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Chapter 1

Today

My bed is wet. Not damp, but properly soaked, as though my pillow has been used as a sandbag during a flood. Looking up, I see a small stream of water dripping through the yellow stain on my bedroom ceiling: the source of my current dampness. The bedside clock tells me it’s five a.m., which is the worst of all the a.m.s – not early enough to guarantee getting back to sleep, but not late enough to contemplate starting your day.

Jumping out of bed, I navigate the obstacle course that is my cluttered bedroom floor and run down the corridor, out of the front door and up the cold stone stairs to the top floor flat.

‘Mr Finkley! Mr Finkley! Your bathroom is leaking again,’ I shout while beating on the door with two fists. There’s no response. He’d better not have died in the bath with the tap running, because then the whole ceiling might fall in, and I’ll have his dead body to contend with on top of everything else. ‘Mr Finkley!’ I call again, with more urgency this time, trying to banish the mental image of my bed crushed beneath a pile of rubble and bubble bath. Finally, the door opens a crack, and Mr Finkley peers out at me. He’s in his sixties and has wispy blond hair that sticks out vertically on either side of his bald pate. His face is all angular features, and he wears brown-rimmed glasses permanently smeared with grease. Every time I see him, I need to remind myself not to call him Mr Stinkley, which is what my flatmates and I call him in private.

‘Bathwater is leaking through the ceiling again,’ I tell him sternly.

‘I was having a bath,’ he says, winding a wisp of wet hair around his index finger then removing the finger, leaving behind a hair horn.

‘It’s the middle of the night,’ I say wearily. ‘And remember the plumber saying you can’t have baths, not until you’ve sealed the floor tiles properly? Any overflow comes straight down into my bedroom.’ My voice is measured, as though I’m explaining this to a toddler.

‘I don’t like showers,’ he replies, twiddling a symmetrical horn of hair on the other side of his scalp.

‘Nor do I – especially when I’m asleep, in bed.’ I stomp down the stairs, calling back as I go, ‘Just put some towels down, please.’

There’s no point trying to reason with the bath-loving lunatic. I’ll have to call our landlord, Cynthia, again. All any of us knows about Cynthia is that she lives in Spain, is allergic to cat hair, and is a horribly negligent landlord. She often berates me for ‘vexing her with our domestic concerns’, but I am vexed, Cynthia, I am extremely vexed.

Back in my bedroom, I remove my beloved books from their plastic storage box, then place the box on the bed to catch any remaining drips. Surveying the books, I feel like a mother who’s failed to provide for her children. They deserve a decent bookcase, they deserve to be displayed, spine out, sorted by genre, not heaped in a pile on the floor of my damp room. One day, books, one day. After changing my sodden bed shirt, I crawl into the dry end of my bed, desperate for a couple more hours, but it’s hard to sleep when your mind is racing and your toes are damp. I must have drifted off, because I wake to my alarm, confused as to why I’m sleeping upside down.

My room looks completely different from this perspective. Out of the window I see the promise of another grey spring day, and the spider plant on my windowsill looks even browner and sicklier than it did yesterday. The plant was a gift from my dad, along with the now drooping yucca in the corner. He’s convinced that indoor plants help stave off depression and anxiety. Ironically, keeping them alive until his next visit has become a major source of anxiety for me. Dad assured me, ‘You can’t kill spider plants, they thrive on neglect,’ but I seem to have managed it. These plants feel like canaries in a coal mine, a litmus test for inhospitable living conditions.

Wrapping a towel around myself, I head to the bathroom, which I find occupied. It is always occupied.

I tap, then call through the door, ‘It’s Lucy. Are you going to be long?’ If it’s Emily or Zoya, they’ll be quick, but Julian might be hours. I want to know if it’s worth waiting or if I should go and make myself a cup of tea.

‘Just having a shave,’ Julian calls back. Great. That means the sink will be full of tiny bristles, and there’ll be shaving foam all over the hand towel.

‘The ceiling in my room is leaking again,’ I tell him.

‘That’s annoying,’ says Julian lightly, his tone failing to convey the true scale of quite how annoying it is, especially for the person who sleeps beneath said ceiling. As I’m standing in the corridor having a conversation with the bathroom door, a man emerges from Emily’s room. He’s tall, with peroxide-blond hair and a huge tattoo of an eagle in the middle of his chest.

‘Hi, I’m Ezekiel,’ he says, giving me a sheepish wave. ‘Friend of Em’s.’

‘Hi,’ I say, hurriedly pulling my towel up to make sure it’s adequately covering my chest.

‘Is the bathroom free?’ he asks with a yawn, slowly stretching his long, pale arms above his head. He has the languid manner of a man who is not in a rush to be anywhere – unlike me, who has a job to get to.

‘Bit of a queue, I’m afraid.’

Making small talk with one of Em’s random shags is not my favourite thing to do in the morning, so I head through to the kitchen, where I find Betty, Julian’s on-off girlfriend, boiling three saucepans on the stove. Whatever she’s making, it smells like a horse died in a ditch, then someone boiled up the ditch water with a few herbs. I have nothing against Betty as a person, but she’s always here, always batch-cooking, and the flat is hardly big enough for four of us, let alone Betty and all her mason jars.

‘Morning, Betty! What’s cooking?’ I ask brightly. One of my greatest qualities is that I can be polite and jovial even when I’m feeling grumpy and furious. Hiding how you really feel is an essential skill, especially when you live in a busy flat share. No one wants to live with a Moaning Mary. Before Betty can answer, I hear the bathroom door click open, and I dart back into the corridor to get in there before Em’s conquest. He’s still hovering outside Em’s door, but I manage to launch myself into the bathroom first. ‘Sorry, desperate,’ I say, crossing my legs and giving him an apologetic eye-roll.

As predicted, the sink looks like an army of miniature hedgehogs moulted in it, and there is no loo roll, again. Luckily, I have a secret tissue stash, hidden in my washbag for just such emergen— Oh. Someone found my secret tissue stash.

When I draw back the mouldy shower curtain, I find the bath full of very large, very real bones and stagger back in horror, thwacking my head on the towel rail. ‘Ow!’ What the hell? Is someone trying to dissolve a body in acid? As if this flat weren’t sordid enough.

‘You okay?’ a voice calls from the corridor. Backing out of the nightmare-inducing scene of death and decay, I hurry back to the kitchen.

‘Why is there a body in the bath?’ I demand. ‘Did you two murder someone?’

‘Oh, it’s not a body,’ Betty says with a tinkling laugh. ‘Julian and I are doing a broth fast this week. I needed to blanch the bones for the next batch, but I didn’t want to monopolise the kitchen sink. The butcher gave me a whole cow for next to nothing. Do you want to try some? Does wonders for a leaky gut.’ Betty holds a ladle towards me.

‘No, thank you,’ I say, swallowing my urge to gag. While I’m glad that no one has died, I’m perturbed that my first instinct was to think my flatmates might have killed someone. It’s possible I’ve been watching too much Poirot again. It’s my go-to comfort TV, but maybe it’s breeding a suspicious mindset. ‘How am I supposed to have a shower?’ I ask Betty as calmly as possible. ‘I can’t be late for work, not today.’

‘There’s no hot water anyway, we used it all blanching the bones,’ Julian yells from his bedroom.

‘I’ll move them in a mo,’ Betty says sweetly.

Em’s one-night stand has now taken ownership of the bathroom, and I’m vaguely concerned that I can hear the shower running. Is he standing in the bones to shower? Why am I the only one disturbed by this? Emily’s door is ajar, so I pop my head in to see if she’s awake.

‘Good night?’ I ask the mop of red dreadlocks emerging from beneath her duvet.

‘Oh Lucy, can you find out his name?’ she whispers at me. ‘I can’t remember.’

Before moving into the Vauxhall flat, Emily lived in a houseboat community in Shoreham. She abhors ‘the capitalist system’ and makes a point of trying to barter for things people expect her to pay for. Impressively, she got most of her bedroom furniture by swapping it online for homegrown cacti. On principle, she insists we ‘share everything’, which translates to her sharing my cereal, my bread and my face wash and moisturiser. When I first met her, I thought she was a hippie loon. Now, having lived with her for two years, I’ve decided my assumption was entirely correct.

‘It’s something biblical. Jeremiah? Zebadiah?’ I whisper. ‘Where did he come from?’

‘Poetry jam in Shoreditch,’ she says, slapping a palm to each cheek. ‘Hot, isn’t he?’

‘He’s certainly got a presence,’ I say, tactfully.

Emily and I do not have the same taste in men. I tend to gravitate towards men who prioritise wearing clean underwear every day, for instance. ‘My ceiling is leaking, again,’ I tell her.

‘How tedious,’ she says, then pulls her nice dry pillow back over her head. Sometimes it feels like I’m the only one here who cares about my ceiling issues. As if answering my self-pitying call, music starts to pulse from Zoya’s room at the far end of the corridor. Hopefully my best friend will be more sympathetic to my plight.

‘Hey,’ I say, knocking on her door frame. She’s dancing to the new Taylor Swift album in tights and a bra.

‘Morning, Lucy Lu,’ she says in a sing-song voice. I know Zoya was out partying until three a.m., and yet here she is, just five hours later, looking fresh and flawless, with her mane of glossy black hair, sparkling bright eyes, and enviably svelte figure. She’s the kind of person who falls out of bed wearing last night’s eye make-up but it looks like an effortless ‘smoky eye’. When that happens to me, I just look like a conjunctivitis-ridden badger.

I’ve known Zoya since we were twelve years old, though if I met her now, I’m not sure if we’d be friends – I’d be too intimidated. She grew up in India, then moved to England via America. When she arrived at our school, with her stylish American clothes and this glamorous east coast accent, it felt like a movie star was walking among us. But once I got to know Zoya, I discovered that underneath it all, she was just a geek like me. We bonded over our collections of Snoopy memorabilia and a mutual love of Stephenie Meyer novels.

‘Can I drag my mattress in here tonight?’ I ask her, sitting down on the end of her bed. ‘Stinkley flooded his bathroom again. My bed is soaked.’

‘Of course, poor you! Do you want me to help hairdryer your duvet?’ she asks.

‘No, don’t worry. I’ll do it later.’

‘What the hell is that smell?’ Zoya asks, grimacing and holding her nose.

‘Julian and Betty are batch-cooking bone broth. There’s a pile of bones in the bath.’ Zoya makes a suitably horrified face. ‘Of all the flat shares in all the towns in all the world, why did we have to walk into this one?’

‘Because it was the only one within budget that had two rooms available,’ says Zoya.

‘Emily’s got another random guy here.’

‘Hide your cash. I’m pretty sure the last guy she had over stole a twenty from my wallet and a pair of knickers from my drawer.’

‘Lucky I have nothing to steal then,’ I say. ‘Unless he wants a dying spider plant.’

‘I don’t know where she finds these sketchy men.’

Zoya turns down her music and sits at her dressing table to straighten her hair. Standing behind her in the mirror, I’m reminded how terrible my own hair looks – mousy brown and asymmetrical, the result of an online tutorial on how to cut your own hair. Maybe I didn’t have the right scissors. Maybe I didn’t have the right hair.

‘Look at this,’ I say, tugging at the shorter side.

‘It’s not that bad,’ says Zoya. ‘Come on, I’ll put it up for you.’ She stands up and motions for me to sit down, then sets to work, pinning it into a stylish messy bun. ‘You’ve got to look smart for your first day in the new job.’

‘Yes,’ I say, touched that she’s remembered today’s the day. ‘Finally, I’m going to get to do more than print scripts and clean up after everyone.’

‘I’m so proud of you, Luce,’ she says. ‘My best friend, the big-shot TV researcher.’

‘Junior researcher,’ I correct her, feeling myself flush at the compliment. ‘And I didn’t get a pay rise, just a new title, but I will have more responsibilities now. Hopefully I’ll be able to pitch ideas, maybe even brief the guests.’

‘You’ve worked your little butt off,’ Zoya says, picking up a sparkly hairband and laying it on my head like a crown. ‘You’ll be Queen of TV in no time. Which reminds me’ – Zoya reaches to pull a card out of a drawer and hands it to me. On the front is a sketch she’s drawn. It’s of me wearing a crown, holding a TV, surrounded by books and badgers. It says ‘Congratulations!’ in perfect calligraphy across the top.

‘This is amazing,’ I say, laughing. ‘A Zoya Khan original. This might be worth a fortune one day.’

‘It’s to put on your desk at work, to remind yourself where you’re headed.’

‘I love it. What’s with all the books and badgers?’

‘You like books and you like badgers,’ she says with a shrug.

I reach up to squeeze her hand, and mouth ‘thank you’ in the mirror.

Zoya has always been a stalwart supporter of my stuttering TV career. My parents were open-minded when I got my first job in production, but eighteen months later, when I was still a runner on minimum wage, they started to question what I was doing with my life. All my friends were moving up their respective career ladders, making good use of their degrees, while I was still languishing on the bottom rung, making coffee.

On the dressing table is a framed photo of our group of friends from school: me, Zoya, Faye and Roisin. The four of us talked about living together when we first moved to London, but then Faye’s parents bought her a studio flat, and Roisin, as a trainee lawyer, had a far bigger budget than Zoya and me.

‘How perfect would it be if we could swap Emily and Julian for Faye and Roisin,’ I say quietly, meeting Zoya’s eye in the mirror.

‘Roisin wouldn’t be able to handle the lack of en suites,’ Zoya says, laughing. ‘And Faye would probably make it her mission to tackle Stinkley’s antisocial behaviour with reflexology and herbal tea.’

‘Maybe we should set them up,’ I say, and we both burst out laughing.

Zoya’s room used to look like mine, posters Blu-Tacked to the walls and a clothes rail held together with duct tape. But now, looking around, I realise something has changed. Her room looks like the ‘after’ photo in an Instagram makeover reel. She has procured several lamps, a blue velvet armchair, scatter cushions, matching bed linen, framed art on the wall, and the biggest source of my envy – a dark, wooden bookcase that’s not even IKEA. So this is what a decent salary looks like.

‘You’ve made it so nice in here,’ I tell her, trying not to sound jealous.

‘Thanks, you can come and sit in my reading chair whenever you like.’

Zoya used to be a penniless creative like me, but then a few months ago, she dropped out of art school and got herself a job as an estate agent. It seems a shame because she’s an incredible artist, but then again, that bookcase is a work of art.

Squeezing my shoulder, she says, ‘There, done,’ as she puts the final pin in my hair.

‘Thank you. I don’t know how you do that.’

In the corridor, I hear a door open. ‘Bathroom’s free,’ Em yells as her door closes. I dash back into the hall, only to see Betty sneaking in there before me.

‘Sorry, just need to grab my bones,’ she yells, and I turn back to Zoya and make a murderous expression. Surprisingly she doesn’t laugh, but only says, ‘Luce, I need to talk to you about something. Walk to the tube with me?’

‘Sure. I don’t have time to shower now anyway. Give me five minutes to get dressed.’

My room feels even more depressing after being in Zoya’s. No one wants to live in the ‘before’ photo. My parents say I’m ‘living like a student’, but it’s actually worse than that. As a student I had furniture and a dry bed, I had access to a student loan and subsidised accommodation. Now, after tax, rent, bills, loan repayments and my travel card, I’m left with thirty-five pounds a week for everything else: food, booze, clothes, tampons, you name it. If I could only get promoted to researcher, I’d earn an extra eighty pounds a week. With that kind of money, I could eat, I could buy a nice big bookshelf, I could go back to using normal tampons rather than the two-sizes-too-big moon cup I got free in a party bag at my cousin’s hen do. But there is no point fantasising about such heady luxuries.

After passing a wet wipe beneath each arm and rolling on some deodorant, I throw on a pair of black jeans and a fitted T-shirt, then apply a lick of mascara and a dab of blusher. It’s enough to make me look passably fresh and professional. If only my life could be so easily rectified.

Zoya is waiting for me by the front door. In the hallway, she takes an exaggerated gulp of clean air, which makes me smile. Once we’re down the stairs and out in the street she says, ‘So, I wanted to tell you first.’

‘What?’ I say, immediately worried.

‘I think I’m going to move out, Luce.’

‘What?’ I can’t hide the horror in my voice. ‘Why?’

‘Because we live in a dump, and I’m earning money now.’ Her face contorts into an apologetic wince. ‘You know I adore living with you, but I can’t handle the others any more. Julian has had wet washing sitting in the machine for three days. Three days.’

‘So, you’re abandoning me?’ I say, making loud cartoon sobs to hide the fact that I genuinely feel like crying.

‘Oh come on, you can take my room, it’s drier than yours.’

‘I can’t afford your room. It’s twenty quid a week more than mine.’

‘I’ll sub you the difference.’

‘No, don’t be silly. I’ll be fine. I’m happy for you, genuinely.’ I try to swallow my intense misery. This is not about me – Zoya’s worked hard, she deserves this.

‘Thanks, chick.’ Zoya looks relieved. ‘And you know you can hang out at my new place whenever you like. I promise there will always be loo roll and never any dead cows in the bath.’

‘Maybe a hot Frenchman will take your room,’ I say, forcing a goofy smile, while inside I’m struggling to quell a rising tide of panic. I’m being left behind. The flat will be unbearable. Who will I crawl into bed with on a Sunday morning and watch reruns of Friends with? Who will I swap books with? Who will I complain about the others to? Who will care enough to dig me out of the rubble if the ceiling really does fall down?

 

When we reach the turnstile at the underground station, I realise with a sinking feeling that my weekly travel card has expired, and I don’t get paid until tomorrow. I don’t want Zoya to know how broke I am, so I try swiping my bank card, offering up a silent prayer to the gods of the turnstiles. Luckily, they let me through.

The board tells us there’s a train in one minute.

‘Come on, let’s run,’ I say, grabbing Zoya’s hand.

‘Can’t we just get the next one?’ she groans. ‘You’re always rushing me.’

We make the train and luxury of luxuries, we even get seats, though there is a woman and her annoyingly loud baby sitting right next to us.

‘So, are we all meeting for a drink after work to celebrate your new job?’ Zoya asks.

‘I don’t know. I didn’t get much sleep last night. I could probably use an early night.’

When the train pulls into Oxford Circus, my stop, Zoya gets up to give me a hug. Looking around the carriage, I notice all eyes are on her. At a guess, all the men are wondering what she looks like naked, while all the women are wondering what product she uses to get her hair that bouncy and shiny. (The answer is a mayonnaise hair mask once a week.) As I get off the train, she sticks her head out of the carriage and hollers down the crowded platform.

‘You can sleep when you’re dead, Lucy Young. We’re celebrating your promotion, end of. Drinks on me.’

I can’t help grinning as I turn to walk away.





Chapter 10

 

The minute I’ve hung up, I realise I don’t know where it is I work. I can hardly call Michael back and ask him. Then I remember, Trey called me from a landline number. I call the number and a male voice answers, ‘Good afternoon, Badger TV.’ I hang up straight away. Ha, I am detective extraordinaire; Poirot would be proud of me.

Google informs me that Badger TV is based on Beak Street, just off Carnaby Street. How would anyone navigate a life leap before phones or the Internet? Jumping in a cab (two cabs in one day, what decadence), I spend the journey reading up about Badger TV.

‘Incorporated eight years ago by TV executives Michael Green and Lucy Rutherford’. Lucy Rutherford? Is that me? Is that my married name, Sam’s name? I try saying it out loud, ‘Lucy Rutherford,’ but it sounds alien and wrong. I am Lucy Young, I will always be Lucy Young. Shaking my head, I keep reading. ‘The independent production company has gone from strength to strength, carving out a speciality in innovative children’s television.’ Children’s television? I never imagined myself working on kids’ shows, though I suppose children need good TV as much as anyone. A news article tells me Badger TV was acquired a year ago by Dutch media giant Bamph and is slated for ‘significant structural changes’, whatever that means. Then my cab arrives at the address and that’s all the detective work I have time to do.

Walking through revolving doors into a brightly lit reception area, I know I must be in the right place because the walls are decorated in badger wallpaper. The reception area is sparsely furnished with low silver sofas, a long white desk, and a glass-walled meeting room along one side. At the far end of the room there are lift doors and a staircase, presumably leading to an office above. A blond receptionist wearing horn-rimmed glasses looks up from his paper-thin computer screen as I walk in.

‘Oh hi, Lucy. Wow, great suit. Where are you off to?’

‘Nowhere special,’ I say, slightly thrown that this person knows my name.

His eyebrows crease into a confused frown, but he continues to smile.

‘So, I work here . . .’ I say, hoping he might volunteer some information about what it is I do, but alas, he does not. ‘Is there a runner or someone you could call to come down here and talk to me?’

‘You want me to get Callum?’ the receptionist asks.

‘Great, yes. Get Callum.’

The receptionist makes a call, and I pace up and down in front of his desk. I don’t have a plan here. Well, my plan was, ‘Just go, see what happens!’ but that doesn’t seem like much of a plan now that I’m here and I’ve sobered up. I wasn’t going to tell my colleagues the truth. I’d just be pitied, sent home, or told to see a doctor. They’d look at me the way Emily did, as though I’ve lost my mind. If I’m going to see what my future life is like, I need to experience it as Lucy Rutherford, not as a lost Lucy Young.

A few minutes later, a slim man in his early twenties with spiky brown hair and a nose piercing bounds down the stairs. He’s cute in a ‘probably plays the ukulele and brews his own ale’ sort of way.

‘Hi Lucy’ – he says, eyes widening as he takes in the purple power suit – ‘I thought you were off sick today?’

‘I was, but I’m better. Can I have a word?’ I step into the glass-walled meeting room to our left and beckon him to follow. ‘Look, Callum, can I call you Callum?’

‘Yes,’ he says, eyeing me warily.

‘It’s always the runners who know everything in a production company. So how do you feel about being my eyes and ears this afternoon?’

‘Okay,’ he says, staring at me with wide, unblinking eyes.

‘It’s a concept for a new show,’ I say, thinking on my feet. ‘Can you guide an imposter through a job they don’t know? Just follow me everywhere and discreetly tell me who everyone is and what job they do.’

‘Isn’t that already a show? Job Blag on ITV,’ Callum asks, pressing his palms together in a nervous prayer.

Who would make that into a show? It’s a terrible idea.

‘Yes, yes,’ I say, unbuttoning my jacket. ‘But I have a different version in mind.’

‘Oh?’ Callum asks.

‘The format’s not quite there yet, I’m just stress-testing the principle. Look, do you want to help me or not?’

He nods like an overeager puppy, so I open the door to the meeting room, and he follows me out. ‘Just give me a rundown on all the people who work here, the whole hierarchy of the office, a who’s who of Badger TV.’

‘Even Ravi?’

‘Who’s Ravi?’

‘Him.’ Callum points to the receptionist, looks at me in confusion, then grins. ‘Was that a test?’

‘Yes, that was a test. Assume I know nothing.’

I realise I’m still holding all my Selfridges bags, so I ask Ravi if he’ll look after them for me and he kindly stows them beneath his desk. At the top of the stairs, we emerge into an open-plan office full of clean white desks and impossibly trendy-looking people. There’s one man wearing a blouse with a prominent neck ruff so outlandish, it makes Harry Styles’s wardrobe look positively conservative.

‘We’ve only got the development team in the office right now, since we’re between productions,’ Callum tells me. ‘But there’s Dominique the AP.’ He points at a girl wearing a leather onesie. ‘Trey the producer’ (neck ruff man), ‘Leon the researcher’ (glasses, impossibly vertical hair). ‘Is this what you mean?’

‘Perfect,’ I say, which only makes Callum more eager. He reminds me of my parents’ old dog, Apple, who was always jumping up excitedly.

‘In there you have Michael, BTV’s co-founder.’ Callum points to a closed door with ‘King Badger’ written on a silver placard. People nod or wave to us as I follow Callum across the office floor. Everyone looks surprised to see me. On the walls are framed posters of programmes Badger TV must have produced: How Does Your Garden Grow?, with images of children planting vegetables; Busy Lizzy’s Gruesome Mysteries, with a young girl holding a magnifying glass.

‘And my desk is . . .’

‘In there.’ Callum points to a huge corner office with ‘Queen Badger’ written on the door.

‘And the pitch this morning was for . . .?’

‘Rainbow Bear and Friends,’ Callum says, looking more confused by the minute. ‘It’s a pre-school show. Rainbow Bear makes a new friend in every episode. Someone with a problem or insecurity that Rainbow Bear can solve with love and understanding.’

‘Sounds a little twee,’ I say, grimacing.

Callum laughs, then covers his mouth, unsure whether I’m joking. The chair at my desk is one of those huge ergonomic ones, with multiple levers for maximum comfort. On one side of my computer is a photo of Sam and the kids, and on the other, the ‘Congratulations’ card Zoya drew with the sketch of me holding a TV. I framed it, I kept it all this time. Picking it up, I find a photo behind it of me and Michelle Obama.

‘I met Michelle Obama?’ I squeal, examining it to check it is real.

Callum looks ever more perplexed. ‘I think that was taken at the Women in Business Awards. She was hosting.’

I met Michelle Obama, I run a production company, I have my own office and a chair with multiple levers. This is so much better than I ever could have imagined.

With a knock on the door, a man I assume must be Michael lets himself in. He’s older than everyone else, possibly late forties, with a greying Afro and wise, gentle eyes. He is impeccably dressed in a waistcoat and shirt, with trousers that have a sharp crease down the front. He looks like the Great Gatsby, if the Great Gatsby was being played by a younger Danny Glover.

‘I thought you were ill,’ he says.

‘Turns out it was just one of those two-hour things. Puke your guts out in a train-station toilet and then you’re fine. Better than fine.’

‘I don’t think you’ve taken a sick day in four years, not about to start now, huh?’ he says, shooting me a knowing smile. ‘What’s with the suit? That’s a very different look for you.’

‘I have a thing . . . later,’ I say, suddenly feeling less confident about my ability to pull off this outfit. Maybe it screams Margaret-Thatcher-in-a-box-of-Quality-Street rather than fashion-forward-professional-with-her-shit-together. ‘So, the pitch went well?’

‘We knocked it out of the park, Luce.’ Michael swings an imaginary baseball bat and makes a ‘glock’ sound in his throat, like a ball hitting a bat. ‘They’re looking to commission more diverse programming, so it’s right on message for them.’ He claps his hands. ‘They’ve even asked for a budget for twenty eps rather than twelve. Do you want to run some numbers now? We can get them an updated projection.’

Budget? I wouldn’t know where to begin doing a budget. As I try to think of a valid excuse for not doing that, the rest of the team have moved from their desks and are now loitering in the doorway behind Michael.

‘We just wanted to say congratulations,’ someone says. ‘You’re on a roll.’

Then they all start clapping. Wow, Future Me is brilliant. I am Queen Badger, TV producer extraordinaire, with a team of people who will give me a round of applause without even being prompted.

‘Well, it was a team effort,’ I say graciously. Even if it wasn’t a team effort, people in teams usually like to think that it was.

‘Lucy, while we’re all here, would now be a good time to update everyone on the Kydz Network situation?’ Michael asks. I look for my translator, Callum, but he’s at the back of the crowd and can’t help me. With all these expectant eyes upon me, the blagging radar on the Lucy submarine starts beeping a frantic alarm. Then I have a flash of inspiration.

‘Or, since it’s Friday, we could clock off early and go for a celebratory drink?’ I say, clapping my hands. If Melanie Durham can buy everyone a croissant, I can go one better and buy everyone a cocktail. Besides, it will be far easier for me to work out the company dynamics over an informal drink. People glance around at each other, then back to me. ‘What’s the point in being the boss if you can’t knock off at’ – I check my watch – ‘three thirty occasionally?’ The team whoops and cheers. I am the best boss ever.

As people disperse to pick up bags and coats from their desks, abuzz with excitement about my drinks plan, Michael stays behind and takes a seat on my desk.

‘I’m glad you’re feeling better, Lucy, but don’t you think we should take some time to talk about Kydz Network? I know you’re confident, with good reason, but it’s not far off.’

My source of intel, Callum, is still loitering by the door, unsure whether he should stay or go. ‘Callum, what are your thoughts on the Kydz Network situation?’ I ask, and Michael looks back and forth between us in confusion.

‘Um, I think it’s bad,’ Callum says, but then sees me frown at how unhelpful he’s being and adds, ‘or good, obviously. It could be good.’

‘A profound insight. Thank you, Callum.’ Callum takes this as his cue to leave, which I did not mean it to be.

‘Look, the sooner you share what you’re thinking with the team, the more time we’ll have to prepare,’ Michael says.

‘I know there’s a lot to do. Maybe I got carried away with your good news. I just think a bit of team bonding might be beneficial for morale.’

Michael stands up, the concerned look receding. ‘You’re right, we should treat the team occasionally. We can deal with Kydz Network on Monday.’

‘Monday, great.’ Ha! I’ll probably be back in my real life by Monday. And if I’m not, I certainly won’t be coming to work, at least not until I’m up to speed on whatever this mysterious Kydz Network situation might be.

 

Five hours later, we’re in a cocktail bar on Carnaby Street and I’m having the best night of my life. My company card is behind the bar (Yes, I have a company card, I don’t even need to spend my own money) and I am bonding with my brilliant team. I must be great at employing people, because everyone who works at Badger TV is whip-smart and hilarious. Unless the lens of afternoon cocktails is distorting reality.

Leon has been telling me a funny story about some celebrity I’ve never heard of who was dating another celebrity I’ve never heard of. Even though I don’t get any of the references, I laugh along because the way he tells it is hilarious. Michael started off a little uptight, but after a few beers he relaxed into the idea of the team bonding and has been regaling everyone with his thoughts on ‘why baseball is a superior spectator sport to football’. From the looks on the team’s faces, I suspect it’s a topic they’ve heard before.

It’s been happy hour for the last five hours, and I am feeling pretty darn happy. I’m certainly feeling a lot better about this life leap than I was this morning.

‘Lucy, I wanted to ask your advice,’ Trey says, sliding into the booth beside me. Trey is in his late twenties and good-looking in a feline way. His hair is a little too perfectly gelled for my taste, the neck ruff a little too out there, but he has soulful eyes and cheekbones you could cut cheese with.

‘Advice?’ I ask, unable to fathom what kind of advice I might be able to offer anyone.

‘Yes, I was thinking about proposing to Clare.’ His eyes are earnest as he looks to see my reaction.

‘Well, do you think she’s the one?’ I ask.

‘Oh yes, she’s everything to me,’ he says.

‘And remind me how long you’ve been together?’

‘Six years, since college.’

‘Then yes, what are you waiting for?’

‘It’s just with my job being so up in the air, you know? Her parents are old-fashioned about job security, getting a mortgage and stuff. I was worried it might not be the best time to ask.’ Why would his job be up in the air? ‘My sister thinks I should pay off my debts first, wait until I’ve got a staff contract.’

‘Wait schmait,’ I say, tilting my head from side to side in a way that makes me think I might be slightly drunker than I realised. ‘Just buy a smaller ring. Love is all you need.’ I know nothing about Clare, her feelings on jewellery, or her relationship with Trey, but these cocktails are making me feel pro-romance, pro-throwing caution to the wind. Trey looks like he’s trying to tie a knot in his eyebrows as Michael comes to join us in the booth.

‘I’m afraid I’m not going to stick around. Cardinals are playing tonight,’ says Michael.

‘Baseball,’ I say, taking an educated guess.

‘You know me, three things in life I care about: my wife, my work, and my baseball, though not necessarily in that order.’ He grins and leans over to squeeze my shoulder. ‘Well, adieu to all,’ he says, waving an arm to everyone in our little corner of the bar, then he taps his stomach. ‘Jane’s game night fritters wait for no man.’

Those within earshot say goodbye to Michael, while Trey turns to me and whispers, ‘Jane,’ in a dark, conspiratorial tone.

‘Jane,’ I repeat. My French teacher at school once said, ‘If you’re ever stuck in an oral exam, mirror the examiner.’ But this still feels like trying to solve a murder without knowing who’s been murdered and not being able to ask any questions.

‘Jane,’ Trey says again, with even more venom, this time punching a fist into his other hand. Before I’m forced to embark on a long game of ‘Jane’ tennis, I’m saved by Dominique who comes over with another round of cocktails and Trey excuses himself to use the bathroom.

‘I love your outfit, Lucy. It’s so gene you come to the office dressed like that,’ Dominique says, sitting down beside me. Gene? Are there new words I don’t even know?

‘Thanks,’ I say, taking the drink she offers me. ‘I’ve never owned something this nice before, so I thought I might as well wear it.’

‘What do you mean? You have an amazing wardrobe,’ Dominique says, then pauses. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way’ – her pupils roll to the ceiling, and she flings a limp arm around my shoulder – ‘but I’m usually a little intimidated by you. You’re so great at what you do, and you’re always so, I don’t know, together.’ She turns to look at me, and sees I’m surprised by what she’s saying. ‘Sorry, I’m drunk.’ She shakes her head and laughs.

Something in her mannerisms reminds me of Zoya and I instantly want to be friends with her. She’s got a glitter tattoo on her shoulder, which is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen. Maybe I should get a glitter tattoo?

‘We don’t usually socialise together?’ I say, half question, half statement.

‘At wrap parties, sure, but you usually leave early.’

‘Sounds like I’m super lame,’ I say, then burst into a fit of giggles. I feel really drunk, which is strange, because I’ve only had three of these martinis and I can usually have at least four before I start to get silly.

‘Let’s dance!’ I say, suddenly feeling the urge to move. I grab Dominique’s hand and pull her up to the dance floor. Callum and Ravi are standing by the bar, and as we’re dancing, I ask Dominique, ‘Is it me, or is Callum quite hot?’ I have to shout to be heard over the music.

‘Callum?’ She shakes her head. ‘What for me?’

‘No, for me,’ I shout back. ‘I’m going to ask him to dance.’

He’s completely my type, all dark hair, long limbs and puppy dog eyes. He’s looking at me like he likes me too. At least I think he is, it’s hard to be sure when everything’s starting to blur. I stride across to the bar and lunge for Callum’s hand.

‘Dance with us?’ I say, grinning, pulling him to join us. He blushes, embarrassed, but follows anyway. I feel like I’m thirteen, at a school disco, as we dance side by side. Dominique has disappeared, so it’s just the two of us now, and I turn to dance with him face to face. Our eyes meet. He looks like he wants to kiss me. Maybe this is an excellent idea. A really gene idea. Just as I’m leaning a little closer, I feel Callum’s hands on my wrists, pushing me away. Then he’s leading me back to the booth, making me sit down. He looks mortified. Did I almost kiss an employee, on the dance floor, in front of everyone?

‘Aren’t you married?’ Callum whispers, his eyes wide in surprise and embarrassment.

Oh shit. I am married, I completely forgot. Here I am acting like I’m on some great night out with fun, hot new colleagues, but I’m not – I’m not me any more.

‘What time is it?’ I ask, swallowing a wave of martini-flavoured nausea.

‘Nine o’clock,’ says Callum. ‘Shall I get you some water?’

The twenty-year-old runner is trying to sober me up. This is bad. This is so bad. Maybe I was supposed to be back to look after those children hours ago? Shit. Maybe Future Me doesn’t have the same tolerance for alcohol that old me did.

‘Do you want me to put you in a cab, babe?’ Dominique asks, patting my arm sympathetically, and I manage to nod my head up and down.

 

In the cab, I finally check my phone again. I have a lot of messages and missed calls, mainly from Sam. As I’m looking at my phone, he calls again.

‘Where the hell are you?’ he asks, his voice sharp.

‘Um, I had a work thing. I lost track of time.’ I wince, wondering if I’m going to throw up all over my beautiful suit.

‘You didn’t tell me you were going to be out. I got a call from Maria saying you never showed up. I’ve been working from Reading today, no one could get hold of you. She had to stay until I could get home. She missed an appointment.’

‘Zorry,’ I slur.

‘You’re drunk,’ he says, his voice stern and unimpressed.

‘A little,’ I admit. Having a husband feels a lot like having a parent. Maybe I don’t want a husband. Maybe I’d rather be rich and single, picking up men half my age like Brigitte Macron. Then I remember how hot Sam is and how valid his annoyance, given the situation. At least when you’re married your husband has to love you unconditionally.

‘Just get on the nine-forty train, and I’ll send a cab to pick you up,’ Sam says, sounding very little like someone who loves me, unconditionally or otherwise.





Chapter 11

 

When I wake up, I see that I’m in the grown-up bedroom with the fancy curtains and the super-soft duvet. I’m still wearing the purple suit trousers, and I have a headache almost as bad as yesterday’s. Reaching a shaking hand beyond the safety of the bed, I find a glass of water on my bedside table and gulp it down.

The fact that I’ve woken up here, rather than Kennington Lane, makes me suspect this flash forward/life leap, whatever it is, might be more permanent than I’d hoped. Not that I did a degree in time travel or wrote a thesis on the space-time continuum, but going to sleep here and waking up again makes it feel less likely to be a dream. A fussy fog of remorse tells me that I might owe Future Me an apology for acting inappropriately with her work colleagues. Did I . . . did I try to kiss Callum? Oh, I can’t think about it, it’s too awful.

There’s no sign of Sam or the children upstairs, so I have a quick shower and find a fleecy beige tracksuit to change into. At least it’s Saturday; a morning of hangover food and mindless TV will sort me out. Downstairs, I pause by the kitchen door, observing the scene. Sam is playing peek-a-boo with Amy from behind a cereal packet and she’s giggling in delight. Felix is wearing a shiny red cape over his dinosaur pyjamas and has lined up mini-Weetabix like dominoes across the kitchen table.

‘Hi,’ I say with a timid wave. Sam looks up and responds with the coldest ‘Hi’ I’ve ever heard. It’s arctic. No, colder that arctic, it’s the temperature of one of those planets at the furthest edge of the solar system where it’s minus four hundred degrees.

‘I’m sorry about last night,’ I say, walking into the kitchen and taking a seat. ‘Yesterday was a bit of a strange day for me.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it in front of the children,’ Sam says. A muscle pulses in his jaw, and he turns away from me to switch on the coffee machine. Hmmm, I could murder a coffee.

‘Are you Mummy again?’ Felix asks me.

‘Morning, Felix,’ I say, sidestepping the question. There’s a loud whirring, crunching sound as coffee beans are pulverised into delicious submission. Amy covers her ears. When the noise finally stops, Sam asks Felix, ‘What do you mean, “Are you Mummy again?” ’

‘Yesterday Mummy wasn’t Mummy. She was an alien,’ Felix explains.

Sam looks at me, and I shrug as though I have no idea what he’s talking about. Right now, with him radiating all this freezing-cold Neptune energy towards me, doesn’t feel like the right moment to try and explain wish-based time travel.

‘Sometimes grown-ups have too much to drink, and it makes them act differently. It doesn’t mean they’ve been possessed by aliens,’ Sam says, handing me a coffee. Then he picks up a banana, which he peels and passes to Amy in one seamless motion.

‘Thank you,’ I say, hugging the cup in my hands.

‘If I drink too much, will I act differently?’ Felix asks.

‘No, it only happens with alcohol, which you don’t drink,’ Sam explains.

My coffee smells so good I want to cry, and I take a long, slow breath. When I look up from the mug, I see Felix observing me.

‘What’s my middle name?’ says Felix.

‘Huh?’

‘I’m trying to think of questions only Mummy would know the answer to, that the aliens wouldn’t.’

Damn, this kid is bright. How old did he say he was again? ‘Funny boy,’ I say, ruffling his hair in the way I’ve seen people ruffle kids’ hair on TV. Sam turns back to the coffee machine to make a cup for himself.

‘I’d be surprised if Mummy can remember her own name this morning.’

‘What’s your favourite number?’ Felix is not giving up.

‘Um, eight,’ I say, plucking a number out of thin air.

‘Ha! Mummy’s favourite number is eleven!’ Felix holds his arms out wide, as though this proves his point.

‘Do you even remember getting home?’ Sam asks me. His tone is light, but he won’t look at me.

‘Maybe not every element,’ I admit.

‘Felix, do you want to put the TV on for your sister?’ Sam says, lifting Amy out of her high chair and putting her down on the floor. She immediately toddles towards me and tries to hug my leg with her sticky banana hands. I move away so she can’t smoosh banana goo into my nice clean, fluffy jogging bottoms.

‘Can you wipe her hands?’ Sam asks, throwing me a wet dishcloth, which I miss, and it hits the wall behind me with a thwack.

‘Mummy would have caught that,’ Felix says, his voice an awed whisper.

Picking up the cloth, I try to clean the baby’s hands as best I can, but she’s still trying to hug me, so I end up holding her at arm’s length with one hand, while trying to clean off the goo with the other. When I look up, Sam and Felix are both watching me with the same suspicious expression.

‘Told you,’ Felix says, shaking his head, then he takes his sister’s hand and leads her into the next room.

As soon as they are out of earshot, Sam hands me a plate of buttered toast, and I wonder if I’m out of the woods in terms of everyone being annoyed with me. Sam’s wearing a grey T-shirt and faded navy-blue jeans, while his wavy brown hair is slightly mussed up at the side. He really is incredibly attractive. If I can shake this hangover, I wonder if sex might be on the cards. Surely that’s one of the perks of having a husband – you don’t need to get all dressed up, faff about with liquid eyeliner, or even leave the house; you can just get it on in your pyjamas. Would sleeping with Sam involve cheating on myself somehow? The thought hurts my brain.

‘So, you don’t remember falling asleep on the train? Me having to put the kids in the car and come fetch you from Alton station?’ he asks, in a tone that makes me think hot morning sex might not be on the menu.

‘Oh, shit. Did I? I’m so sorry.’

‘What happened yesterday, Luce? Let’s put aside the state you came home in, I got a notification on our joint account that you’d spent nearly three thousand pounds in Selfridges. Have you lost your mind?’

‘I, um . . . I wanted to treat myself. I never get to go shopping.’

‘Never get to go shopping – Lucy, you have a wardrobe full of clothes! We can’t afford to spend that kind of money, you know we can’t.’

‘We look to be doing okay,’ I say, waving my arm to indicate the beautiful house complete with shiny coffee machine and fridge the size of a small country.

‘Yes, we’re incredibly fortunate, but you know we’re over-extended. We need every penny we earn to cover the mortgage, the loan on the car, Maria’s salary, the new loft cladding, our pension contributions. You were
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