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        Life's not fair, is it? Some of us drink champagne in the fast lane, and some of us eat our sandwiches by the loose chippings on the A597.

        VICTORIA WOOD
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Lisa Doyle’s father left her two things: a battered blue armchair, and his talent for making a terrible situation catastrophically worse.

      She scrolled through her Instagram notifications. 47 likes and 12 heart emojis. This, she thought, is how it feels to be popular. Except she wasn’t popular. She was a liar. At 1AM, four glasses into a bottle of wine, she’d told the world she was engaged. All because her best friend Helen Chen was getting married. And then, because she hadn’t quite made a complete arse of herself, she’d given her new fiancé a name.

      Brian.

      Even though no man under sixty is called Brian.

      Except for her boss.

      Her boss is married. To a woman called Audrey.

      Audrey terrifies the living shite out of Lisa.

      Her first instinct had been to hit delete. But each time she plucked up courage to look, someone else had added congratulations, or tagged a friend to share the news. If she removed the announcement, it would lead to questions.

      Did you see that thing Lisa Doyle posted on the socials? Said she was engaged, then deleted the message. Likely scuttered or living in some sort of dreamworld.

      And for every so-called mate laughing behind her back, there would be two more feeling sorry for her.

      What drives someone to invent a boyfriend like that? Mind you, it’s no big surprise when you think about it. She was always a loner at school.

      She had no choice but to run with it. Literally none. This was survival.

      Except… her sisters were on Instagram. And they followed Helen. If Aisling and Susie saw her post, they’d tell Mam. And that would be very bad indeed.

      She deleted the announcement, suspecting even as she did it that the damage was already done. Twelve hours was long enough for screenshots. For shares. For Helen’s mother to have forwarded it to the entire parish prayer group.

      A text pinged through from Helen. Demanding details of this never-before-mentioned man. It would have been the perfect time to explain. Better yet, call her and come clean.

      Lisa did neither.

      She did what any rational person would do upon waking up in the horrors. She showered, got dressed, got the bus into town and told herself things would work themselves out.
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      Mondays at the Empire Theatre were always awful. In an office no bigger than a broom cupboard, Lisa had spent the last hour looking at photographs of Helen and her intended Michael. In pubs with real fires. Kicking autumn leaves as they walked through avenues of trees. Toasting each other in a beach bar at sunset. How could Helen be getting married? She’d only been seeing Michael for six months. That’s no time at all.

      Did childhood promises count for nothing?

      They’d been eleven years old when they pricked their little fingers and became Blood Sisters, vowing to never put any man first. Agreeing that, in the unlikely event of either of them being called upon to give their hand in marriage, they would walk down the aisle together. Insist on a joint wedding. And yet, Helen had opted to break that promise. She was getting married without Lisa. To Michael. A nice enough lad if your favourite colour was beige.

      Her inbox pinged.

      As box office manager, Lisa had to print off pages of reports for the Monday morning sales and marketing meeting. Pages she knew full well nobody would read.

      Just like on every other Monday, the printer jammed midway through a job she should probably have started when she’d arrived at nine, but had left until three minutes to eleven.

      Sharon appeared holding a packet of crisps.

      ‘Martine just called down,’ she said. ‘Something about the spring season?’

      Lisa slammed the printer lid shut. It whirred encouragement. Pages began spewing out.

      ‘Tell her it’s in hand.’

      Sharon nodded, but didn’t move.

      ‘I wanted to ask you something,’ she said.

      Lisa gathered her print-outs. ‘OK, so I’ll come and find you after the meeting. We’ll grab a coffee.’

      Sharon shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She wasn’t done.

      ‘It’s about something I saw online,’ she said.

      Lisa’s blood froze in her veins, her heartbeat stuttering to a halt before thundering back with force. Had her second-in-command seen last night’s drunken Insta post? Before she’d come to her senses and hit delete. And if so, had she told everyone? Sharon was an awful gossip. Were the box office staff passing a congratulations card from desk to desk, signing it and chucking coins into an envelope?

      Sharon twisted the crisp packet between her fingers. ‘Look, I know this is short notice, and say no if it’s a problem, but you know how Robbie Williams is playing that festival in Wythenshawe Park?’

      Lisa nodded. Sharon had cried for two hours when her phone ran out of battery mid-queue for the online ticket sale.

      ‘There’s a resale site. I managed to get two tickets for me and John.’

      ‘Great,’ Lisa’s voice was strained. ‘And that’s the thing you saw online. The thing you wanted to talk to me about?’

      ‘It’ll mean you and me swapping shifts.’

      ‘Fine. You go ahead. Update the rota.’

      ‘You’re sure about that?’ Sharon sounded unconvinced. ‘Because it’s Saturday. And you know what Saturday is?’

      She shrugged and grabbed her sales reports. ‘Update the rota. You go ahead and indulge your parasocial relationship with Robbie Williams.’
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      The marketing meeting was held in what the theatre grandly called “The Boardroom”. A disused rehearsal room on the second floor, where the heating either didn’t work at all, or tried to cook everyone alive. Today, the radiators were cranked to sauna level, and the first telltale droplets of sweat formed at Lisa’s hairline as she took the nearest mismatched chair.

      Martine was already there, laptop open, reading glasses perched on her nose in a way that suggested she meant business. She was flanked by Dev from Digital, and Paula from Front of House.

      Brian Hawkins sat at the head of the table. He’d rolled his shirtsleeves to his elbows - something he did when meetings stood every chance of running long - and Lisa found herself noticing, not for the first time, the way his forearms tensed when he gripped his pen. He had good hands. Capable hands. The kind that looked like they could fix things, and possibly people, if you let them.

      As Head of Trustee Relations, Brian’s wife Audrey insisted on coming to these meetings. Not that she ever had anything to contribute, beyond the occasional sharp intake of breath. She always positioned herself at Brian’s right hand, dressed like she might be going somewhere special afterwards. Her wardrobe majored in off-white silk blouses, and statement earrings.

      Despite their public show of togetherness, it was an open secret that Brian and Audrey’s marriage was on the rocks. Rumour had it he’d moved out of their shared home and into a Travelodge. Sharon had spotted his car outside the one in Ancoats.

      ‘Can we get a wriggle on?’ Martine tapped her laptop. ‘I’ve got a panto press call at one.’

      Dev from Digital gave his usual rundown of engagement metrics. Someone from accounts wanged on about budget and staffing. Paula from Front of House said precisely nothing. Lisa’s mind wandered. All she could think about was how she was going to explain away her fictional fiancé to Helen, without sounding like a complete lunatic or a total loser.

      ‘Lisa?’ Martine’s voice cut through her spiral. ‘We need to touch base about who’s doing what on Saturday. Sharon’s on rota, right?’

      Lisa’s meeting smile had calcified into something that made her jaw ache. ‘Actually, we just agreed a swap,’ she said. ‘I’m doing Saturday.’

      Martine’s eyebrows disappeared into her hairline. ‘You volunteered for Tiny Tots Theatre?’

      That was what Sharon had meant. Running the rota meant Lisa could ensure she never worked Tiny Tots - an afternoon’s peep into hell, where entitled yummy mummies handed off responsibility for sugar-spiked toddlers. The mummies escaped to inhale Chardonnay in the Stage Door Bar, while infants ran riot, and the theatre staff did their level best to ensure nobody lost an eye.

      ‘Wonderful,’ she heard herself say. ‘Can’t wait.’

      ‘It’s always such a special day.’ Audrey’s proclamation suggested someone who never worked weekends. ‘So important for community engagement.’

      ‘Absolutely,’ Brian agreed. ‘Really builds loyalty with young families.’

      Martine closed her laptop with a decisive snap. ‘I think we’re done here.’

      The meeting dissolved. People made small talk as they filtered towards the door.

      Lisa gathered her papers. Brian glanced over.

      ‘You alright?’ he said. ‘You seem a bit distracted.’

      ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Just tired. Monday, you know.’

      He nodded, but his eyes stayed fixed on hers a moment longer than necessary. Searching for something.

      She didn’t know what.

      Audrey interrupted. ‘I’d like a word, Brian.’ She gave Lisa what could only be described as a look. ‘Whenever you two have finished whatever this is.’

      Lisa faked a smile. ‘We’re done. He’s all yours.’
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      Against all advice from every single one of her friends, Lisa had agreed to share a rented flat with an actor. Not that she’d seen Andy in anything other than ads that aired after midnight on obscure ITV streaming channels. He’d bit-parted his way into an Equity Card and somehow secured an agent. A theatrical type with a boomy voice. Keith often left rambling messages on their landline answering machine. Usually to say Andy hadn’t got whatever job he’d gone up for.

      Lisa loved the rare evenings when Andy was out and she had the place to herself. Despite what everyone predicted, he’d turned out to be the best flatmate ever. Sharp when he wanted to be. Always the first to drag her out on the town after a bad day in the office.

      But actors could also be hard work.

      If an audition went badly, she’d come home to find him low-lit and lying on the sofa, one arm flung dramatically over his eyes. And depending on whether he was bulking up or slimming down, her shelf in the fridge would be sacrificed to cooked chicken breast, hard-boiled eggs, or protein powder.

      Lisa kicked off her shoes, let them land where they fell and poured a huge glass of wine. She sat in her old blue armchair, and curled up beneath a blanket.

      The place breathed differently when it was just her. She loved the quiet, the tick of the kitchen clock, the clunk of pipes.

      She sipped her wine and let the quiet stretch out.

      There had been no texts from either of her sisters, suggesting last night’s Instagram madness required minimal damage control. Helen hadn’t called demanding to know how come Lisa was about to marry a man she’d never thought to mention before. A man called Brian.

      Lisa let herself cringe.

      Men called Brian smoked roll ups. They frequented betting shops and knew the staff by name. They drank pints of bitter and had strong opinions about council tax, referees, and the steady decline of just about everything since 1987.

      Although not every Brian was like that. Obviously. She couldn’t picture Brian Hawkins leaning on the counter in his local Ladbrokes, banging on about a horse he hadn’t backed but definitely should have. Perhaps Brian was his middle name. He looked more like a Steve, or a David. A Tom or a Ben. Brian didn’t have a soft midriff, or a face weathered by decades of disappointment. He stood straight. Wore his age lightly. His hair still knew what it was doing. He smiled without apology and listened as if it wasn’t a performance.

      She Googled famous Brians.

      Cranston, Cox, Ferry.

      All strong contenders.

      Brian Blessed. Not so much.

      A key turned in the door, and she slammed shut her laptop, like a teenage boy caught watching porn.

      ‘Hey,’ Andy said.

      He wasn’t alone. Tonight’s conquest was tall and skinny and looked like he’d only just started shaving.

      ‘This is Theo. He’s studying law.’

      Lisa smiled hello.

      ‘We’re just going to…’ He nodded in the general direction of his room.

      ‘Have a good one.’

      She waited until Andy’s bedroom door clicked shut, and Googled famous Theos.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Lisa woke to her phone rattling on the nightstand. It was still dark outside, and her first thought was of her mother. Was Mam lying on a hospital bed? Would she get a taxi to the hospital and find her sisters sat ashen-faced on plastic chairs?

      It turned out to be Helen.

      Had Lisa overslept?

      She checked.

      No.

      It was three minutes after five. In the morning.

      ‘Hello,’ Lisa did her best croaky voice. She needed her friend to know she’d been dragged from sleep.

      ‘I’m sorry to call so early.’ Helen was whispering. ‘It’s just, Michael is an early riser.’

      Lisa wondered. Was that explanation supposed to make sense?

      ‘Right, so… is whatever you need to tell me some sort of secret?’ She clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Helen. You’re pregnant.’

      Laughter. ‘If I was, he’d have to know too. I couldn’t keep something like that a secret for the next eighteen years.’

      ‘What then?’

      A pause. ‘Remember what we agreed… Blood Sisters and all that?’

      Lisa shuffled herself up in bed. ‘Go on.’

      ‘I just wanted to check whether what we said still stands.’

      ‘You know it does. Always and forever.’

      Another pause. This one longer.

      ‘OK, then. If you’re sure. And I would totally get it if you don’t want to do this, but I thought I owed it to you to ask.’

      ‘Ask me what?’

      But even as she spoke, Lisa guessed what was coming next.

      ‘If you’re still up for it, I can talk to our vicar about a double wedding.’

      It was Lisa’s turn to be struck dumb.

      Of all the drunken Insta posts in all the Internet, Helen had had to see hers.

      ‘You still there?’ Helen said. ‘Have I lost you?’

      ‘No.’ Lisa’s voice was a squeak ‘So… you saw what I posted? The other night. Online.’

      ‘I was so happy for you. And it’s like karma just knew. You and me. Blood Sisters. Engaged at the same time. Fate must be on our side.’

      Lisa cleared her throat. ‘The thing is⁠—’

      ‘Ah now, listen. I get it. You probably need to talk to this Brian chap. He might want you all to himself. It’s why I’m calling now. While Michael’s asleep. You’ve always been an early bird.’

      ‘It’s not that⁠—’

      ‘Ginny won’t like it, but sod her, she’s not the one getting married.’

      Lisa sat up straight in bed.

      ‘Ginny Watson?’ she said, trying to make the name sound anything other than toxic.

      ‘Ginny Price now. She married Jonathan Price. Works at the butchers in Hagley.’

      Ginny had been Lisa’s nemesis at school. A complete and utter cow. She’d told everyone Lisa padded her bra with loo roll. And spread a rumour of nits. One morning, Lisa found the word SLAG in sharpie on her cloakroom locker door.

      ‘What does Ginny have to do with you getting married?’ Lisa said.

      ‘She’s been helping with my wedding planning. What she can’t do with a spreadsheet isn’t worth knowing. You know me, Lisa, I’m a total technophobe.’

      ‘But she’s awful.’

      ‘People change. You’d probably like her now.’

      ‘Right.’

      A pause. ‘So you’ll ask Brian? About the double wedding.’

      What could Lisa say? She agreed to sound him out. She agreed to discuss a double wedding with a man called Brian. A man who didn’t actually exist.
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      Andy finished a slice of toast, brushing crumbs from his fingers onto the plate. He stood, chair legs scraping against the floor, and opened the dishwasher.

      ‘So, then,’ Lisa said. ‘It would be like an acting job.’

      His shoulders tensed as he placed the plate in the dishwasher rack, his back to her.

      ‘You’re asking me,’ Andy said, ‘to come to your friend’s wedding and pretend to be a heterosexual man… called Brian.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And pretend to go through with a double wedding. You want to actually exchange vows. In front of a vicar. And I assume your entire family.’

      ‘But it won’t count, because you’re not Brian. So we won’t actually be married.’

      Andy’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is that supposed to make any of this sound less deranged?’

      ‘I’d pay you. Full Equity day rate.’

      ‘Can you actually hear what you’re saying, Lisa? Do I need to call someone and have them take you away to a nice room with soft walls?’

      She pulled a stool from under the kitchen counter. She sat and fixed him with a smile. And prepared herself to deliver the line she knew would seal the deal.

      ‘Obviously if this is beyond your ability. If I need to find someone else…’ Lisa left a strategic three seconds of silence. ‘Like… I don’t know… Simon Hetheride.’

      Andy’s smile vanished. Simon was his mortal enemy. They’d met at drama school, dated for five minutes, before deciding they hated each other. Last month, Simon landed a role in a film. Starring Emma Thompson. Playing a named character. With lines. Andy had been inconsolable.

      ‘That fucking hack can’t play a straight man,’ he’d wailed, drinking gin neat from the bottle. ‘Never in a million years.’

      Now, Andy made like he was checking something on a pizza menu taped to the fridge door.

      ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I’ll play along with your sick little game. But I’m holding you to day rate. Plus a bonus for any unsociable hours.’

      ‘There is one tiny problem,’ she said. ‘Helen has seen your photo. Only the one time. And you were wearing a silver jumpsuit, sunglasses and an Afro wig.’

      Andy stared at her. ‘Your thirtieth.’

      ‘And you were… like… super skinny.’

      He all but reared up. ‘Are you saying I’m fat now?’

      ‘I’m saying you’re… buff now. More… solid.’

      Andy grabbed his phone. Tapped at the screen. ‘When is this wedding? If I start with Ozempic now, do you reckon I could lose enough weight?’

      She snatched the phone from him.

      ‘I can still get into that jumpsuit,’ he said. ‘It’s lycra.’

      ‘OK,’ Lisa said. ‘You can marry me in a silver jumpsuit that’s at least three sizes too small. And don’t forget the Afro wig.’

      Andy stayed quiet for a long moment. And then he started to laugh. It wasn’t a mocking laugh, more the kind that meant he was already committing to a plan that even she had to admit sounded desperate.

      ‘This is insane,’ he said.

      ‘I know.’

      ‘It’s never going to work.’

      ‘Probably not.’

      His eyelids fluttered closed, and his chest rose with a slow inhale that made his shoulders lift, then drop as he exhaled through barely parted lips.

      ‘We’ll need backstory. We’ll need details. What does this Brian do? Where did he grow up? What’s his favourite film?’

      ‘Shawshank Redemption,’ Lisa said. ‘Everyone says their favourite film is Shawshank Redemption.’

      Andy nodded approval. ‘Fine. I’ll take the job. I will be your Brian.’

      ‘And you don’t think Helen will recognise you?’

      He sighed, indulgently. ‘Lisa. I’m a professional actor. I’m not just going to buy a fake beard and glasses from some joke shop. We thesps have access to some of the best prosthetics in the world. And I know a make-up artist who owes me a huge fucking favour.’

      And just like that, it was decided.
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      The text had arrived on Tuesday. From Audrey Hawkins. Lisa let it glow on the screen for all of five seconds before turning her phone face-down.

      Her presence was requested Chez Brian and Audrey on Saturday evening.

      There had been a time - not so very long ago - when scoring an invite to a Hawkins dinner party was a sure sign you’d made it. In the world of Manchester’s Empire Theatre, anyway. Audrey was known to be the power behind her husband’s throne. She decided who got hired and who got fired. That all changed when rumours kicked in of their marriage drifting dangerously close to rocks. The invites dried up. She’d not summoned anyone to their West Didsbury double-fronted palace in months.

      So why now?

      And why Lisa?

      She gave it three days, hoping silence might transmit a polite refusal, but in her heart of hearts, Lisa knew Audrey wouldn’t just give up. On Thursday, a second text announced its arrival.

      
        
          
            
              
        AUDREY H

      

      
        7 for 7.30. Smart casual. Please don’t bring flowers.

      

      

      

      

      

      Which Lisa took to mean the invitation was non-optional.

      Steadied by a Marks and Spencer ready-mixed gin and tonic, she made her way up Cavendish Close. She’d gone for simple. Black dress, minimal jewellery. The heels were a mistake. She’d known they were a mistake the moment she put them on, but by then she was running late and committed to suffering.

      The houses kept a prim and polished front: neat brickwork, porch lights glowing, lawns clipped to regulation length. Big cars waited on driveways. Through bay windows came curated glimpses of better lives. A coordinated couple in lounge wear, sprawled on a cream sofa laughing at a quiz show. A child practising violin with fierce concentration. A black Labrador asleep on a wide sill, ear flicking in a dream.

      Audrey and Brian’s house waited at the end of the close, the biggest of the bunch, with double doors and fake Tudor beams. Lisa slowed her pace, pretending to admire a cherry tree in full show-off bloom, and gave herself a quick eulogy. She had lived a good life. People would say nice things. Her armchair would go to Andy, the fancy Dyson hairdryer to Sharon, and her sisters could fight over whatever remained.

      She took a breath, crossed herself in a way she had often seen her mam do, and walked up the drive.

      Brian answered the door, running a hand through his hair, eyes slightly manic. He was out of his work uniform - no tie, no jacket, still wearing a white shirt, but something less starched.

      ‘You’re late,’ he whispered, with a glance over his shoulder. ‘Give me your coat. Go through. First on the right.’

      The hallway smelt of beeswax and something floral trying a bit too hard. A staircase rose straight ahead, grand and carpeted in plush grey. Framed portraits of Audrey and Brian in a series of matching jumpers marched up every wall. Christmas in knitwear. Skiing in knitwear. A beach in March, defiantly knitwear.

      The first door on the right led into the dining room, where the other guests sat, arranged around a table set with enough cutlery to perform minor surgery. A single candle flickered in the middle of a tasteful flower arrangement.

      A door opened from the kitchen.

      ‘At last.’ Audrey sounded just the wrong side of slightly pissed off. ‘I’m certain we said seven o’clock.’

      A clock above the fireplace confirmed it was ten past.

      ‘The buses were running late,’ Lisa lied. ‘I did think of calling but…’

      The other diners were staring. Six pairs of eyes looked her up and down. Lisa knew nobody. And yet she couldn’t help feeling she was being judged.

      Audrey’s nose wrinkled. ‘One forgets what it’s like having to rely on public transport.’

      There was one spare chair. Lisa sat.

      ‘Alors, finalement.’ Audrey had turned French. She clapped her hands together like a supply teacher calling a class to order. ‘Les entrées.’

      The other guests came in twos. One couple in grey sweaters. Another looked like the sort of people who went to festivals in fields. Two matching men with neatly trimmed facial hair pulled sniffy faces.

      The kitchen door swung open and Brian appeared with a basket of bread. Audrey followed, wheeling a white tureen on an ornate brass trolley. She moved around the table ladling something thick and beige into bowls. Brian followed, handing out chunks of buttered baguette with the quiet efficiency of a man who’d learned not to get in the way.

      ‘Artichoke,’ Audrey announced. ‘Brian roasted them himself. I just knew you’d appreciate the effort.’

      Lisa stared into swampy glue. Audrey hovered one heartbeat too long. Waiting. Judging. Lisa made herself taste the soup. It was bland and yet somehow metallic.

      ‘Lovely,’ she said and Audrey moved on.

      The couples lifted their spoons at once, as if obeying some signal Lisa had missed. Nobody spoke. The only sound was the careful clink of silver on porcelain.

      With les entrées over, everyone sat in smart-casual hostage wear, hands in laps, spines too straight. Field Festival Woman toyed with her napkin, twisting it into a rope. One of the facial hair twins stared into the middle distance.

      ‘Has anyone been to the National?’ Grey Sweater Man asked. ‘The Carracci Cartoons are rather whimsical.’

      Nobody had been to the National.

      Lisa caught Brian’s eye across the table. He pulled a face so brief she almost missed it. A micro-smile, there and gone. She faked a cough to cover the laugh that nearly escaped. Audrey’s head swivelled. Brian’s expression was already innocent. Lisa stared hard at her empty soup bowl and felt, absurdly, like she’d gotten away with something.

      ‘So.’ Audrey’s voice took on a new edge. ‘Why don’t we all introduce ourselves? You should each share something interesting. A secret you’ve never told anyone else.’

      It felt like a mandatory workplace training session.

      The woman in the grey jumper cleared her throat. ‘I’m Jessica. I work in strategic sourcing at HSBC. And my secret…’ She smiled to herself, in the smug way that only people who prepared for this type of horror show might. ‘I once shook hands with the man who invented the contactless payment chip. At a conference in Düsseldorf.’

      People acted impressed. Lisa needed to up her game. Having a childhood letter read out on local radio wouldn’t cut it.

      Jessica’s smug husband, Clive also worked in banking and once played golf with Alan Sugar. Frances and Manny, did not have jobs as such. They lived off the land and toured local schools giving talks. One of the nice young matching men revealed they’d never seen a single episode of Drag Race. And lived in fear of being found out as a disloyal gay.

      When it was Lisa’s turn, she froze.

      ‘I…’ She swallowed. All she could taste was artichoke. ‘I…’

      Audrey stepped in. ‘Lisa manages our box office.’

      A strategic pause before ‘manages’ did a lot of work.

      There were nods. And at least one appreciative cluck.

      ‘And your secret?’ said one of the mean-faced gays.

      ‘I’ve been wearing the same bra for three days.’

      She’d expected this to land like a well-timed joke. It went down like a cup of cold sick. Six faces crumpled in horror.

      ‘Not really,’ Lisa felt she had to say. ‘I thought it might lighten the mood.’

      She risked a glance at Brian. He was studying his napkin with intense concentration, but the corner of his mouth had twitched. Just once. It wasn’t much. But it was something.

      Audrey sat back and stared. Like she might let rip and come howling across the table any second, clawing at Lisa’s throat. Instead she smiled, applauded everyone’s efforts and nodded at her husband to clear away dishes.

      Left to their own devices, polite chatter did its level best to get going.

      ‘So.’ Jessica leaned in to Lisa. ‘It must be so terribly exciting working in a theatre.’

      ‘It can be.’

      ‘Clive and I keep saying we absolutely should go more often. But what with my pottery classes and his squash commitments, not to mention how there’s something nearly every week at the school demanding our time and attention…’

      Her voice trailed away, like even she was bored by what she was saying.

      Clive picked up the slack. ‘You must see some things in your field of work.’

      Lisa felt obliged to nod and smile.

      ‘Tell us a funny story.’

      Everyone else took this as their cue to end whatever dull conversation they were having and stare at Lisa.

      She opened her mouth, closed it again. ‘We did once have a robin fly into the auditorium during a matinee of Dancing at Lughnasa.’

      ‘Good grief,’ Frances whispered, as if Lisa had described an armed coup.

      Manny nodded solemnly. ‘Nature always finds a way.’

      Clive blinked, unimpressed. ‘Anything else?’

      Audrey was back, with the brass trolley and Brian in tow.

      ‘What’s everyone talking about?’ she said as she used a tea towel to hand out hot dinner plates.

      ‘Lisa was telling tales out of school,’ Clive said, his voice a confidential whisper. ‘A life beyond the theatre safety curtain.’

      Audrey stopped what she was doing. ‘Oh? Is she indeed.’

      Lisa saw how Brian’s eyes issued a distress signal.

      ‘I don’t actually have any funny stories,’ she said. ‘Not as such.’

      ‘You must have,’ Audrey’s tone suggested this wasn’t a question.

      Lisa looked down at the table, her face hot. ‘There was this one time… back stage… a puppet caught fire. I put it out. With what I thought was a glass of water. Turned out it was gin.’

      The reception wasn’t so much laughter as nervous chuckles.

      Brian’s face fell, Audrey’s head swivelled towards him with slow, serpentine precision.

      ‘Darling,’ she said in an over-sugared voice, ‘I don’t believe you ever told me of any backstage conflagrations.’

      Brian cleared his throat. ‘It was a very small fire.’

      ‘A fire, is still a fire.’

      ‘More of a… localised incident.’

      Lisa’s heart set to pounding as if she had confessed to starting it herself.

      Audrey inhaled. Her smile returned. ‘Right. Well. That was… something.’

      Lisa considered diving under the table. Frances had twisted her napkin rope into a noose.

      ‘Le plat principal,’ Audrey said nodding at Brian to begin serving. ‘Roast guinea fowl.’

      Frances lifted a hand. ‘Audrey, you do know we don’t⁠—’

      ‘I baked a leek for you two.’

      The portions were tiny. A reluctant sliver of something brown sat on a pale smear of also-brown purée. Lisa regretted not filling up on bread.

      Everyone ate. In uneasy silence. Forks scraped against plates. Chewing became a furtive, guilty act. Eyes stayed fixed on food, on napkins, on the ceiling.

      Audrey dispensed with chatter between courses, simply nodding to Brian to clear plates and serve le dessert.

      Lisa stared at her empty place setting, pulse skittering.

      Brian leaned down as he lifted her plate. His voice was a whisper.

      ‘If you’re planning an escape,’ he said, ‘blink twice.’

      Lisa didn’t dare blink. Audrey was watching.

      And then, the evening was all but over. All that stood between Lisa and freedom was twenty more minutes of stilted chitchat.

      Audrey poured coffee from a silver pot.

      ‘I must say,’ she said, ‘it’s fascinating how some people manage to cling on at the Empire. Year after year. Despite everything.’

      Lisa knew all eyes were on her.

      ‘One would think,’ she continued, addressing the table at large while her eyes stayed fixed on Lisa, ‘that certain positions might benefit from fresh blood. New perspectives. Someone with actual ambition.’

      The facial hair twins exchanged a look Lisa couldn’t read.

      ‘Box office work must be so repetitive.’ Audrey stirred her coffee with slow, deliberate strokes. ‘Punching buttons. Handing out tickets. A trained monkey could do it, really.’

      ‘I think it’s more involved than that,’ Brian said.

      This earned him a glare.

      ‘Was it where you saw yourself, Lisa?’ Audrey put down the coffee pot. ‘When you were younger.’

      She willed words to form in her mouth, they refused. All she could manage was a strangled gulp.

      When the evening finally wound down and coats were slung on shoulders, Audrey positioned herself in the hallway to hug each guest with practised warmth, holding Lisa for a beat too long.

      ‘It was lovely to spend time with you away from the coal face,’ she whispered, her voice honey-sweet and scalpel-sharp. ‘To see what my husband finds so fascinating about Lisa Doyle.’

      Lisa’s gut twisted. She opened her mouth, but Audrey had already stepped back, smile big and neutral, moving on to insist everyone simply must come again soon.

      Brian was by the front door.

      ‘Until Monday,’ he said, and his voice sounded strained.

      Outside, it had started to rain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning arrived with the enthusiasm of a child being dragged around ‘back to school’ shoe shops in late August. Lisa sat at her desk, staring at an already overflowing inbox, waiting for the axe to fall. It had been two days since Audrey’s dinner party. Two days since she’d babbled on like a fool about puppet fires. Two days since Audrey had looked at Lisa like she was something unpleasant discovered on the bottom of a very expensive shoe.

      She refreshed her emails. Nothing from Audrey. Nothing from Brian. Just the usual avalanche of low-cost printer cartridge spam, and a passive-aggressive message from Martine about someone leaving mugs in the sink.

      
        
        Please don’t expect the dishwasher fairy to do YOUR dirty work!!!

      

      

      Maybe she was being paranoid. Maybe Audrey had forgotten about her. Perhaps people like Audrey had better things to do than obsess over junior staff members saying the wrong thing at dinner parties.

      Sharon was at Lisa’s office door, holding a folder.

      ‘Got a minute?’

      ‘Always. What’s up?’

      She closed the door behind her. This was unusual. Sharon only ever closed doors when sharing gossip too scandalous for generic flapping ears.

      ‘Something weird just happened,’ she said. ‘Audrey emailed. She wants last quarter’s group booking figures. Broken down by corporate client.’ Sharon frowned. ‘Since when does the Head of Trustee Relations ask me for box office data?’

      Since she decided to find a reason to fire me, Lisa thought. Since she decided I’ve formed some secret firestarter tryst with her husband.

      Sharon sat on the spare chair. ‘You don’t think this is anything to do with another restructure, do you?’

      Venus Leisure was big on what it called restructures. There had been three emails in the last year detailing changes to its target operating model, strategic realignments and making difficult but necessary decisions. Each ending with the classic tell: No further action is required at this time. Line after line of corporate wankspeak came down to one thing. People lost their jobs.

      The most recent cost optimisation initiative saw Martine’s marketing team culled from six to two part-timers supported by an AI bot.

      ‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ Lisa said.

      Sharon looked less certain. ‘I’ve worked at this place for 11 years. And me and John have only just taken out a loan to pay for new UPVC windows. If anyone’s getting the push, it should be Ewan. He’s only been here five minutes.’

      ‘No one’s getting made redundant.’

      ‘You don’t know that. They could be plotting anything at head office.’

      Lisa made reassuring noises. Because she was fairly certain that if anyone was plotting, it was Audrey. She’d got it into her head something was going on between her and Brian. Requesting box office figures from Sharon was just the start. Audrey was building a case. She was going to have Lisa sacked. And make sure she never worked in this town again.

      ‘I’ll raise it with Brian,’ she said. ‘For now, just give Audrey whatever she needs.’

      After Sharon left, Lisa opened a new browser tab and searched: jobs manchester

      The results were not encouraging. Warehouse operative. Delivery driver. Something called a ‘Customer Happiness Champion’ that paid minimum wage.

      She refined her search: office jobs manchester

      Better. Admin assistant. Receptionist. Data entry clerk.

      Every job demanded passion, an eye for detail and proof of dynamic thinking.

      Lisa could do dynamic.

      Sort of.

      Although there had been that time she’d spent an entire Sunday watching four episodes of a home renovation show because she couldn’t find the remote and was too comfortable to get up.

      Each job ad demanded a CV. Lisa hadn’t touched hers in six years. She opened a new document and began typing.

      She knew how to nod in meetings at just the right moment to suggest she’d been listening. She could tell people that whatever they needed was “on my list”. She referred to problems as “challenges”, thus avoiding any chance of being blamed if things went to complete shite.

      She stared at a short list of skills and felt like a fraud.

      Everyone’s CV was a work of fiction. Everyone claimed to be a self-starter and a team player and serious about delivering results. Nobody ever wrote adequate at most things. Rarely causes major problems. Can be trusted not to burn down the building. Usually.

      Through her open office door, she saw Brian at the photocopier. She ought to ask him for a quiet chat. She didn’t need to accuse Audrey of anything. Not outright, anyway. All she needed was someone to set her mind at rest.

      Brian wasn’t his usual polished self. His tie was askew. Dark circles under his eyes suggested someone who hadn’t slept in days, and his normally immaculate hair stuck up in tufts on one side as though he’d slept badly and given up on trying to fix it.

      Lisa ought to dump her new CV in its rightful resting place. The on-screen recycle bin. Instead, she saved it in a desktop folder.

      Just in case. A girl needed options.

      Andy texted suggesting after-work drinks. She needed someone to reassure her that she wasn’t paranoid, and answered with a thumbs up.
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      At five minutes to five, she shut down her computer and reached for her phone. She was putting on her coat when Martine appeared, face tight with panic.

      ‘We have a situation.’ She was all but out of breath, as if she’d run all the way from her third floor office.

      Lisa found her brightest, most untroubled smile.

      ‘Henderson & Cole,’ Martine panted. ‘The insurance firm. Forty-seven seats for the Thursday matinee, pre-show drinks, interval canapés.’

      ‘It’s all taken care of,’ Lisa shared her most supportive smile. ‘I processed the booking myself.’

      ‘So did I.’ Martine’s voice rose half an octave. ‘For St Anne’s Primary. 42 children, five adult helpers. Same matinee. Same seats.’

      Lisa turned her computer back on and pulled up the booking system. She spotted two confirmations, for the same date, same section, sent six minutes apart.

      ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I sort of see what you mean. Has anyone paid?’

      ‘Henderson & Cole paid in full. The school’s on invoice.’

      Lisa’s mind was running scenarios. Refund the corporate client, lose the relationship. Refund the school, disappoint 42 children. She could move one group, except there weren’t 47 seats available. Not together.

      Unless.

      ‘The Saturday matinee,’ Lisa said. ‘How’s it selling?’

      ‘Slow. Maybe 60 percent.’

      ‘Corporate groups want dress circle because they want to feel important.’ She was thinking now, properly thinking. The kind of focused problem-solving that made her good at this job, even if Audrey thought otherwise. ‘What if we made Saturday feel more important than Thursday?’

      She picked up the phone. Three transfers later, she had Henderson & Cole’s events coordinator on the line.

      ‘Camilla, hello, it’s Lisa Doyle from the Empire. Sorry to be calling so late on. Do you have a spare minute?’

      Martine watched as Lisa explained that Henderson & Cole had been selected - she made it sound like an honour - for an exclusive preview performance. The weekend matinee. Same seats, but with a complimentary champagne reception and meet-the-cast opportunity afterwards. A VIP experience, reserved for their most valued corporate partners.

      ‘The cast have agreed to this?’ Martine whispered.

      Lisa covered the receiver. ‘The cast don

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
        
          	
        Helen: I’m engaged to a man called Brian.
      

      	
        Brian (actual): I’m seeing someone. It’s recent. We’re keeping it quiet.
      

      	
        Audrey: Nothing directly. But she thinks something is going on between me and her husband. Which there isn’t. But I have borrowed his name for romantic fraud, so… there is that.
      

      	
        Andy: Everything.
      

      	
        Me: I can do this.
      

      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          	
        Apologise to Brian for being weird.
      

      	
        Find out if he’s actually happy in his marriage.
      

      	
        Broach subject of him pretending we’re a couple
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