mention it.’

‘No, he didn’t.’

‘Could you leave this card on his desk for him tomorrow morning? He gets up so early these days, I barely ever see him before he leaves the house,’ said Anna. She was ever so plain, Lili thought, in a way that almost felt deliberate, because though she came across ingenuous, there was an astuteness with which she assessed Lili at her husband’s desk, and as soon as Lili wondered why she didn’t leave the card for Teddy at home, Anna said, ‘He’s straight up and out in the morning – he doesn’t pass Go. Very eager to get here, I suppose.’

Lili took the white envelope with Ted written in fountain pen on the front. Anna continued to talk but Lili didn’t hear a word. She was too focused on Anna’s thin lips, pruriently wondering when those lips had last touched Teddy’s lips, his chest, his penis. She imagined the answer was not recently, so she asked, ‘What are you doing for Teddy’s birthday?’

Anna frowned, which is when Lili realised that she must have interrupted her talking. ‘Not much,’ Anna answered. ‘The kids want to go on a bike ride. I’m afraid birthdays become rather dull when you’re our age.’

Teddy invited Lili for a drink at a hotel bar in Soho the following night. ‘It’s a small thing,’ he said, unwilling to admit that they were meeting for his birthday. ‘Some old uni friends. They’re bankers, most of them, but it’s usually a good opportunity to get the inside scoop on what’s going on in The City.’

‘Of course,’ Lili nodded, trying to hide the surprise from her face. She had never met Teddy outside of the office – lunch at the deli down the street didn’t count.

‘No one wants to admit that the financial services industry is one of the greatest contributors to the country’s GDP,’ he said. ‘And I get it, bankers are the devil, but we have to harness their power. I’d love you to come, if you can make it. You have the best understanding of fiscal policy of anyone in my team.’

‘The economics degree wasn’t wasted then.’

Teddy laughed. ‘They usually bring their assistants along. It will be a great chance for you to network too.’

Lili didn’t have any particular desire to network with other assistants, but she went along anyway.

Her dress was rented, her shoes were borrowed, and her handbag was stolen – or as Lili would put it, intercepted. Lili had intercepted her sister Stevie’s DeMellier delivery while Stevie was on holiday chugging down pina coladas in a thong bikini. The bag was Stevie’s present to herself, celebrating a break-up and a birthday. ‘It wouldn’t have suited her anyway,’ Lili told Lydia. ‘We all know brown makes Stevie look jaundiced.’ The brown DeMellier bag did not make Lili look jaundiced. Lili looked sublime.

Teddy also looked sublime. He always did. It was the way he carried himself, with the posture of a dancer, and the hair of someone with a much less stressful job than his own.

They were in a private room at the back of the hotel bar. The bankers were all men, each dressed in a suit that cost more than Lili’s monthly wage, and at one point during the night all stood with their hands on their respective assistant’s arse, their wedding rings tap tap tapping against their wine glasses in their other hands. The assistants were all women, each dressed in shoes and accessories Lili knew they could never have afforded to buy on their own wages, and they each at one point during the night had their lips up against their respective boss’s face.

At some point between her third and fourth margarita, Lili found herself in the bathroom with the three assistants.

‘Teddy’s great,’ one of them fawned.

‘He’s so fucking hot,’ admired the second.

‘Yep,’ Lili agreed as she dabbed underneath her eye where her mascara had smudged.

‘Have you fucked him yet?’ the second assistant asked, catching Lili’s eye in the mirror.

‘No. I’m not sure fucking a politician is a good idea. It seems to have ended pretty badly historically.’

The third assistant was the only one who got the reference. She laughed. ‘That’s why we work with bankers instead. No one’s shocked if a finance guy is screwing his secretary.’

‘We’re not secretaries,’ the first assistant corrected. ‘We don’t type.’

‘What do you do?’ asked Lili.

‘Probably much of the same as you. Diaries, meetings, travel, et cetera.’

‘And what do you want to do?’ asked Lili.

‘What do you mean?’

‘What do you want to do? In life?’

The first assistant looked baffled. The second assistant looked away. The third assistant looked amused.

‘I want to be my boss’s wife,’ the second assistant admitted. ‘What about you?’

‘I want to be my boss’s boss,’ said Lili.

‘Let’s go,’ said the first assistant abruptly. ‘I need another drink if I’m going to suck a dick tonight.’

An hour before Teddy asked Lili if she wanted to get a room upstairs, he was sat beside her on a quilted leather sofa, a tumbler of scotch in his hand. The bankers and their assistants had already scarpered, leaving Lili and Teddy alone in the small, private room of the hotel bar.

‘The girls in the bathroom asked if I’d slept with you yet,’ Lili said. She didn’t have a filter. She had grown up in a house full of women and so she had never really needed one.

‘This feels dangerous,’ he said, his voice gravelly and low.

‘Why’s that?’

‘Because I’m married.’

Lili stroked his leg with her finger, her nail gliding over the soft cotton of his trousers, tracing circles on his thigh.

‘I’ve been resisting inviting you out for the last five months, for this very reason.’

Her head was moving closer towards his, her green eyes alight with misbehaviour. ‘Are you saying inviting me tonight was a mistake?’

He put his arm around her. She could smell the Glenmorangie on his breath. He squeezed her arse – a little too hard, on the verge of hurting – just how she liked it. ‘It doesn’t feel like a mistake.’

He kissed her neck.

‘Then don’t call it that,’ she said.

‘What should I call it?’

He kissed her jawline.

‘Call it what it is.’

‘And what’s that?’

He kissed the side of her mouth.

‘Everything you want.’

It warranted no other reply than his mouth on hers. He bit her bottom lip, then kissed her gently, then roughly. She climbed on to his lap and felt him hard beneath his trousers. He put his hand on her cheek, clenching her hair between his fingers.

Lili smiled.

‘What are you smiling at?’ he asked.

‘Just this.’

‘This?’

‘This.’

She didn’t fuck him that night. She leaned her back on the door of the taxi as she wondered what it would be like to do so. He wanted to devour her. She could see it in his eyes. It took everything he had to stop himself from climbing into the car with her. But he was a politician. The man had restraint. And most importantly, Lili Lowe had more.



Transcript from interview between entertainment reporter Sami Gunawardena and Lili Lowe.

sami: What does your family think of the whole thing? You have sisters, right?

lili: Yes. I’ve got three younger sisters. Iris, Stevie, and Katie. They’ve all been very supportive. It’s what sisters do. You look after each other, even when one of you has royally fucked up.



Chapter Two

When the photos of Lili giving Teddy Landen a blow job emerged, Katie was finishing off her cooldown in the pool. Her friend Divya, whose interest in training was minimal at the best of times, jumped out of the water as soon as she heard her phone pinging on the poolside bench.

Their coach, Shane, was an irritable man who regretted many things in life, none more so than his decision to become a swimming coach and not a solicitor as his mother had so furiously encouraged. If he had listened to his mother, he would have been sat at a desk in a cool office at that moment sipping a cup of coffee, rather than stood in a sweaty leisure centre, his nose burning with the smell of chlorine, his flip-flops wading through the mucky film of water that had gathered on the tiles.

‘Divya!’ Shane called from the other side of the pool. ‘What are you doing? You have two more laps to do!’

‘Holy SHIT!’ Divya shrieked.

Katie burst up out of the surface of the water.

‘Would you wash your mouth out, Divya!’ Shane yelled. ‘For feck’s sake! How many times do I have to tell you, we don’t swear in practice! The pool is a sacred place!’

‘Katie! Katie!’

Katie pulled herself out of the pool and sat with her legs dangling in the water. ‘What’s up?’

Divya rushed as fast as one can on wet tiles to sit beside her. She handed Katie her phone. ‘Your sister. Holy shit. Did you know about this?’

Katie’s heart dropped when she saw Lili’s name in the article. It sank to the bottom when she saw the photo. ‘No.’

‘Lads!’ Shane screamed. ‘Five more laps for your yapping! Go go go!’

‘I can never take him seriously with that accent,’ said Divya, referring to Shane’s thick Corkonian twang.

‘Are you allowed to say that? Isn’t that a bit racist?’

‘People say much worse things about me.’

‘They’re about to say a lot about my sister.’

‘I’ve met Lili, babe. She can handle it. That girl was born to be famous.’

That’s what worries me, Katie thought.

Katie Lowe was seventeen. She had never held a penis, let alone put one in her mouth. She had seen one though – or four, in fact. When she was twelve, she was flashed by a male swimming team during a national competition. Katie was there competing in the 100-metre backstroke. She was the youngest swimmer in her race, but she won comfortably. Lydia was screaming her name so loudly from the sidelines that Katie thought her mother was going to pass out with the strain. Pride was an eerie feeling for Katie. She bowed her head as she climbed out of the pool and walked straight to the locker rooms. There was only one race left to go. The girls who had finished competing sat in their towels on the front bench poolside, cheering on their friends and peers. The locker room was empty. As she unpacked her toiletries from her kit bag, the door behind her swung open. She spun her head round to see four boys stood in a line. She didn’t know who they were. They must have belonged to a different club. They were in nothing but Speedos, swimming caps, and goggles. Katie dropped her bottle of shampoo as they pulled their Speedos down to their ankles in unison. Their laughter filled the locker room, echoing for Katie long after they fled. The boys were swimming together in the final race of the day – the 4 x 100-metre relay. They roared when they won, but all she could hear was their laughter, and all she could see was their small, teenage penises, still curled up from where they had been held so tightly by their cold, wet Speedos.

‘Mum?’ Katie yelled as she walked through the front door of their house after practice, Divya’s words still echoing in her head: Lili was born to be famous. She threw her kit bag down beside the hall table and called again. ‘MUM!’

Lydia and Katie lived in an ordinary red-brick, semi-detached Victorian home in Fulham, West London. Except, there was nothing ordinary about this home, because it belonged to Lydia Lowe, and therefore everything – from the hand-tufted Persian rug in the living room, to the black feature wall in the master bedroom – had been strategically chosen to reflect her personality.

‘Yes, sweetheart?’ Lydia replied, coming down the stairs as she always did – as though she was gliding a millimetre above the surface of the ground. Lydia was wearing her uniform black trousers and black blouse. The cocoa colour of her hair – which she shared with each of her daughters but Iris, a natural blonde – had been lightened with caramel highlights. Katie’s own hair was scraped into a drying bun, her face alight with a fresh flare-up of acne. ‘Stress,’ her doctor had told her, before asking, ‘Have you tried turning your phone off at night?’

‘What’s going on?’ Katie demanded before her mother reached the bottom of the stairs.

‘What do you mean, sweetheart?’

‘With Lili? What is that photo about?’

‘Well, your sister got caught doing something she shouldn’t, darling.’

‘I’m never going to live this down, Mum.’

‘Katherine, please stop catastrophising. Your sister is in the spotlight here, not you.’

‘We’ll all be dragged into this.’ Katie’s voice was beginning to quiver.

There were twelve years between Lili and Katie – too many to feel like a close sibling relationship, too few to feel like a mother-daughter relationship. Katie had always seen Lili as being slightly out of reach – one step removed compared to her other sisters, Iris and Stevie. It was partly due to the age-gap, but it was also due to the personality gap. Katie was an anxious introvert, who strove to reach her goals without fanfare. Lili was a confident extrovert who strove to be seen for all she could achieve.

Katie took a deep breath and looked past her mother. Down the narrow hallway, through the doorway into the kitchen, she saw Lili sat at the small dining table. ‘She’s here?’

‘Yes, darling. Are you going to say hello?’ Lydia asked in a way that made Katie’s back arch.

‘I want to get showered.’

‘Can’t you shower later, sweetheart?’

‘No!’

There was a knock on the front door. Katie took the opportunity to run up the stairs as Lydia went to open it.

‘Iris, darling,’ said Lydia. ‘Oh, and Stevie! Did you come together?’

‘No,’ said Stevie, overtaking Iris into the house and slipping her trainers off by the door. She was wearing her flatmate’s oversized sweatshirt and carrying a tote bag full of groceries. ‘I found her barefoot, grounding at the park down the road.’

‘Oh, you don’t want to do that there, darling,’ said Lydia. ‘That park is really just a canine WC.’

Iris jingled as she floated into the house, her arms stacked high with metal bracelets. The second oldest of the sisters, Iris drifted through life with an ephemeral nature, like a dandelion seed in the wind. ‘I was feeling a bit discombobulated because my neighbour stole my daffodils,’ she explained.

‘Oh,’ said Lydia. ‘Well, come through, come through.’ She shooed the girls down the hallway to the narrow kitchen, where Lili was cupping a glass of red wine. ‘Well, isn’t this lovely.’ Lydia grinned. ‘We never get together like this midweek.’

‘Who knew all it would take was a sneaky backseat blow job for us to rendezvous on a Wednesday?’ said Stevie, taking two more wine glasses from the kitchen cabinet and placing them on the table. ‘Soft porn is an interesting pivot from politics, but you have always liked to keep us on our toes,’ she said to Lili.

Lili rolled her eyes. ‘Can you just pour the wine please.’

Stevie kissed the top of Lili’s head. ‘Your hair looked on point in the picture, by the way. That’s one positive we can take.’

‘What’s happened?’ Iris asked, her head tilted in observation.

‘You’re joking,’ said Stevie. ‘You can’t have missed this – even you.’

‘I’ve been at a meditation retreat.’

‘On Mars?’

‘No. Stoke Newington. I wrote about it on my blog.’

‘Is blogging still a thing?’ Stevie asked.

‘Your sister was caught having a dalliance with Teddy Landen,’ said Lydia. ‘The MP,’ she added for Iris’s benefit.

‘Oh,’ said Iris, her perfectly threaded eyebrows raised. ‘And everybody knows?’

‘Literally everyone from here to the moon – or, you know, Stoke Newington,’ said Stevie. ‘So what’s the plan of action? Feign ignorance? Amnesia? Play the bimbo card?’

‘The bimbo card feels very nineties,’ said Lydia.

‘We’re playing all the cards needed to get my career back,’ said Lili.

‘You will get your career back, darling,’ said Lydia. ‘It’s just taken a different turn. A more exciting turn, I’d attest.’

‘Saturn is in retrograde for your sign right now,’ said Iris. ‘Reassessment is normal.’

‘How come this blow job didn’t come up in our horoscopes last week?’ asked Stevie.

‘The stars don’t tend to go into those kinds of things.’

‘Feels like a bit of a gaping hole,’ said Stevie.

‘I just can’t believe how huge this has become,’ said Lili. ‘It’s all over social media. They’re reporting it in America.’

‘And yet not in Stoke Newington,’ said Stevie. ‘How curious.’

Iris nodded, puzzled.

‘Where’s Katie?’ Lili asked.

‘She’s upstairs,’ said Lydia. ‘She’s cooling down. She’s a teenager. She has a lot of heightened emotions, and you know what she’s like, she doesn’t like attention. She’s worried what people will say about her at school. We just need to give her some space to process it all. But she’ll be fine. We all will.’

A couple of hours passed before Lydia knocked on Katie’s bedroom door. ‘Can you come downstairs please, darling? You’ll feel much better. It’s not good to dwell on your own.’

Katie shut her eyes and took a deep breath in through her nose and out through her mouth.

‘Katherine?’

In through her nose. Out through her mouth.

‘Katherine? Please come out.’

In through her nose. Out through her—

‘OK, that’s it. I’m coming in.’

Katie’s eyes were beginning to burn. She blinked and her cheeks were soon wet. Lydia perched on the end of the single bed, placing one hand on Katie’s thigh.

‘I don’t want to see her,’ said Katie, her throat catching at the end of her sentence.

‘Katie?’ Lili was at the door. ‘Can I come in?’

Katie shrugged through a gasping, tearful breath. Lili climbed into the bed and held Katie’s hand.

‘I’m sorry, Katie. I really am. I know this is shit for you. I do know that.’

‘What were you thinking? You knew he was married!’

‘It’s complicated.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yes.’

‘We’re all going to get wrapped up in this. I’m just trying to get through my last year at school quietly, Lili. Why did you have to do this? They’re going to throw you to the dogs.’

‘Katherine. Just take a breath. Your sister is not going to be thrown to the dogs. None of you are. I am managing this. You all just need to leave it with me. Please.’

Katie will tell her therapist in a few years’ time that it was in that exact moment that she realised her life was about to change forever. That’s not quite right though.

It didn’t truly hit her until the Monday morning when she arrived at school. Groups of students laughed as she walked past, some making their crude jokes at a whisper, others loudly and proudly. People she knew and liked asked if the photos were real, shoving the images in front of Katie’s face, trying to glean a shred of unpublicised information to share with their friends, siblings, parents, second cousins once removed. She had expected all these things. What she hadn’t expected was her head teacher, Mr Doyle, calling her into his office that afternoon. Katie had never spoken to Mr Doyle before, and she had certainly never been inside his office. She was a well-behaved, conforming fish in a large tank. Mr Doyle only dipped his net in every now and again to catch the rogue swimmers.

‘How has your morning been?’ he asked Katie as she stepped into his office. He closed the door behind her.

‘Fine, thanks.’ Katie tugged at her skirt and sat in the seat across from him.

‘Good. Now, look, Katherine,’ he said. ‘The pastoral team have concerns. There has been a lot of talk about your sister. A lot. With everything going on, they want to give you the opportunity to dial into your lessons from home for a couple of weeks. Your teachers are aware. Your form tutor will get everything set up for you. OK?’

Katie felt her shirt sticking to her skin. She ran her hand along the bottom of her back. It was dripping with sweat. ‘I – erm—’

‘Any questions?’ Mr Doyle said.

‘I just don’t really und—’

‘Excellent. Well. If you do think of anything, my door is always open,’ he said, nodding towards his closed door.

‘You said you were going to manage it!’ Katie screamed at Lydia when she got home from school.

‘I’m trying, sweetheart.’

‘How are you going to manage THIS, Mum!’ Katie cried, her chest compressing from the pressure of her whole world falling apart.

‘I’m working on it, sweetheart. I’m working on it.’



Transcript from Women Talk panel show, with show hosts Louise, Gemma, Trish, and Kelly.

louise: And just when we thought this whole thing was blowing over.

trish: What are we talking about now?

gemma: The letter! Have you not seen the letter?

trish: Yes, I’ve seen the letter. Everybody’s seen the letter.

louise: For those of you at home who haven’t seen the letter, we’re referring to a letter written by Anna Landen to Lili Lowe, that’s been leaked to the press.

gemma: Who leaked it?

trish: Who cares!

gemma: You can’t help but feel sorry for her.

kelly: Who, Lili?

gemma: No, Anna Landen.

trish: Of course you feel sorry for Anna Landen. Her husband’s been riding the office bike!

louise: Ex-husband. She’s divorcing him.

trish: What’s the line that everyone’s quoting?

louise: My biggest fear is that I may have lost the love of my life to someone who only wanted him for her own personal gain.

kelly: Oof, that hits hard, girl. That’s a right hook. That hits hard.



Chapter Three

When Lydia was sixteen, she was given the part of Gina, a fiery teenage mum with a passion for horticulture, on a small Channel 4 soap opera only your seventy-year-old aunt watched, called Cul de Sac. It was the British predecessor to Neighbours, fans claimed.

Lydia had never held ambitions to become an actor. She was out shopping when she was approached by a casting director. The woman lifted a pair of Prada sunglasses onto the top of a pristine head of red hair and told Lydia that she had the kind of presence that was deserving of an audience. Having spent her whole childhood trying to convince her four siblings of this fact, Lydia was delighted. She rushed to the nearest telephone box to call her mother, who responded with, ‘Acting isn’t very stable, Lydia,’ which was the exact reason why Lydia was so thrilled with the idea.

Lydia took the part in Cul de Sac, and then she made the part. Sadly, on Gina’s eighteenth birthday, she fell victim to her own poisoned chalice (quite literally – she had been growing deadly webcap mushrooms in her allotment, in a bid to see off her ex-boyfriend). The ex-boyfriend survived and the actor who played him went on to receive a BAFTA for his efforts. Gina died and Lydia went on to receive a box of her belongings for hers.

When the influx of new acting opportunities failed to arrive, Lydia used her hard-won contacts in the soap industry to get a job at DuBois, one of the oldest talent agencies in Europe, where she grew and maintained a little black book of creatives, stylists, and suppliers. During her time at DuBois, Lydia developed the power to make or break a career, and she often put that power to good use. So, when it was time to manage the fallout from Anna Landen’s letter, she knew it was time to resurrect her little black book.

The first thing she did was double Lili’s media appearances. The second thing was to leak a teaser to the Lowes’ upcoming reality show, and the third was to hire a stylist. Lili’s obnoxiously tight (in the words of one journalist) jeans and deep V-neck tops wouldn’t cut it anymore. If Lili was to make a name for herself in her own right, she would need a sense of style that wasn’t I’m coming for your husband, right after I’ve finished my Malibu and Coke (in the words of that same journalist).

Lydia enquired with several celebrity stylists. The man she ended up hiring went by the name Valentino (“Val”) Gaspari. His real name was Vince Smith, but not many people knew that and those that did had signed some fairly watertight non-disclosure agreements. He was American by birth but Italian by design. He had started his career working alongside Maripol in the eighties and if you believe the gossip, he was responsible for most of Madonna’s iconic looks in that period, and all of Cher’s – though, he protested, none of Brooke Shields’.

Val would usually have neither the time nor the inclination to take on someone like Lili Lowe, but thanks to one frightfully ill-conceived photoshoot involving an under-fed tiger and several scantily dressed children, his reputation had taken quite a dive and he was out of work. Lydia liked this situation for two reasons – the first being that she was able to negotiate more aggressively on his contract, and the second being that she had found someone who wasn’t afraid of a bit of controversy.

The first time Val came to Lydia’s house, he took one look at Lili in her black rayon trouser suit, and he doubled his fee.

‘It feels very eldest child to go to these lengths to get Mum to pay for a stylist,’ said Stevie after Val left, perched on Lydia’s kitchen countertop, waiting for the toaster beside her to ping with her potato waffle.

‘And it feels very middle child to be jealous of it,’ said Lili.

Stevie, third eldest of the Lowe sisters, rolled her eyes. Iris, sat at the kitchen table sniffing a Palo Santo stick, looked up. ‘He seems wonderful,’ she said.

‘He seems terrifying,’ said Stevie.

‘He’s the best,’ said Lili.

‘Can you afford him?’ Stevie asked through a mouthful of waffle.

‘No, we can’t afford him right now,’ said Lydia, placing her phone on the kitchen counter. ‘But we will. It’s an investment. We must go all-in. There are no easy wins in life, darling.’

‘Coming from the woman who helped me cheat in my English GCSE,’ said Stevie.

Lydia took a glass from the cupboard beside where Stevie was sat. ‘You knew the answers darling, you just didn’t know how to apply yourself,’ she said, pouring a glass of orange juice.

‘I didn’t even read the book.’

‘Well, you weren’t missing much.’

‘How come you didn’t write anyone else’s coursework?’ Lili asked.

‘You didn’t need my help. And Iris, well darling, it would have been too unrealistic to have helped you, sweetheart.’ Iris raised an eyebrow, unsure of the insinuation. Lydia’s phone buzzed. ‘Well, darling, Val’s accepted my offer. Begrudgingly, he hastens to add.’

‘Oh shit, that’s amazing Mum!’ Lili shrieked.

‘Yes, darling. Now, he wants to take you shopping.’

Teddy had taken Lili shopping once. It was by accident, a few days after his birthday drinks. She was meeting him for lunch in Westminster between two of his meetings. She needed to discuss the agenda for an upcoming conference he was attending. She had drafted research notes on the key topics and emailed them to him that morning.

‘I hope you don’t mind doing this over lunch,’ he said. ‘My diary is just ridiculous today.’

‘I know it is. I manage your calendar.’

It was one of those bland, corporate restaurants where you could spot the tourists because they were the only ones smiling. Lili didn’t mind. It was just nice to be out of the office with Teddy. It was the first time they had eaten out together, besides the odd falafel wrap on the go.

‘Lili,’ he said hesitantly after the waiter brought their food. ‘I need to apologise for what happened the other night – at my birthday drinks. I put you in a really awkward position and I’m so sorry about that.’

‘Please don’t apologise,’ she said. ‘We’re adults. We both knew what we were doing. Apologising for it makes me feel weird.’

‘You’re right. Sorry.’

‘That sounds like an apology.’

Teddy nodded and motioned to zip his lips. Lili laughed. ‘Better,’ she said. ‘So, Zurich.’

‘Yes. Diving straight to the important stuff, what should I wear?’ he asked, looking at her over his glass of sparkling water.

‘The invitation said business-attire-adjacent.’

‘Such a strangely theoretical response to a seemingly functional question.’

She dug her fork into her Waldorf salad. ‘And you need a green shirt for the group photo.’

‘Group photo? Is this primary school?’

‘They want to post it on Earth Day.’

‘I think we’re going to need to go shopping. I’ll rearrange my next meeting. It’s just with Jeanette.’ He already had his phone to his ear.

Lili reached across the table and slapped his hand. ‘I’ll call her. You finish your food.’

‘But I can do it. It’ll only take me a second. I don’t like asking you to do things that I can just as easily do myself.’

‘But it’s literally my job.’

‘Yes, you’re right,’ he said, cancelling the call and placing his phone face down on the white tablecloth. ‘I didn’t mean to step on your toes.’

‘You’re not stepping on my toes. Just eat your food!’

He stuffed a piece of olive bread into his mouth. ‘Yes, boss.’

They ambled slowly up Regent Street. He placed his hand on her lower back as they navigated the swathes of shoppers. She smiled involuntarily, staying close to him as they walked, ensuring she was always within reach.

They made it to Selfridges. While Teddy tried on shirts, Lili wandered around the women’s section. He found her admiring a neon green Bottega Veneta quilted handbag.

‘It’s totally impractical,’ she said, stroking the bag. ‘But I’ve never wanted anything more.’

He smiled. He didn’t have to say anything because she knew what he was thinking – he felt the same way about her.

A few weeks later, she was in the office early to get Teddy checked into his flight to Zurich for the conference. She was the only person in the open plan space – the pit – as her colleagues referred to it. On her keyboard was a brown box. She opened it to find the Bottega Veneta bag and a note, which read, I couldn’t let you live without it. Thank you for all that you do.

After accepting Lydia’s offer of employment, one of the first exercises Val undertook was sorting Lili’s wardrobe into two piles: Keep, and; What were you thinking, you boorish sheep. On the top shelf, he found the Bottega Veneta handbag.

‘Now this is a statement piece. We can create looks around this, see?’

He went to the rail of clothes he had brought with him and took a pair of faded black jeans and a black high-neck jumper with protruding shoulders.

‘Your new look is chic, OK? Chic chic chic. It isn’t lascivious soccer mom on her only night out of the year. It is understated. Then you add something like this,’ he held out the handbag, ‘to make it interesting. Chic but never boring. Do you understand?’

Lili was stood in her underwear, pulling the pair of jeans over her backside. ‘It’s not rocket science,’ she said.

‘Well clearly it is something like rocket science,’ Val purred, ‘because you haven’t mastered it, and you’re paying me a hell of a lot of money to get it right.’

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.’

‘You would need to say much worse than that to offend me, babycakes.’

She pulled on the jumper and took the handbag from Val’s outstretched hand.

‘Boots,’ Val said, handing her a pair of black Jimmy Choos.

Lili stood in front of the mirror. She moved her head from side to side, holding the bag to her stomach.

‘Cosa pensi?’ Val asked.

‘What?’

‘Do you like it, tesoro? What do you think?’

‘Oh yes. I do. I look—’

‘Chic.’

‘Yes.’

‘Now this is your look, OK? Starting from right now. The spotlight is on you. People will see this. When they see this, they see us. So, when are you wearing it?’

Lili looked at her phone and saw the date – October twentieth, a year since Teddy’s birthday drinks.

‘Tonight. I’m wearing it tonight.’

‘Brava, babycakes.’

One of Val’s key responsibilities, as outlined by Lydia, was styling Lili for their reality show, The Lowe Job. The show’s name had been Lydia’s idea. ‘It’s like it was destined,’ she chortled when she suggested it to Lili over a glass of rosé in her living room.

‘It’s crass,’ Lili complained. ‘No one’s going to take me seriously after this.’

‘Darling,’ said Lydia, swilling her wine in her glass. ‘You need to hold people’s attention if you want them to listen to you. The Lowe Job is a way of luring them in. It’s what we do with their attention that will count.’

‘I don’t like it, Mum.’

‘Well, let’s float it and see, darling.’

Unfortunately for Lili, the production executives agreed with her mother. Genius! They cried. People are going to eat this up for breakfast!

When filming began on the show, Lili was living in a one-bedroom flat above a kebab shop in Brixton, South London. There was barely room for a tripod, let alone a whole film crew, so Lydia rented a three-bedroom ground floor maisonette in Richmond to stage Lili’s home instead. She asked Val to help with the soft furnishings. ‘I’m not an interior designer,’ he complained, as Lydia laid an array of cream cushions in front of him.

‘It’s just dressing of a different kind,’ Lydia said, with the kind of unwarranted enthusiasm that made Val’s spine tingle. ‘Come on, I’m just asking your opinion. Give it to me.’

‘I’ll give you my resignation.’

‘Which do you like? Cream or ivory? Linen or cotton? Just tell me!’

‘The ivory looks like it belongs in a rap video. It’s new money. It’s tawdry. In fact, get it out of my sight.’ Lydia put the cushion behind her back. ‘And what in sweet Mary’s name do you think you’re wearing!’ Val exclaimed as Lili came into the room in a pair of black leggings and an oversized white T-shirt.

‘It’s meant to be a reality show. I don’t lounge around my house in a tiara.’

‘You don’t lounge around your house on a six-thousand-pound sofa either darling, but look around you. This isn’t reality! These,’ he said, waving his hand over the discarded cushions on the floor, ‘do not belong to a politician’s assistant. But we’re not selling a politician’s assistant, we’re selling a dream! Now get back in that bedroom and put on the outfit I laid out for you, you ignorant strumpet!’

Lydia nodded. ‘You took the words right out of my mouth.’

‘Mum!’

‘I love you, sweetheart, but Valentino is right.’

‘That I’m an ignorant strumpet?’

‘Well—’

‘Don’t finish that sentence!’

Lili stomped out of the room.

‘She gets her flat feet from her father,’ Lydia whispered. ‘May his fallen arches rest in peace.’

Val rolled his shoulders with a huff.

That day, the crew filmed Lili at the kitchen island of her fake home, reading some of the press coverage surrounding her. The producer, Callum, instructed Lydia to arrive at the front door just as Lili was about to take a shower. ‘Be goofy,’ Callum told Lydia. ‘No offence, but audiences don’t like strong older women. They just don’t. So be a goofball. Be fun. Be light. You’re not Matriarch Mum, You’re Clown Mum.’

Lydia smiled patronisingly. ‘What do you want me to do? Come in on a unicycle?’

‘Trust me on this. OK? You want a show, and I’m going to give you a show.’

It was Lili who gave them all a show.

‘Marvellous, darling,’ Lydia told her over a seafood risotto that evening. ‘Just marvellous. You opened the door and gave the audience a peek inside, and they’ll be barging it down to find out more.’

‘It all feels a bit ridiculous.’

‘There is nothing ridiculous about controlling your own story, darling.’

‘I know, but Mum – I’ve gone from working for the government to having someone film me eating a sandwich.’

‘Trust the process. You have been lifted to a higher step on the ladder. Lean into it, and you will climb to the top. From there darling, you can do whatever you like. But in the meantime, we keep building your exposure, and we keep showing people that you are an intelligent, thoughtful young woman who refuses to be defined by her cinq à sept.’

‘People still just want to hear about the blow job photo, Mum. All these interviews I’m having – that’s still the crux of their questioning. I’m sick of everyone thinking they know everything about me because of one photo.’

‘It won’t be for long, darling. We’re entering a new era, and you’re in the driving seat. Soon you’ll be taking them wherever you want to go.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Enjoy the ride, darling. Cin cin.’

Lydia held her glass of white wine in the air for Lili to cheers. Their glasses clinked and Lili watched her mother take her fork to her risotto. Lili didn’t feel like eating. There was a heaviness in the pit of her stomach at the thought of what was coming down the pike. Her future had been clear a few weeks prior – climbing the ladder in the civil service, a senior role in politics, a position of power. Now though, what could she expect? Fame, celebrity, pawning her former relationship for money? She knew that she was lucky. If she wasn’t young, white, and as Stevie liked to say, bangable, people would be much less likely to have forgiven her, let alone listen to her. She also knew that she had no other choice. She had made her bed the first time she lay in it with Teddy Landen. It was never going to end smoothly. Plus, her mother was right – there were certainly perks to the way things were panning out. She was starting to make some real money, and she knew that politicians were becoming less and less relevant in a society of so many voices. She could make a difference, if she played the game well.

She picked up her fork, hovered it over her bowl.

‘Dig in, darling,’ Lydia said.

So, she did, because though it pained her to admit, it was usually worth listening to her mother.



Chapter Four

Stevie had no idea how Lydia had managed to get her the presenting gig, and frankly, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to know. All she was told was that she was the new host of a six-minute weekly segment covering entertainment news on the UK’s most popular magazine programme. Two months following Lili’s blow job scandal is all it had taken for Lydia to get her the job – a job that Stevie had been working towards for the past five years, whilst washing dishes on a weekend cooking show, buying coffees on a midweek game show, and emptying bins on a morning talk show. She wasn’t the most intelligent of the Lowe sisters (that was Lili) or the most beautiful (that was Iris) or the most athletic (that was Katie), but Stevie was willing to be everything else – or at least she would try.

Stevie lived in a two-bedroom flat above a newsagent in Hammersmith, West London. It was a part of the city home to television executives who had made their money in the decades when the industry paid well. Those residents occupied three-storey Georgian townhouses and enjoyed views of the Thames. Stevie occupied the second floor of a pollution-stained building and enjoyed views of the Hammersmith flyover. All rooms in Stevie’s flat opened into the lounge, which housed two sofas in a room that was only big enough for one, a hand-me-down television from her flatmate’s father, and a coffee table which bore so many cigarette burns and water marks that it had begun to look fossilised.

Stevie came out of her bedroom as her flatmate came out of his. She flopped onto the comfier of their two sofas – the one they always fought over. She looked up at him, stood in the middle of the room, his hand in his thick head of muddy brown hair, his navy pyjama bottoms low on his hips.

‘Charlie Fucking Branson.’

‘Stephanie Bitch-Tits Lowe.’

‘What are you doing up this early?’ she asked. ‘Are you ill? You look ill.’

‘I’m at peak health, actually.’

‘That’s awkward.’

‘It is a bit.’

Charlie’s hand trailed down his face to his stubble. He scratched mindlessly at his chin.

‘You had sex last night, didn’t you?’ she demanded.

‘Yes. Did you?’

‘Did I fuck.’

‘That’s what I asked. Did you fuck?’

‘No.’

‘Dry spell?’

‘Of course not,’ she smiled wryly. ‘I’ve been having loads of sex. Too much some might say. So, who is she? Was it Amelia? I thought we were breaking it off with Amelia?’

‘We are breaking it off with Amelia. It was break-up sex. Coffee?’

‘I actually want something a bit stronger than that,’ she said, smiling.

‘Already?’

‘We’re celebrating.’

‘What are we celebrating?’

She jumped to her feet and strode over to the kitchen cupboards taking down two wine glasses of different sizes. She removed a dead fly from inside the smaller, stockier looking glass. ‘This one’s yours.’

‘Are we really drinking before nine in the morning?’

‘Yes. Where’s the fizz?’ she asked, opening the fridge.

‘Who do you think we are? The closest thing we have to champagne is that fermented apple juice we should have thrown out months ago. What the hell is going on?’

Stevie took a can of pale ale from the fridge door and poured half each into the two wine glasses before walking back over to Charlie on the sofa.

‘I have some news.’

Stevie had found Charlie Fucking Branson four years prior, vomiting into a packet of cheese and onion crisps in the corner of a dark supplies cupboard in a West London television studio.

‘Stomach bug,’ he groaned.

‘Your stomach bug smells distinctly like stale beer.’

‘Fuck.’

‘Cheese and onion was a mistake. You need ready salted and a can of coke. Everyone knows that. Are you a moron? Or a virgin?’

‘Both.’

‘Ready salted. Can of coke.’

‘Are you offering?’

‘I’m not.’

She returned five minutes later with a packet of ready salted crisps and a can of Coca Cola.

‘You’re an angel!’ Charlie declared as she handed them to him alongside a packet of ibuprofen. ‘I’m Charlie by the way.’

‘Stevie.’

‘What do you do, Stevie?’

‘Production Runner.’

‘Nice. I’m a Production Assistant. It’s the worst isn’t it,’ he said. ‘Running.’

‘Oh the worst. The absolute fucking worst.’

They were both working on a morning news and entertainment show, on the very lowest rung of the television career ladder. Stevie was an aspiring presenter and Charlie an aspiring producer. On the day they met, they went for a drink at the bar next door to the studio. ‘Hair of the dog,’ Stevie convinced Charlie. The truth was, neither of them wanted to go home. Stevie was still living with Lydia at the time, and Charlie was living with a group of strangers, one of whom had a personal freezer filled with questionable, illegal meat. Needless to say, both were keen to find new living arrangements. That evening, Charlie asked Stevie if she wanted to move in with him, and that weekend, they went to look for a flat together. When the letting agent asked why the landlord should rent the place to the two of them over the other applicants, Stevie replied, ‘Are you serious? Because this is Charlie Fucking Branson!’

‘Are you serious?’ Charlie asked, when Stevie finished recounting her job offer.

‘As serious as my sister is a slut.’

‘Which audition was this?’

‘I didn’t audition. Mum just asked me to send her a video of me roasting Lili.’

‘I bet that was difficult for you.’

‘I threw something together from my back catalogue. I honestly just thought she wanted it for her own entertainment. I didn’t realise it was for a job.’

‘So what’s the deal? What will you be doing?’

‘Roasting Lili, I guess.’

‘Really?’

‘Well, not just Lili. It’s entertainment news. But the first week or two will be Lili. Mum was pretty firm about that.’

‘Double the exposure for you guys then.’

‘Yeah, I guess.’

‘The Lowes are moving up in the world,’ he said.

‘I know. It’s great. Who knew nepotism could be so satisfying.’

‘Dinner tonight?’ asked Charlie.

‘Yes to dinner but not to tonight. I’m throwing drinks to celebrate,’ she said.

‘Am I invited?’

‘You’re guest of fucking honour! Now, I’m going out to spend money I don’t have on clothes I don’t need.’ She stood, downed the remainder of her beer, and placed the glass in the sink.

‘You know you owe me for gas and electrics, right?’

‘I’m about to be rich. I’ll pay you with interest.’

‘Mmhmm.’

‘I’ll see you tonight.’

‘Where?’

‘The Cadogan Arms.’

‘Fine. Stevie?’ Charlie called from the sofa. He looked at her with his head leaning on the back cushion.

‘Yeah?’

‘You’re going to nail this new job. I’m proud of you.’

‘God, I can tell you had sex last night, you soggy nob.’

He turned his head to look at the television. ‘I don’t know why I bother.’

‘I don’t either.’

‘I love you.’

‘So soggy! Stop!’

‘I love you, Stevie.’

‘SOGGY!’

Stevie closed the front door behind her, pausing for a second before continuing down the hallway. She needed a moment to hold on to the feeling of him saying those three words. Just a moment. Just enough to keep her afloat.

The Cadogan Arms was an old pub with new clientele following a recent refurbishment. The ceilings were low, but the egos were high – models, family-funded artists, even the odd high-end fashion buyer who thought themselves too original for anywhere that had ever been reviewed by The Telegraph.

Stevie’s party was occupying the back corner of the pub. They had pushed the six tables allocated to them against the wall, used now as a shelter for their bags and coats. Lili, standing beside Iris, was wearing a conspicuously inconspicuous black baseball cap. They had just been approached by one of Stevie’s former work colleagues – a short, stout man, somewhat like a little teapot but with less social value – named Francis Croft.

‘You really went for him, didn’t you?’ Francis declared.

‘Sorry?’ Lili asked.

‘Poor Mr Landen. You went for his throat!’ Francis’s eyes were glistening – perhaps it was the excitement of speaking to a woman as attractive as Lili, or perhaps it was the cocaine he had been doing in the bathroom a few moments prior.

Lili’s voice became stuck in her throat – a physical blockage she could feel when she tried to swallow.

‘Are you talking about Teddy?’ Iris asked, characteristically naively.

‘He must have been a real dick,’ Francis continued. ‘For you to sell him down the river like that. Totally savage.’

‘I haven’t said anything bad about him. I wouldn’t—’

‘You’ve
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