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Chapter 1

He’s used my toothpaste again. The tube is flat in the middle and twisted. Twisted? What has he been doing with my Colgate? Other than using my stuff without permission – again. I’m not having it. I’m not. As soon as I’ve brushed my teeth, I’m going to march into his bedroom, without knocking, and I’m going to tell my flatmate exactly what I think of him.

Lee Williams, I’ll bark in the way my boss has perfected, the way that makes me have to cross my legs so I don’t do a little wee of fear at my desk. You are an inconsiderate, lazy, selfish pig. I regret the day I ever moved into this disgusting little flat with you. If I could afford to live anywhere else, I would. In a heartbeat. Half a heartbeat. You make me want to vomit with your rarely washed body, your farting in the kitchen and your bogey-flicking. I especially dislike the way you walk around the flat wearing nothing but a pair of crusty underpants and a look of indifference, not even registering my discomfort, never mind giving a damn about it.

Perhaps I will knock on the door before I venture into his bedroom, after all. I fear what I may encounter if I catch him unawares.

I can’t stand you, Lee. Sometimes I even despise you. And I’m a nice person. I don’t usually despise anyone, not even Sonia at work, who has lodged herself so far up Vanessa’s bum, only the tips of her knockoff Manolo Blahnik mules are visible. But I dislike you. Very much so. You are ignorant and sexist and like the sound of your own voice far too much. I am not your wife or your mother or your maid. It is not my ‘duty’ to fill the fridge with nutritious food for you to pilfer so you don’t have to go to the shops yourself. It is not my responsibility to clean the entire flat myself (and it is a pointless task anyway because no matter how much I scrub and vacuum and dust, the place is permanently grimy due to the years of neglect before I foolishly came along, and your continuous slovenliness). It is not my obligation to provide you with bloody toothpaste.

I’m working up quite a lather as I release all the pent-up frustration of living with an untrained animal for the past three years on my teeth. I’m going to tell him about his reprehensive behaviour and make it clear that it has to stop. I tried once before, about three months into our flat-share, in the form of a polite note pushed under his bedroom door. I later found the note stuck to the fridge door, with a giant penis and hairy balls scrawled across it in black marker. I don’t think my charming flatmate had taken much notice of my requests for him to buy milk every once in a while or to turn his pounding music down after 11 p.m. on worknights before he defaced the note.

Still, I’m going to put things straight now. Better three years late than never.

Popping my toothbrush into my washbag (I never leave my toothbrush unattended in communal areas, having learned the hard way when I discovered Lee’s even grubbier friend working on his molars with a toothbrush of mine back in the early days), I throw my shoulders back and lift my chin high before marching into the dimly-lit hallway and heading towards Lee’s bedroom. The door is flung open before I have the chance to reach it, revealing an almost naked Lee and a cloud of musty fug.

Right, this is it. I’m going to let rip and unleash the tirade I’ve been rehearsing in my head. He won’t know what’s hit him!

‘Morning.’ Flashing the briefest of minty-fresh smiles, I scuttle off to my own bedroom with a sense of shame so severe it makes my stomach ache.

I’m a wimp. A great big wuss. A sissy pants without a backbone.

Why am I so pathetic? Why can’t I stand up to him and demand a tiny shred of respect? I’ve put up with his disregard and insolence for three years and I don’t think I can take much more of it. Either Lee has to change or I have to move on, and the only way to do that is to finally bag the promotion I deserve at work. I’ve already started to squirrel tiny amounts of money away into my savings each month for a deposit on a new flat, but if I could earn a bit more cash, I could move out of this hovel and away from my revolting flatmate much sooner. Plus, it would mean I’d finally earned the respect of my boss.

I’ve been working as the personal assistant to Vanessa Whitely at her events management company since I graduated from university three years ago, but I’m keen to take on a more creative role within the company. I have so many ideas, but I’ve yet to voice them in a way that will grab Vanessa’s attention. I need to make her listen to me. Be firm, more assertive and all the other strong, positive terms I’ve been reading about in the pile of self-help books crammed onto my bookshelf. There’s a big event coming up, an autumn festival taking place on farmland in the Yorkshire Dales, and I’ve been working on ideas for weeks, perfecting and polishing them until they’re shiny enough to present to Vanessa. This is my chance to show my boss what I’m capable of. That I have skills beyond answering the phone, making coffee and juggling her diary.

I’m going to do it. Today. Before it’s too late. I’m going to take a huge, positive leap forward in my career. I’m going to march into Vanessa’s office with the file I’ve compiled, set it on her desk and exhibit my ideas with passion and expertise. She’ll be so bowled over, she’ll add me to the team with immediate effect and I can start looking into new accommodation as soon as possible. And who knows – maybe I’ll be moving out of this dingy flat within the next month!

*

There are a couple of things I need to do before I march into Vanessa’s office. My first task is to sort out my appearance as I’m currently sporting a pair of lemon check pyjamas and the worst case of bedhead I’ve ever witnessed. I need to present myself as immaculately as my festival ideas, so that Vanessa can take one look at me and instantly see me in the role I covet. Vanessa always appears chic and professional, so I need to emulate her look as best as I can with my limited resources. While Vanessa dresses as though she’s about to step on the catwalk at London Fashion Week, I don’t have quite the same budget for clothes and accessories, but I’ll do what I can. Reaching into my wardrobe, I pull out a sleeveless black dress, cut to just below the knee, that is classic and sophisticated and definitely the sort of look Vanessa would go for. I team the dress with a gold belt and pair of lace-up peep-toe ankle boots that are similar to a pair I’ve seen Vanessa wearing (but while hers undoubtedly cost at least a month’s worth of my salary, I bought mine from the supermarket, marked down to less than twenty quid because of a scuff on the heel, which I’ve coloured in with a Sharpie pen).

My hair takes a bit more effort. It really is an unruly mop and refuses to stay in any of the styles I twist and grip it into. Vanessa favours sleek up-dos, but my hair is not playing along. In the end, because I’m running out of time, I’m forced to gather it into a messy bun and hope with every fibre of my being that it works with the overall look. I have just enough time leftover to swipe on a layer of mascara and smear on my favourite nude lip gloss before I leg it for the bus. I may be attempting to copy Vanessa’s style, but there’s no way I could get away with her bold red lipstick.

We’re advancing into late September, still technically summer, but it’s already turning chilly and I zip up my coat as I hurry along the street – not quite jogging but as close as I’m going to get in these heels. The boots may be pretty but they’re not very comfortable and my exposed toes are in danger of becoming frostbitten. Little white clouds puff into the air on each ragged exhale as I urge my body to move faster towards the main road. If I miss my bus, there’ll be a twenty-minute wait for the next and bursting into the office late is not the sort of impression I want to make on this of all days. I have my autumn festival file tucked under my arm, but it’ll be of little use if I don’t catch the 8.22 bus.

I’m almost at the main road when I hear the distant rumble of a double decker bus. Gah! Pushing myself and praying I don’t break an ankle in the stupid boots, I make a dash for it, gasping and rasping for breath as I sprint towards the bus stop. Yes! There’s a sizeable queue waiting to board, giving me a few more valuable seconds to reach the stop. This must be a good sign of things to come, surely, even if it means I’ll probably have to stand for the entire fifteen-minute journey.

I make it onto the bus, sweating despite the chill, and collapse onto the one remaining seat at the back. I take the available seat as another good sign of things to come, even if it is the seat in the middle, which means I spend the next fifteen minutes in fear of flying down the aisle of the bus every time we turn a corner or brake. I’m not catapulted from my seat (a third Good Sign) and the traffic is pretty smooth going (Good Sign #4), meaning I have plenty of time to get from the Piccadilly Gardens bus stop to the office without breaking another sweat. This is definitely a Good Day. I’m feeling so positive, I practically skip along Lever Street and offer my cheeriest of hellos to the barista as I step into my favourite independent coffee shop. I order three coffees – a gingerbread soya cappuccino, a cinnamon latte with whipped cream and brown sugar, and a salted caramel mocha. Spending my hard-earned cash on fancy coffees is a big indulgence for me, but I feel a Good Day like today deserves it, and so I barely whimper as I slot my debit card into the card reader and jab my pin into the number pad.

Carrying three hot coffees – even if they are helpfully slotted into a cardboard tray – means I can no longer skip, but my mood is still lifted as I make my way to the office. Vanessa Whitely Events is located on the third floor of a converted red-bricked Victorian terrace and while the outside has kept its historical charm, the inside is airy and modern, with exposed brickwork, shiny white desks and chrome lighting fixtures in every conceivable place. The reception area has huge tub chairs in a rainbow of colours, and I can still taste the fear of waiting to be called for my interview three years ago every time I step inside.

‘Morning.’ Emma smiles brightly from behind the reception desk, raising a hand in greeting as I elbow my way through the glass doors. ‘Need a hand?’

Emma is one of the loveliest people I know. Permanently chirpy and always willing to listen to me moan about Vanessa’s lack of faith in me, or Sonia’s latest catty remarks, or life in general, Emma is often the only thing that keeps me going at work. She isn’t just a work colleague; she’s my best friend and I’d be lost without her. I felt a bit out of place when I stepped into the big, wide world of events management alone, but Emma was like a life jacket from the moment she arrived behind the reception desk two years ago, propping me up with friendship and gin.

‘I’m okay.’ I dodge out of the way of the door, allowing it to close behind me as I right the tray of coffees that is slipping from my grasp. ‘Just about.’ I scamper towards the reception desk to relieve myself of the tray and the file that I’ve somehow managed to keep tucked under my arm. ‘Cinnamon latte?’ I de-wedge one of the coffees and hold it out to Emma, whose eyes widen as she grasps the cardboard cup.

‘You’re the best! I am so in the mood for a decent coffee.’

I give a one-shouldered shrug, as though the cost of the coffees hasn’t taken a scary chunk out of my weep-inducingly low bank balance. I really need this promotion. ‘I thought we could do with a treat.’

‘Amen to that.’ Emma raises her cup before she takes a sip, closing her eyes to savour the taste. ‘God, yes. I need this today. Vanessa’s already on the warpath and it isn’t even nine o’ clock.’

‘She is?’ My stomach churns. This information doesn’t bode well for me. I need Vanessa to be in good spirits – or at least neutral spirits – when I present my ideas to her. If she’s in a bad mood, she’s more likely to toss my file aside to ‘take a look at later’ – which never happens – or dismiss them outright.

Bugger.

‘Any idea what’s set her off?’ If I can smooth things over, I could nudge my chances of promotion back on track. Emma is the font of all knowledge when it comes to Vanessa Whitely Events; she usually knows what’s happening and when and to whom, so if you want up-to-date gossip, she’s your woman. But Emma shakes her head.

‘No idea, sorry. She stormed in here earlier, yelling into her mobile, but I couldn’t get the gist of it.’

‘Maybe this will help calm her down.’ I pick up the tray of coffees. ‘Wish me luck.’ Slipping my file of ideas under my arm, I head towards Vanessa’s office, chin held high in determination as I rap on the door.




Chapter 2

Vanessa is sitting behind her desk, her face pinched as she rests her chin on a clenched fist. Her mobile has been tossed aside, landing on the edge of a stack of paper so that it’s being propped up, face-down, on the desk. Her hair – unusually for Vanessa – is looking a bit bedraggled, as though she’s been clutching at her head in despair, disrupting her sleek up-do. Do I mention it? Earn myself a few extra brownie points for my honesty and for saving Vanessa from looking anything but flawless? Or will that put me in the firing line? Perhaps it’s best to keep quiet, just until I’ve established why Vanessa is so clearly distressed, if there is a way I can help, and if my mentioning the state of her hair will be a help or hindrance to my cause.

‘Well? What do you want?’

I’m still dithering by the door, but Vanessa’s bark spurs me into action. Stepping fully into the room, I march purposefully across the large office, noticing with alarm that a pot of pens has been swiped from the desk and is currently strewn across the polished floor. This is not good.

‘Coffee.’ My voice comes out all squeaky, so I clear my throat and try again. ‘I brought you a coffee. Soya cappuccino. Gingerbread.’ I clear my throat once more and step over the scattered pens. ‘A gingerbread soya cappuccino.’

Vanessa’s shoulders rise as she heaves in a breath through flared nostrils. I suspect she’s either going to burst into tears with gratitude or roar that a gingerbread soya cappuccino is no longer her coffee of choice. I’m not sure which option I’d prefer, but it’s a third option that Vanessa plumps for, releasing her breath with a heavy, disdainful sigh. She snatches a cardboard cup from her desk and wafts it at me.

‘I already have a coffee, thank you very much.’ Although Vanessa is using pleasantries, the words are fired at me with a sneer.

‘I could tell Vanessa needed a pick-me-up this morning.’ Sonia’s voice makes me jump, and the file slips from under my arm, joining the mess of pens on the floor. I didn’t realise my colleague was in the office, skulking in the corner. She smiles sweetly – almost patronisingly – at our boss. ‘She’s having a tough time.’

‘Oh?’ Dumping the coffee tray on Vanessa’s desk, I crouch down to pick up the file. Luckily, none of the pages have come loose. ‘Anything I can help with?’

Sonia snorts, and when I steal a look behind me, she’s shaking her head at Vanessa while rolling her eyes. She emerges from her corner by the window and perches on the edge of Vanessa’s desk, as though they’re the best of buddies. Equals. Sitting in such close proximity, I realise how similar the pair look. Both have bleached white-blonde hair, stark against their defined brows and tanned skin (Vanessa’s due to three weeks in Barbados, Sonia’s courtesy of Sunny Dayz, the tanning shop she rushes to every lunchtime to keep her tan topped up). They’re even dressed alike this morning in silk shirts with pussy-bow collars, Vanessa’s a navy, long-sleeved shirt while Sonia has opted for an indigo-and-white striped sleeveless version. I attempted to emulate Vanessa’s style this morning, but Sonia has gone one better. She’s beaten me, again.

‘This problem is going to take more than a coffee run, sweetie.’ Sonia crosses her arms and her eyes flick upwards again. Snotty cow. I wish I was the kind of person who could call others out on their rudeness, but I’m not. I’m a pushover. Always have been, always will be, no matter how much it frustrates me.

Sonia and I started working at Vanessa Whitely Events on the same day. While I’d been offered the role as Vanessa’s PA, Sonia had joined the company as one of the receptionists. We’d both recently graduated, and this was our first proper job. We should have bonded, but instead battle lines were drawn as Sonia made it her mission to rise to the top as quickly as possible, trampling on anyone she had to on the way up. While she was quickly replaced by Emma on the reception desk after being promoted to event planner, I’m still Vanessa’s assistant, with no say in the events the company managed, no matter how many ideas I have whirling around my head.

‘I don’t know about that, actually.’ Vanessa sits upright, her movement so sudden and unexpected that I almost topple backwards in my crouched position. ‘Maybe you can help.’

‘She can?’ Sonia’s brow furrows as she looks from Vanessa, to me, and back again.

‘I can?’ I leap up from my squatted position and beam at my boss. Vanessa is tapping her chin with a manicured finger, her eyes narrowed to thoughtful slits.

‘Yes.’ Her lips spread out into a wide smile until her veneered teeth are displayed, hungry shark-like. ‘Yes, I think you may be the perfect solution, Becky.’

‘It’s, um, Rebecca.’ My response is mumbled – what the hell does it matter if she calls me Becky? She can call me Bogey-Face if she wants to (my flatmate certainly does, and finds it hilarious). Vanessa has just declared – with a witness – that I, Rebecca Riley, am the perfect solution to her problem. Not Sonia. Not any of the others on the team. Me.

‘Can you give us a minute to discuss the matter?’

I assume Vanessa is dismissing me, and start to back away from her desk, careful not to step on any of the pens still littering the floor, but it’s actually Sonia she’s addressing. Sonia seems as shocked as I feel, her mouth slowly forming a large ‘O’ as she blinks at Vanessa.

‘Go on.’ Vanessa wafts her hand, almost shooing Sonia away from her perched position on the desk. ‘You need to prepare for the team meeting anyway.’ Vanessa flicks her wrist to check the time on her chunky watch. ‘Shoot. We’re already running late. Give me five minutes?’

Sonia closes her gaping mouth and manages a grimace-like smile. It switches off immediately as she meets my eye. ‘Fine. I’ll make sure we’re ready to get started as soon as you’ve finished here.’

‘Thank you, Sonia.’ This time, Vanessa’s pleasantries are met with a corresponding smile. ‘What would I do without my right-hand woman?’

Usually, I’d be silently seething at those vomit-inducing words, but right now I’m floating on a cloud of pure happiness. Because while Sonia is Vanessa’s right-hand woman, I am the perfect solution to her problem. I will solve whatever hiccup has sent Vanessa into a rage. I will be the hero that saves the day, and Vanessa will finally value my contribution to the company.

Promotion, here we come.




Chapter 3

Vanessa pulls her shoulders back so she’s sitting straighter, the frown lines that were moments ago intersecting her forehead all but gone as she turns a mega-watt smile in my direction. She indicates the chair on the opposite side of her desk with an upturned hand as she reaches to align her mobile with the other.

‘Please sit, Becky. We have lots to discuss.’

I do as I’m told, but only after I’ve scooped the scattered collection of pens from the floor and arranged them in their pot, setting it in its rightful place on the desk. I really can’t help myself, but I think Vanessa appreciates the act, even if she doesn’t voice it and merely watches me with an eyebrow cocked in bemusement.

‘So, how can I help?’ I’ve finally plonked myself in the seat and Vanessa is grinning at me again from across the desk. I’m not sure I like it. I’ve worked for Vanessa Whitely for three years and I’ve never seen her beam like this. So toothily. Like a crocodile about to snap up its dinner whole. I’m unnerved, but I’m trying not to show it. I want Vanessa to see me as an equal, or as close to an equal as possible while still being the boss. I want her to see me as she sees Sonia and the others, not as the trembling imbecile I feel inside right now.

‘Is it about the Heron Farm Festival? Because I’ve been working on some ideas …’ I’m sliding my file across the desk towards Vanessa but pause as she starts to shake her head. Her hair is still askew, but we’ve gone way beyond the point where I can point it out by now.

‘This isn’t strictly work-related.’ Vanessa thrusts her chin in the air and narrows her eyes ever so slightly. ‘But it is extremely important to me.’

‘What is it?’ I lean forward, my forearms resting on the desk in front of me. I can’t say I’m not disappointed that I haven’t been catapulted straight into the autumn festival’s plans, but I am intrigued.

‘I bought a little place last year, practically in the middle of nowhere. There isn’t a Waitrose for miles, which sounds hideous, I know, but also a bit romantic, don’t you think?’ Vanessa poses the question, but she doesn’t give me the chance to respond as she ploughs straight on. ‘I couldn’t live there full-time, obviously – can you imagine the commute?’ Her eyes widen momentarily, and she gives a little shake of her head. My eyes linger on her abused hairdo as a stray wisp wobbles on top of her head, and I have to drag my gaze away before I draw attention to it. ‘It’s more of a weekend getaway, a place I can escape to when I need to unwind. You know how it is.’

Vanessa and I clearly live in different worlds, but I bob my head up and down in understanding, as though I, too, am in a position where I can waltz off to a second home to chill out for the weekend.

‘The house is a bit like my sister-in-law; absolutely stunning on the outside but a big ugly mess on the inside.’ Vanessa presses her lips together and her shoulders shake with a suppressed giggle. She clears her throat and she’s back to being professional Vanessa, the bitchiness locked back inside. ‘Anyway, like I was saying, the house is in need of some major TLC. I’ve been working on it for months. My project manager has been brilliant though.’ She heaves a massive sigh and leans on the desk, jelly-like. ‘Unfortunately, she was involved in that pile up on the M60 last night?’ Vanessa’s voice goes up at the end, turning her statement into a question. Her eyebrows rise too as she awaits a response.

‘Oh my God, is she okay?’ Of course I’d heard about the accident – it was all over Granada Reports last night and splashed across the front of The Metro this morning. A haulage truck had ploughed into a car at rush hour, killing the driver and seriously injuring her two young children, and causing a major pile-up on the motorway. Three people had been airlifted to hospital, while several more had been transferred by ambulance.

‘She’s fine.’ Vanessa gives a wave of her hand and the knot that’s been tightening in my stomach starts to unwind. ‘Cuts and bruises, mostly, and a broken femur.’

Vanessa says the last bit so matter-of-factly that I almost miss it. ‘A broken femur?’ My eyes are wide, my mouth wider. I’m shocked and horrified in equal measure. But it’s a sigh of irritation that hisses from Vanessa.

‘Yes, which means hospital and surgery and casts and all that.’ Vanessa sighs again and folds her arms across her chest. ‘Which is incredibly frustrating when we’re so close to finishing the house renovations.’

The chasm that is now my mouth widens even further. Frustrating? What about the traumatic ordeal? The pain she must be in? None of that seems to be registering at all with my boss and I feel my blood start to boil as she witters on about schedules and timescales and catastrophic delays.

‘I’m throwing a housewarming party, you see, to showcase my beautiful new home.’ Vanessa reaches for her handbag, rifling inside before pulling out a cream card embossed with sparkling bronze writing. She slides it towards me, jabbing a finger on the date printed on the front. ‘That’s in one month’s time, when Nicole promised me the house would be ready.’

How inconvenient. I’m sure Nicole is as furious with her broken promise as Vanessa is.

I want to say this out loud, my tone so thick with sarcasm the words would almost get wedged in my mouth. But I don’t. I silently seethe while Vanessa spits venom about her ruined party plans.

‘And the invitations have already gone out to everybody I know!’ Vanessa snatches the invite back and shoves it into her handbag. My invitation must have been lost in the post, I suppose.

‘The thing is, I don’t have time to find another project manager to get the job finished by my tight deadline.’ Vanessa pushes herself out of her seat and strides towards the window. ‘Especially if I have to go on a waiting list.’ Vanessa shakes her head and the wayward strand of hair has a wobble. I fear she’s going to catch its reflection in the windowpane and demand to know why I haven’t warned her that she looks like she’s been on the receiving end of an electric shock.

‘You said I could help?’ I only give her the reminder so she’ll turn away from the window, but I soon wish I’d kept quiet when the crocodile smile makes a return.

‘Yes, I did, didn’t I?’ Vanessa strides away from the window and perches on the edge of her desk, looking down at me.

‘Do you want me to get in touch with everyone from your guest list and rearrange the party for a later date?’

The answer to the question is clearly a big fat no as Vanessa’s mouth gapes open in outrage. She places a hand on her chest as she gives a humourless laugh. ‘I am an events manager, Becky. I can’t postpone my party – what kind of message is that sending out? If I can’t organise my own party, what hope is there for paying clients?’

‘These are extenuating circumstances. I’m sure if you explain the situation with the accident and …’ My words tail off as Vanessa leaps from the desk and marches back towards the window. She isn’t listening to me anyway.

‘Postponing isn’t an option. The party must go ahead, and it must be spectacular.’

‘You want me to plan your party?’ I’m almost breathless. Vanessa wants me to plan her party! This is the most exciting thing that has ever happened to me! Of all the event planners in this building, Vanessa has picked me to organise her housewarming celebration. This is it. My big chance to prove to Vanessa that I can be a creative asset to this company. No wonder Sonia was looking ticked off as she left the office. She must want to puke with envy.

‘No, sweetheart.’ Vanessa is giving me an odd look, as though I’ve just sprouted an extra head before her eyes, and she’s speaking to me rather slowly. ‘I want you to project manage the final stages of the house renovation.’




Chapter 4

I watch Vanessa carefully, the corners of my mouth twitching, eager to rise into a smile as soon as Vanessa bursts into the laughter I know she’s holding deep inside. Because I know she’s kidding. I’m a PA. I have a degree in events management. And I know squat about restoring houses, other than the occasional viewing of Homes Under The Hammer when I’m too hungover to reach for the remote. Let me tell you, I am no Lucy Alexander. I cannot see potential in knackered old buildings. I don’t care about original period pieces and I’m as likely to gush over Lee’s sweat-dampened socks left strewn across the bathroom floor as I am a ceiling rose.

Vanessa’s good, I’ll give her that. Her poker face is amazing as she faces me with an unwavering facade, her features as still as a mask cast in plaster.

‘You’ll need to get in touch with the head builder – Victor, I think his name is. Or maybe Vance?’ Vanessa bites her lip, and I suspect this is the moment she is going to roar with laughter. She’s trying so hard to keep the amusement in, but it has to burst out at some point. Right? ‘I haven’t got round to filling him in about Nicole, so you’ll need to update him on the situation.’ She twists her wrist to glance at her watch. ‘I really must dash off, I’m afraid. I’m so late for this meeting. Victor’s details are in my contacts and I’ll arrange to have Nicole’s paperwork couriered over to you ASAP. You’ll just have to wing it until it arrives, I’m afraid, but at least the builders won’t slack off if you’re around to keep them in check.’

She’s striding towards the door without a hint of delight at her little joke. I watch her reach for the handle, fully prepared for her to spin around and laugh at me.

Except she doesn’t. She strides straight through the door without a backwards glance. When she fails to poke her head back round the door to perform her gotcha! moment, panic starts to bubble inside. She isn’t serious about me taking over the role of project manager, is she?

I laugh to myself, but I don’t sound particularly joyful. I sound afraid and slightly manic.

‘Vanessa! Wait!’ Leaping from my seat, I tear off across the office, almost slipping on the polished floor in my stupid peep-toe boots. Yanking at the door handle, I’m relieved to see the back of Vanessa’s head, the strands of hair still sticking up, as she marches towards the meeting room. ‘Vanessa!’ I yelp as my foot slips again, but I keep going, grasping hold of a startled-looking Vanessa as I reach her. ‘I can’t do this. I’m not a project manager. I have no clue what to do.’ I spread my arms out wide. ‘No clue at all.’

Vanessa’s foot starts to tap as she observes me, one eyebrow quirked unnaturally high on her forehead. I lower my arms slowly as she continues to scrutinise me, resting them by my side as Vanessa’s other eyebrow rises to join the first in its piqued position.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Vanessa’s voice is a low growl and I suddenly realise I’m desperate for a wee.

‘I, um … the thing is, Vanessa …’ I cross my legs as a sharp pain crosses my belly. ‘While I’m absolutely flattered that you think I’m capable of overseeing the refurbishment of your new house, I don’t think I’m up to the job.’

Vanessa’s head tilts to one side and she rests a hand on her hip. ‘You don’t think you’re up to the job?’

I give a rapid shake of my head as I concentrate really hard on not wetting myself outside the meeting room.

‘You’re not up to the job an untrained monkey with a clipboard could do?’

I’m not sure what to say to that. If I answer no, I’m admitting that I’m less capable than an untrained monkey. But if I answer yes, that I am up to the job after all, then I’m landing myself with a new, albeit temporary, job description for the next few weeks.

‘Well?’ Vanessa’s foot is tapping again. I need to answer quickly, before she loses her temper for the second time this morning.

‘I guess I’m a fast learner?’ I wish my voice hadn’t come out sounding quite so weak, that it had been a strong statement of my abilities rather than a meek question.

‘Good.’ Vanessa gives a curt nod and I train my eyes on her mouth so I neither have to look into her searing eyes or watch the stray hairs wobble. ‘Because I wouldn’t want to have to find both a new project manager and a PA at such short notice.’ If I could bear to meet her gaze, I’m sure Vanessa would be piercing me with a warning look: refuse to take on this role at your peril.

‘So, we’re perfectly clear?’ The eyebrows are reaching for Vanessa’s hairline again. I feel I have no choice but to nod. ‘Fabulous. I’ll reimburse you for your petrol and other expenditures, obviously, but we’ll have to sort that out later as I’m extremely late for my meeting now.’ She gives a pointed look at the meeting room door, but I can’t let her go just yet.

‘I don’t drive, and I have no idea where this house is.’

Vanessa heaves an enormous sigh at the inconvenience of these minor details. ‘Then you’ll have to catch the train or something. You’re more than welcome to stay at the house for the duration, if it’s easier than travelling back and forth. It’s completely weatherproof, though unfurnished, I’m afraid. There’s always the guesthouse, I suppose.’ She shrugs and takes a step closer to the meeting room. ‘My set of keys are in my handbag, and you’ll find the address of the house in my diary from when I went for a viewing, around the middle of January. It’s in Little Heaton.’ She reaches for the meeting room door, but I haven’t quite managed to iron out all the details.

‘What about my job here?’ I point towards my desk, which is portioned off outside Vanessa’s office. ‘How will you manage without me?’

Vanessa gives me an indulgent smile. ‘I’m sure we’ll cope, sweetheart. And Emma can step in and help out if needed.’

Emma’s head pops up from the reception desk as she hears her name and Vanessa briefly fills her in.

‘Of course I’ll help out.’ Emma smiles at Vanessa, but the corners of her mouth droop as a frown takes over. ‘Um, what’s going on with your hair, Vanessa? It’s a bit …’ She wafts a hand above her head while Vanessa’s eyes widen. My stomach lurches as Vanessa reaches up and discovers the unruly strands. I should have told her earlier, as soon as I stepped into her office. Why couldn’t I be more like Emma? There’s no way she would have allowed Vanessa to attend a meeting looking a hot mess.

There’s a strangled cry as Vanessa scurries away from the meeting room, only pausing to glare at me before she pushes her way into the ladies’. She’s going to be super late for that meeting now.

‘Um, Rebecca?’ Emma peels a pink post-it note from the pad in front of her and waggles it in my direction. ‘Your sister called. Again.’ She flashes me an apologetic smile, knowing I’ve been avoiding Kate for the past few weeks. When I’d ignored her calls enough times, she’d changed tactic and started to badger me at work.

‘I haven’t got time for that.’ I wave away the slip of pink paper and start to back away towards Vanessa’s office. ‘I’ve got a train to catch.’

*

The sun is out now, shining bright in the almost cloudless sky, but it is freezing as I stand on the platform at Piccadilly train station, my hands shoved deep into the pockets of my coat. I’m still wearing the ridiculous peep-toe boots and I can feel every breath of the wind that is whistling along the platform, my toes turning blue with the chill. I should have changed into more suitable footwear whilst I was at the flat, but I barely had time to shove a few essentials into the holdall before I had to jump into the taxi beeping with irritation outside. I’ve packed enough to last me until the weekend, when I’ll make the journey back home, because Vanessa can’t seriously expect me to uproot my life for a whole month – however tempting the thought had been when I’d stepped into the flat and caught the lingering whiff of my flatmate. Having a little break from Lee is the only silver lining of this whole debacle. I toyed with the idea of leaving my absence to his imagination – had I been kidnapped? Run over and left for dead on the side of the road? – but I was afraid he’d have rented out my room by the time I returned if I didn’t let him know I’d be back soon, so I’ve left him a note on the fridge.

Tugging my hands from my pockets, I rub them together to try to create a bit of warmth as I peer down the tracks, hoping to glimpse the train that was due eight minutes ago. I’d rushed to make it to the station but I needn’t have been so speedy as there’s no sign of the train. I’m half-tempted to nip to the kiosk at the top of the steps to grab a cup of coffee to warm me up but I know without a doubt that the train will have pulled up and left again by the time I’ve clattered back down the steps, probably spilling hot liquid down myself in my haste. So I’m forced to stand, teeth chattering, while I wait for a train I don’t even want to catch.

This is absurd. Why am I putting up with this change in job role? I should have been firm. Said no, I will absolutely not take on the task of project managing a house renovation in the middle of nowhere, and if you even think of firing me over the matter, I will drag you to court for unfair dismissal. But I didn’t, because I’m as firm as unset jelly, and now I’m about to board the train that is rumbling down the tracks towards me at last.

I feel a bit sick as I bend down to grab the holdall at my feet. This is it. I’m really doing this. I’m actually taking a break from my role as Vanessa’s PA, moving away from the office and my dream profession, to oversee the transformation of a house I have zero interest in. How am I supposed to earn a promotion now I’ve been shoved out of the way? I can’t impress Vanessa with my ideas from Little Heaton. This is career suicide!

Unless … Hooking the holdall onto my arm, I join the melee of people waiting to board, scanning the crowd for the end of a queue to join. Or any hint of a queue in the chaos, at least. There isn’t one and I find myself jostled out of the
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Pig

1.	Smokey (Jake Tierney)

2.	Miss Cameron (Matthew Tierney)

3.	Blossom (Leyanne Bunting)

4.	Wilbur (A Michele Mays)

5.	Bacon (Trish Hills)

6.	Mabel (Trish Hills)

7.	Percival (Elspeth Pyper)

8.	Marley (Tina Low)

9.	Tabatha (Samantha Burden)

10.	Rasher (Sarah Rothman)

11.	Benedict (Priti Draper)

12.	Parker (Rachel Broughton)

13.	Trotter (Sue Van Eerden)

14.	Violet (Maggie Ewing)

15.	Peggy (Birgit Pitson)

16.	Pickles (Gloria Mitchell)

17.	Hector (Marylyn Hammersley)

18.	Charlotte (Karen Clarke)

19.	Charlie (Karen Clarke)

20.	Apple Sauce (Chris Cahill)

21.	Arthur (Mary Anne Lewis)

22.	Patrick (Rachel Burton)

23.	George & Gemma Tierney (Sharon Smith)

24.	Peppa (Gemma Tierney)

25.	Vera (Jane Lambert)

26.	Boris (Fee Tierney)

27.	Fred (Lorna)

28.	Prudence (Sue Parsons)

29.	Emma, Mickie, Tina, Rob, Mollie, Shaun, Megan, Keiron, Ronnie, Doreen, Sharron, Anne, Albert, June, Rasher, Gammon, Porkie (Michelle)

30.	Lillian (Christine Jackson)

31.	Florence (Janet Cocker)

32.	Freddie (Janet Cocker)

33.	Emma (Maggie Philipo Rollinson)

34.	Edward (Maggie Philipo Rollinson)

35.	Barry (Alison Hamilton)

36.	Rosemary (June Cahill)

37.	Sparkie (Elizabeth Whatman)

38.	Spencer (Wendy Crystal Waring)

39.	Pork Chop (Lorna’s husband?)

40.	Horatio (Angela Galvin & Christine Tierney)

41.	Bertie (Lisa Robinson)

42.	Freda (Liz Mason)

43.	Little Legs (Sandra Cahill)

44.	Gip (Tracey Wrigley)

45.	Stan (Christie Barlow)

46.	Matthew (Anita)




Rabbits

Stewie (Jake Tierney)

Roger (Sharon Smith)

Jessica (Sharon Smith)

Pip (Cheryl Williams)

Squeak (Cheryl Williams)

Bramble (Cheryl Williams)

Jelly (Cheryl Williams)

Donnie (Cheryl Williams)

Marie (Cheryl Williams)

Samson (Cheryl Williams)

Delilah (Cheryl Williams)

Paisley (Rae Kenny-Rife)

Juniper (Rae Kenny-Rife)

Jerry (Maria Taylor)

Halliwell (Maria Taylor)

Honey (Patricia Scott)

Amber (Patricia Scott)

Toffee (Patricia Scott)

Fudge (Patricia Scott)

Florence (Clare Turner)

Twitch (June Cahill)

Rocky (Christine Matthews)

Reggie (Christine Matthews)

Snowy, Blackie, Bambi, Bugsy, Rex, Lady Flossie, Sparkle, Twinkle & Flopsy, Topsy, Tim, Rosie, Jim, Buttons, Paddington, Aunt Sally, Worzel

Betty (Melissa Elizabeth)

Bertie (Melissa Elizabeth)

Laurel (Nathan Holloway)

Hardy (Nathan Holloway)

Floppy & Hoppy

Big Ears (Sandra Cahill)

Mayhem (Trish Hills)

Magic (Trish Hills)

Bob Tail (Margaret Sherwood)

Bunny Boy (Margaret Sherwood)

Marley (Tina Low & Katy Dawson)

Ginger (Sienne Pilling)

Biscuit (Sienne Pilling)

Cookie (Sienne Pilling)

Cream (Sienne Pilling)

Ralphie (Sienne Pilling)

RiffRaff (Leyanne Bunting)

Flopsy (Sarah Bennet)

Mopsy (Sarah Bennet)

Daisy (Claire Biggs)

Bon Bon (Claire Biggs)

Bunny (Claire Biggs)

Willow (Christine Jackson)

Warwick (Christine Jackson)

Thumper (Sarah Rothman & Gemma Tierney)

Oreo (Gemma Tierney)

Cinnabun (Gemma Tierney)

Rampant (Gemma Tierney)

Velma (Gemma Tierney)

Willma (Gemma Tierney)

Stitch (Gemma Tierney)

Milow (Gemma Tierney)

Fluffy (Gemma Tierney)

Hunny Bunny (Gemma Tierney)

Ann Summers (GT)

Theo (Mandy James)

Leo (Mandy James)

Flip (Hayley Black)

Flop (Hayley Black)

Corinthian (Priti Draper)

Rimini (Priti Draper)

Rosie (Stephanie-Jayne Matthews)

Rupert (Stephanie-Jayne Matthews)

Cupid (Elaine Fitzpatrick)

Valentine (Elaine Fitzpatrick)

Minnie (Kaisha Holloway & June Cahill)

Mickey (Kaisha Holloway)

Mavis (Katy Dawson)

Fluffy Tail (Kirsty Harding)

Twinkle Butt (Kirsty Harding)

Hop (Maxine Phipps)

Scotch (Maxine Phipps)

Winkles (Cheryl Saunders)




Kittens

1.	Smudge, Splodge & Sprinkles (Sarah Rothman)

2.	Ronnie, Reggie & Rosie (Sharon Smith)

3.	Jemima, Jaffa & Bertie (Maxine Phipps)

4.	Scampi, Teddy & Bears (Stephanie-Jayne Matthews)

5.	[Larry, Curly & Mo] [Bagpuss, Jess & Minky] (Adrian Tierney)

6.	Tipsy, Topsy & Tiddles (Mandi Davison)

7.	Magic, Logan & Bella (Trish Hills)

8.	Mary, Mungo & Midge (JJ Martin)

9.	Poppy, Branch & DJ (Rachel Broughton’s daughter)

10.	Sonny [sonny bum], Flo [imposter cat] & Lola [Lola Bear] (Leyanne Bunting)

11.	Tiger, Pudding & Waffle (Hayley Black)

12.	Tabatha, Buddy & Harry (Samantha Burden)

13.	Charlie, Lexi & Leighton (Charlotte)

14.	Simba, Coco, Missy & Oscar (Gemma Tierney)

15.	Colin, Freddie & Tessa (Caroline Morris)

16.	Beautiful, Benny & Bashful (Gloria Mitchell)

17.	Spike, Mixture & Minx (June Cahill)

18.	Binji, Ralph & Sassy (Maggie Ewing)

19.	Tommy, Timmy & Tammy (Melissa Elizabeth)

20.	Bella, Bobby & Brian (Christine Matthews)

21.	Smokey, Bad Puss & Sylvester (Matthew Tierney)

22.	Pumpkin, Spice & Sugar (Kate Phoenix)

23.	Sun, Moon & Stars (Denise Watts)

24.	Darcy, Sid & Joannie (Mary Anne Lewis)

25.	Jack, Daniel & Coke (Sandra Cahill)

26.	Coffee, Toffee & Cream (Sienne Pilling)

27.	Bran, Stan & Pickle (Heather Donaldson)




Hedgehogs

1.	Hettie (Katy Dawson)

2.	Mrs Tiggy Wrinkle (Gemma Tierney & Matthew Young)

3.	Mr Pickle Pants (Gemma Tierney)

4.	Sonic (Jake Tierney & Matthew Young)

5.	Shadow (Jake Tierney)

6.	Mr Pickles (Shell Cunliffe)

7.	Henrietta/Ettie for short (Caroline Morris & Holly Vockings & Jo Jackson)

8.	Spike (Maxine Phipps & Matt Cooper & Angie Saunders & Sarah Rothman & Stephanie-Jayne Matthews)

9.	Rodger (Gemma Metcalfe)

10.	Marley (Tina Lowe)

11.	Hubert & Sylvia (Leyanne Bunting)

12.	Pins (Susan Scott-Swift & June Cahill)

13.	Needles (Susan Scott-Swift)

14.	Ouchy (Matt Cooper)

15.	Henry (Holly Vockings & Stephanie-Jayne Matthews)

16.	Harry (Holly Vockings & Maggie Philipo Rollison)

17.	Charlie (Trish Hills)

18.	Winnie (Cheryl Saunders)

19.	Elsie (Maggie Philipo Rollison)

20.	Sophie (Jo Jackson)

21.	George (Jo Jackson)

22.	Nina (Susan Cunningham’s daughter)

23.	Gota (Susan Cunningham’s daughter)

24.	Sprinkles (Sarah Rothman)

25.	Mr & Mrs Flea Bag (Adrian/Michelle?)

26.	Mr & Mrs Rollie (Adrian/Michelle)

27.	Mohawk Mohican (Adrian/Michelle)

28.	Forest (Christine Matthews)

29.	Pumpkin (Rae Kenny-Rife)

30.	Spice (Rae Kenny-Rife)

31.	Churchquill & Clemmie (Rae Kenny-Rife)

32.	Trubo (Matthew Tierney)

33.	Patrick (Matthew Tierney)

34.	Button (Mary Ohana)

35.	Twinkle (Mary Ohana)




Sheep

1.	Hamish (Sharon Smith & Anne Woodthorpe)

2.	Judge (Leyanne Bunting)

3.	Adrian (Jake Tierney)

4.	Florence (JJ Martin)

5.	Basil (Jo Jackson)

6.	Lambert or Sinead (Gemma Tierney)

7.	Sheila (Katy Dawson)

8.	Dolly or Shauna or Ernie or Bertie or Hotpot (Adrian Tierney)

9.	Larry the lamb (Rachel Kennedy)

10.	Cuddly (Gloria Mitchell)

11.	Claude (Anne Maria Seymour)

12.	Ewenice (Denise Watts)

13.	Skittles (Leila Kay)

14.	Baaaarbara (Trish Hills & Deryl Williams)

15.	Custard (Stephanie-Jayne Matthews)

16.	Edgar (Tracey Vage)

17.	Gabby (Fiona Squire)

18.	Winnie (Cheryl Saunders)

19.	Sean the sheep (Sarah Rothman)

20.	Leona, Lily, Little Lamb & William (Kim Feasey)

21.	Stu (Dianna Jeffrey)

22.	Nigel (Matthew Sylvester)

23.	Pom Pom (Amanda Collins)

24.	Bathsheba (Chris Phillips)

25.	Barbarella (Jackie Holt)

26.	Gert (Wendy Allen)

27.	Beryl (Melissa Elizabeth)

28.	Stan (Ginny Parish)

29.	Sherlock/Shearlock (Debbie Lund)

30.	Pegasus (Susan Cunningham)

31.	Ping, Winnie, Rubarb, Addie (June Cahill)

32.	Flora (June Cahill & Christine Jackson)

33.	Chops (Katie Lonsdale)

34.	Winston (Katie Lonsdale + daughter)

35.	Dojo (Charlotte)

36.	Arthur (Hayley Wild-Rigby)

37.	Herbert (Anne Wood)

38.	Tabatha (Samantha Burden)

39.	Brian or Winnie (Jennifer Whitehouse)

40.	Gavin (Andrew Cahill)

41.	Woolly (Sue Van Eerden)

42.	Tushel (Mary Ohana)

43.	Mewriel (Fee Tierney)

44.	Minty (Rachel Brain)

45.	Boris (Maxine Phipps)

46.	Maggie (Joanne Seymour)

47.	Rosemary or Juniper or Paisley (Rae Kenny-Rife)

48.	Prudence (Jane Lambert)

49.	Rodney (Glynis Bell)




Chickens

1.	Gemma (Jake Tierney)

2.	Petunia (Hannah Benbow)

3.	Elsa (Rachel Kennedy)

4.	Mathilda/Matilda (Rachel Kennedy & Katy Dawson)

5.	Trump (Tracey McCann)

6.	Putin (Tracey McCann)

7.	Corbyn (Tracey McCann)

8.	Tilly (Trish Hills & Joanne Seymour & Gill Forsythe)

9.	Cluck Rogers (Matthew Tierney)

10.	Hen Solo (Matthew Tierney)

11.	Violet (Leyanne Bunting)

12.	Joan (Leyanne Bunting)

13.	Evelyn (Leyanne Bunting)

14.	Henrietta/Henny for short (Shell Cunliffe & Katy Dawson & Rachel Kennedy [Henny Penny])

15.	Penelope/Penny for short (Shell Cunliffe)

16.	Jennifer/Jenny for short (Shell Cunliffe)

17.	Tabatha (Samantha Burden)

18.	Olivia (Katy Dawson)

19.	Mitzi (Kaisha Holloway)

20.	Yolko One/Yokey for short (Sarah Rothman)

21.	Tikka (Gemma Metcalfe & Chris Cahill)

22.	Hetty (Sue Van Eerden & Maggie Ewing & Lynda Livesay Randall)

23.	Betty (Sue Van Eerden & Maggie Ewing & Lynda Livesay Randall)

24.	Maud (Sue Van Eerden & Maggie Ewing & Gill Forsythe)

25.	Peggy (Sue Van Eerden)

26.	Huey, Duey & Lewy (David Cahill)

27.	Eliza (Maggie Philipo Rollison)

28.	Maggie (Maggie Philipo Rollison)

29.	Patty (Maggie Philipo Rollison)

30.	Betsy (Fiona Squire)

31.	Hilda (Fiona Squire)

32.	Dotty (Fiona Squire)

33.	Holly (Susan Oddie)

34.	Dolly (Susan Oddie)

35.	Molly (Susan Oddie)

36.	Chow Mein (Gemma Tierney)

37.	Mary (Jo Jackson)

38.	Mungo (Jo Jackson)

39.	Midge (Jo Jackson)

40.	Chicken Little (Michelle Tierney)

41.	Fluffly (Michelle Tierney)

42.	Michelle/Shell for short (Tina Low)

43.	Nugget (Karl Bowman)

44.	Satay (Karl Bowman)

45.	L’orange (Karl Bowman)

46.	McQueenie (Caroline Duncan)

47.	Bianca (Gisele Le Corre)

48.	Bernard (Gisele Le Corre)

49.	Chipp (Gisele Le Corre)

50.	Teacup (Sharon Speake)

51.	Snowcap (Sharon Speake)

52.	Martha (Sharon Speake)

53.	Mrs Cluckins (Jan Baldwin)

54.	Jessica (Liz Raine)

55.	Jemima (Liz Raine)

56.	Jasmine (Liz Raine)

57.	Rosy (Gill Forsythe)

58.	Meg-hen (Lynda Livesay Randall)

59.	Claude (Lynda Livesay Randall)

60.	Rose (Caroline Duncan)

61.	Lily (Caroline Duncan)




Donkey 2

Daisy (Sharon Smith)

Alma (Birgit Pearson)

June (Jake Tierney)

Luna (Hannah Benbow)

Sassy (Suzie Jay)

Freda (Lianne Jayne Faulkner)

Beryl (Maxine Phipps)

Cheeky Charlie (Claire Ann Davies)

Rosie (Trish Hills)

Maggie (Helen Rees)

Betsy (Katy Dawson)

Mabel (Shazza Andrews)

Winnie (Cheryl Saunders)

Fred (Frank Baldwin)

Freya (Anna Scally)

Lola (Jayne Moulster)

Dory (Michelle Tierney)

Dottie (Nita Hearn)

Elsie (Anne Wood)

Myrtle (Wendy Fontenoy)

Bianca (Gisele le Corre)

Dinky (Maggie Philip Rollison)

Gerty/Gertrude (Amanda Jane Clarke)

Donna (Caroline Avery)

Lacey Mae (Christine Jackson)

Dollie (Denise Watts)

Wilma (Gemma Macey)

Dottie (Nicky Aldridge)

Charlie Jo (June Cahill)

Lydia (Lynda Livesay Randall)

Assumpta (Rachel Dingwall)

Angelica (Debs Carr)

Gloria (Jenni Bird)

Doreen (Melissa Elizabeth)

Cleopatra (Sharon Cawdron)

Tess/Tessa (Denise Andrews)

Hamish (Jackie & Steve Meredith)

Geraldine (Rosie Alice)

Biscuit/Bikki/Cookie (Sienne Pilling)

Barbara (Jo Kempster)

Ann (Gayle White)

Mischief (Jayne Cook)

Nelly (Emma Kirk)

Cheeky (Holly Vockings)

Treasure (Leyanne Bunting)

Tilly (Jackie Jackson)
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