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For Ray, with love




The howl emanating from somewhere deep in the undergrowth sounds like someone being brutally murdered. I startle as my gloved hand jiggles the lock, the key on the other side rattling against the doorframe, the sound loud in my ears. An amorous fox, I’ve identified the cry now, but the shock is enough to momentarily break me out of my trance. To make me realise how foolhardy it is for me to be here, in the dark of the night, trying to inveigle my way into the house. But the problem is, I’ve come too far. I’ve burnt my life to ashes, and the only way to salvage anything from the wreckage is by proving that someone else lit the match.

A minute later, I’ve finally succeeded, forcing the key from the lock with the paper clip I’ve found in my handbag. It tinkles as it hits the tiled floor, every sound magnified to my straining ears. I take a gulp of air, try my best to squat on the ground next to the cat flap, the tight dome of my pregnant belly agonizingly squashed between my knees and chin. Losing my balance, I roll backwards and land on the cold ground, my hand cradling my precious bump. If I FaceTimed Steve now, showed him the depths I’ve sunk to, could we laugh together? Would it prove to him how sincerely I want to make up for what I’ve done?

No, I think, pushing myself awkwardly back up onto my heels. It would simply confirm to him that his wife is a delusional sociopath, and his decision to walk away from me – from us – was the only one he could make. The sole way to convince him I’m not who he thinks I am is with cold, hard facts. With the evidence I’m convinced I’ll find in her bedroom if I can only manage to get inside.

I use my own keys for the next part, sliding them along the rim of the cat flap, working my way past the magnet that’s meant to keep it firmly shut against feline invaders. The manufacturers clearly didn’t give enough thought to forty-something women with a taste for vengeance. Before long I’ve made it through, the twin rings on my left hand, which I stubbornly refuse to take off, scraping against the plastic door as my fingers scrabble on the cold floor, grasping desperately for that key.

Finally my palm is wrapped around it, the metal spikes cutting into my flesh. I struggle upwards, lean against the wall to try to catch my breath. I push the key into the lock, holding it still for a final second. This is my last chance to turn back, to stay a professional woman with a chaotic personal life, instead of a crazy person in danger of being sent to prison.

I startle as a siren’s wail cuts through the quiet. The lights inside are still off, but the houses are packed tight on this terrace, plenty of windows overlooking the tiny square of garden. There’s no guaranteeing a neighbour hasn’t called the police on me by now. I turn the key to the right, vowing to myself that I’ll be quick. I left the sane version of Sasha behind too many weeks ago to snatch it back now. This person, the one I barely recognize, is the only one who has any hope of rescuing me now.

It’s time to see if I can win.




ONE YEAR EARLIER




JENNA

Cheese. A sweaty, shiny lump poked out from under the fridge like a fungal toenail. Jenna forced herself to look away before the girl – Penelope, a name she couldn’t quite believe was for real – could follow her eyeline. The last thing she needed was for her potential new flatmate to catch her judging her hygiene standards.

‘It’s gorgeous!’ she sang, looking around the dingy kitchen, wincing at the sound of Stoke-on-Trent pushing out of her vowels. She wanted to sound like she belonged here, like she’d be able to blend into North London as well as any wild animal released into a new habitat.

‘Thanks!’ said Penelope, as proud as a queen in her castle. ‘We really love it.’

She said ‘thanks’ like it started with an F, as though she’d wandered here from Albert Square, but Jenna was savvy enough to know that she was posh – properly posh – from the weird flowery dress that was more like a kimono hanging from her lean body, the way her skinny limbs dangled out of it and swung confidently through the air when she made a point, her black curls shaking out past her shoulders. Her entitlement was baked in.

‘It’s so cosy,’ said Jenna, keeping her enthusiasm as high as she could pitch it. ‘A proper home.’

This time it was as if Penelope heard another note, suddenly seeing the dirty kitchen through a stranger’s eyes. There were a few wine glasses abandoned on the kitchen table, red wine still puddled in a couple of them, and an ashtray with some butts that didn’t look legal. ‘We were at school together so sometimes it gets a bit like a sixth-form common room,’ she said, whipping up the ashtray and emptying the contents into an overflowing swing bin.

Jenna couldn’t think too hard about how mucky it all was. Archway was only a twenty-minute Tube ride from Bright, whereas the other two places she’d seen that day would mean journeys nearly as long as the coach ride from Stoke. And they’d both been total shitholes. She shifted her weight in the new, pinching black pumps she’d splashed out on instead of a train ticket. She had to get this job, had to get this room. The list of reasons why was too long, too scary, for her to count, even in her head. She doubled down.

‘But that’s so great!’ she said. ‘Living with your best mates!’ She pushed away a stab of dread about trying to join a tight-knit gang with a kimono for a uniform – it had been bad enough when her mum had forced her to go to Brownies. Penelope was wiping a mangy sponge over the table now, her left boob nudging out from the soft cotton, no bra in sight. ‘What’s the landlord like?’

Penelope looked down at the table, a blush creeping up. ‘It’s actually my aunt’s. She’s moved to Normandy, let me take it on for her. She’s a bit crazy.’ She made a gurning face, red-lipsticked mouth twisting upwards, eyes rolling, like the two of them were in on the joke. ‘That’s why the rent’s a bit mates rates.’

Jenna swallowed. Did she honestly think that £650 a month was some kind of favour? The room was like a budget airline landing strip, a single bed squashed against a damp wall. If she got the job at Bright she could just about make it work if she lived on boiled rice and never went out, but it was hardly a bargain. Still, she thought, as she had no friends in London anyway, that wouldn’t necessarily be a problem.

‘Got a few crazy relatives of my own that I’ve left in the attic,’ Jenna replied, grinning back at Penelope, feeling a little aftershock at her own words. The statement was truer than the other girl needed to know for now. ‘It’s really generous of you, passing on the love.’

‘Thanks,’ said Penelope, glowing with pleasure. She paused. ‘We’ve got a couple of people coming round later for viewings. Well, four actually. Just so you know. Full disclosure and all that.’

Jenna felt a hot starburst of anger. Why did everything in her life have to be such a battle?

‘They won’t be me though, will they?’ she said, holding Penelope’s gaze.

Penelope giggled nervously. ‘What’s the job you’re interviewing for, anyway?’ she asked.

‘Creative assistant at a branding agency. The boss is…’ Jenna felt like she knew Sasha Fulton’s Ocado order by now, the amount of research she’d done. ‘She’s a legend in that world.’

Although maybe Ocado was too downmarket for her. Maybe there were other, more glamorous grocery options in Highgate, where she lived. It wasn’t far from here, but it was also a million miles away – grand homes built from grey stone, dumped as wide as Monopoly houses on tree-lined streets. It had been a risky detour, going up there before this viewing, but she reckoned it would pay off.

‘Right,’ said Penelope, blank-faced. ‘Isn’t branding just the same thing as advertising?’

‘Definitely not,’ Jenna said, her self-control finally deserting her, the words sharper than she intended. ‘It’s way more subtle. Everything you buy, every club or bar you think you’re choosing to go to – it’s been branded. It’s been made to seem a certain way so you connect to it. Like you’re a better person because you chose it.’

She was starting to worry that she was losing her grip on this situation, accidentally sounding like the kind of flatmate that’d hypnotize you and then feed your remains down the waste disposal.

‘Sounds interesting,’ said Penelope, in a bored drawl that suggested the absolute opposite. ‘I’m an actress.’

Jenna was quiet, trying to summon up the right response, before Penelope raced on, ‘And between jobs I work in the Whole Cup on Junction Road. It’s full of creatives. It’s a real… hub.’

‘That’s amazing!’ said Jenna, noticing the way her affirmation visibly flooded Penelope with relief. Her silence had obviously made her insecure about her joke of a job.

She took another look around the kitchen. The oven was crusted with a thin brown film, a lone baked bean taking centre stage between the four rings. She looked back to Penelope, knowing she couldn’t afford to get the ick.

‘I should’ve mentioned, about the job; it’s actually my second interview. I think it’s more of a…’ – she made air quotes, a dickish gesture she’d never made before – ‘formality. So, I’m pretty much all set if you’ll have me. It’s…’ She paused, as if searching for words of sufficient depth. ‘Whoever gets to live here is really lucky.’

‘Thanks!’ said Penelope. ‘And good luck for today,’ she added, earnestly. ‘I really want you to get it.’

Jenna felt a tingle of triumph run through her body: somehow she already knew she had, even though there was no evidence for it. The room too. After everything she’d done to get this far, including a few things she couldn’t risk thinking too hard about, she couldn’t afford to fail. She took a final look around the kitchen, imagined her Diet Cokes already nestled in the fridge, her mug on the draining board.

She scooped up her bag, preparing to leave, tossing her hair the exact same way Penelope did. ‘Thanks. I really appreciate it,’ she said.




SASHA

Sometimes I look back now and wonder whether, if that Tuesday morning had started better, my whole life would be entirely different. I lever myself backwards on the hard sofa and wrap my palms around my round belly. Of course, I wouldn’t wish away this pulsing life inside me, but trapped inside this crappy rented flat, my due date rapidly approaching, it’s hard not to blame that idiotic earlier version of myself for the bin fire of my perfect life. Of course, it wasn’t actually perfect, but the fact it looked that way in a certain light almost made it so.

Jack was the first person I saw that day. Shoulders flung back, one arm draped over the back of his chair as he eyeballed his phone, master of the kitchen – he barely acknowledged my presence. I didn’t have time to try to force some manners out of him; I was rushing, as usual, traversing the large, beautiful kitchen to stick a pellet in the Nespresso machine and trying to work out if a butter-smeared frozen pitta bread counted as healthy. I stuck one in the chrome Dualit toaster that sat proudly on the oak kitchen island, then turned to scrabble around in the fridge. The nutritionist my fertility doctor had sent me to as a last resort went on endlessly about how food was ‘Mother Nature’s Medicine’, and her toneless drone had become a radio frequency all its own inside my anxiety-ridden brain.

As the pitta noisily popped up and Jack didn’t even flinch, I started to feel guilty. I was some version of parent to him, after all. He needed rehabilitation.

‘Shouldn’t you think about…’ His brown eyes turned upwards to meet mine, a slow, deliberate roll. ‘You’ve got German today, haven’t you?’

‘No. I mean, yeah. But Mr Griffiths is off.’

‘Right.’

His eyes returned to his phone, and I stood there, my coffee cup suddenly too hot in my hand. I’d been halfway to the table, but now I backed away, let the coffee splash down into the deep white sink, rendering it a crime scene. A little bit spat up at me, soaking into the cuff of my green silk shirt. I grabbed a J-cloth, but only made it worse.

‘I thought I’d just work here this morning,’ added Jack innocently.

Work looked suspiciously like TikTok from where I was hovering.

‘Right. Well, your dad’s already left.’

‘Obvs.’

Four whole syllables was clearly way too much effort to expend on your stepmother.

‘So don’t forget to double lock.’

‘You’ve got it, Sasha,’ he said, a lazy smile playing across his face now he’d got his way.

I grabbed my bag and slammed out of the house, the sticky heat immediately making me wish I’d remembered my baseball cap. Should I call Steve, ask him if he thought his pride and joy was heading for a life of aimless drifting? No – I didn’t have fifteen sweaty minutes spare to stand outside the Tube, listening to his frustration erupting down the line. Jack would be fine, his easy charm and paid-for social confidence would ensure that. Besides, thanks to his rank indifference to me, I didn’t particularly care either way, at least not today.

That realization made it unexpectedly hard to breathe, my heart suddenly shrink-wrapped inside my chest. Because what if this was it? By now, I’d cursed enough periods and peed pointlessly on enough sticks to know that there were no guarantees that this wasn’t my only shot at parenthood – the two surly, shaggy-haired teenagers who often made me feel like a lodger whose rent was so low she couldn’t risk asking for an extra slice of toast at breakfast. And of course Steve cared, but it felt like a semi-detached kind of sympathy, a card sent in lieu of attending the funeral. He was a parent twice over, the job almost done. I couldn’t help suspecting that if his forty-three-year-old wife decided to give up her demented quest to hold her own baby in her arms there’d be an element of relief, even if he’d never be cruel enough to admit it to me.

I’d involuntarily stopped on the pavement, frustrated commuters reduced to weaving around me. I couldn’t risk this much self-examination – in order to keep going, I had to stay intact. I reminded myself I had interviews that day, a process I enjoyed. I liked the way people offered themselves up to me, the chance to hold their stories about themselves against the light and see if they rang true.




JENNA

Bright’s offices were near Old Street, although none of the lunchtime crowd clogging up the streets looked remotely old. For the over-fifties, age was nothing but a number, their hair dyed and cropped close to their heads, all big glasses, equally big trainers and ‘statement jewellery’. Jenna’s nerves began to ripple through her again, her interview get-up suddenly seeming like an unexploded bomb – she could’ve saved the money on her stupid black pumps and worn trainers instead, and the black Zara shift dress was starting to look more suitable for a funeral. The funeral of her career – what if Sasha Fulton thought she was so off brand for the branding world that she sent her packing the second she set eyes on her?

Soon Jenna was sitting in Bright’s reception, taking tiny sips of the sparkling water the receptionist – her black-rimmed eyes surfing Jenna’s shitty outfit – had handed over when she arrived, telling her casually that Sasha was ‘running a few behind’. She weighed the green glass bottle in her hand, not allowing herself to take a proper swig – she couldn’t afford to need a toilet break at a critical moment. She examined her surroundings instead: bare lightbulbs illuminating a stripped pine floor, a sofa shaped like a lower case ‘b’, a pink neon ‘Bright’ sign shining above the reception desk. It was more like how she imagined a Michelin-starred restaurant would look than an office; a million miles away from the grey cages where she’d temped in the university holidays.

As the minutes ticked by, anxiety tightened around her throat like a noose. What if the candidate before her was so extraordinary – Double First from Oxford, boarding-school polish and the biggest, whitest trainers on the block – that she’d already lost her chance? Or what if the fact that she’d asked to be scheduled after lunch, so she didn’t have to pay for a night’s stay in London with money she blatantly didn’t possess, meant that she’d never have that money? Just as her paranoia was reaching fever pitch, she noticed that the receptionist was trying to get her attention.

‘They’re ready for you!’ she hissed, from behind the desk.

‘Sorry…’ said Jenna, flustered, jumping to her feet. As she did so, she realized that Sasha Fulton had already glided into view from behind the frosted glass partition that kept mere mortals out of Bright’s inner sanctum. She was taller than Jenna had imagined from her photos, wearing a green silk shirt with a complicated knot that tied around the waist of her skirt, emphasizing her stick-thin silhouette. The kind of boy that Jenna had been dreading to see was trotting behind her, a wiry character with dark hair that stuck up in clumps as if he was too posh to brush it. Sasha fixed him with a warm gaze that made Jenna’s stomach turn over.

‘Thanks so much for coming in, Jay. Can we get hold of you if you’re halfway up the Himalayas?’

‘Hey, that’s the magic of 5G!’ he laughed, sticking out his hand, the sleeve of his white shirt webbed with creases. Sasha laughed too as she took it, simultaneously turning to survey the sofa. By now, the smile Jenna was trying so desperately to keep fixed on her face felt more like a knife cut.

‘It’s Gemma, isn’t it?’ said Sasha.

Jenna didn’t bother to correct her, just nodded mutely.

‘Follow me,’ she said, turning on her heels.




SASHA

‘Me in a nutshell’ – that was the first thing that was written underneath his name, like his whole glorious personhood couldn’t possibly be represented by the dry facts on his CV. The nutshell contained the news that, although he’d been christened Jeffrey, he’d like me to call him Jay because ‘it annoys my mum’, and that as a child he’d loved dinosaurs so much he’d wanted to be a palaeontologist. Co-ordinating my meetings and booking my flights would be no Jurassic Park fantasy, but at first he parried my questions deftly.

‘I know it sounds super creepy, but I love the idea of making your life easier,’ he said, smiling disarmingly, and making me wonder if my first assessment had been a bit harsh. ‘I know how much I’ll learn from you, just by osmosis.’

Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t like I wanted some kind of admin slave who I could hurl staplers at if my coffee wasn’t quite frothy enough. But nor did I want an assistant like the last one, Clemmy, who’d left me shivering on the tarmac in Stockholm at the end of a work trip, my return flight set for the following week. We both knew it was because she’d booked it on a comedown – she’d networked her way into oblivion at an awards do that I’d gifted her my ticket to attend, too hormonal and teetotal to face it myself – but her ‘apology’ landed more like a slap. ‘It’s awful, I know, but I guess it’s because you’re not challenging me enough,’ she’d said, blue eyes watery with self-pitying tears, conveniently omitting the fact she’d only been hired for the job two months earlier. ‘I’m on autopilot, Sasha, and I dunno… planes crash when they don’t get fuel.’

She’d left soon after – a ‘mate from uni’ was starting a ‘premium sushi delivery service’ and offering her shares, and her input was so vital and urgent that she couldn’t even work her notice. So now, sitting across the desk from this parade of eager beavers, my eyes were narrowed and my claws were sharpened, ready to pounce on the slightest whiff of entitlement. It was all internal of course: on the outside my head was cocked at an unthreatening angle, a wisp of hair softly trailing down the side of my face. I gave Jay/Jeffrey a gentle smile as I set my trap.

‘So, Jay, let’s turn it around. What do you need from a manager to perform at your best?’

His brows – big furry beetles that topped his wide, freckly face – knotted together as if they were mating. He was scrambling for an answer, but nothing was coming just yet. It wasn’t cruel, throwing curveballs like this one. It was the responsible thing to do – now I’d know exactly who he really was.

‘I just really need the freedom to express myself,’ he stuttered eventually. ‘I’m a highly creative person, that’s why I thrived so much in Footlights.’ A little reminder of his Oxbridge credentials, clearly never far from his consciousness. ‘I want the chance to prove that to you.’

As I looked at him, my smile now more of a smirk, it was almost as if he melted, as if he became Jack for a split second. Jack, who could barely stand to rip his eyes from his phone to contemplate me, his far-from-wicked stepmother. These entitled boy-children were like Russian dolls, countless versions that came in different sizes, all told they were special enough to deserve the spoils without any discernible effort. Jay’s fate was sealed, even if he didn’t realize it yet.

As he ran on, regaling me with tales of his intrepid travels on his year off, as if they hinted at some kind of Robinson Crusoe-esque sense of derring-do instead of parents with a permanently open wallet, I glanced down at the next CV. No dreaming spires for this one, and no time spent pretending to help orphans in far-flung corners of the globe. All she had under her belt was an average degree from an average university and a few unglamorous temp jobs. It was her cover letter that had impressed me initially – it had felt honest and heartfelt, and the fact that she’d mentioned specific campaigns that had forged my reputation in the industry didn’t do her any harm either. I pushed my chair back as I stood up, my smile never leaving my face as I made it clear Jay’s time in the sun was over. Maybe Jenna Hall was the one destined to shine.

Shine was only one word of many for what Jenna Hall would turn out to do.



Her nervousness was palpable. As she sat down, she wrapped thin fingers around her pale, bare elbows, goosebumps puckering her skin. Every bit of her seemed to be hiding; her face was sharp-featured and pretty, but it was obscured by her dark bob as her gaze skimmed the floor. Yet when she found the confidence to look up, her brown eyes had an intelligence to them – a watchfulness – that made me want to know more about her.

‘Would you rather something else to drink?’ I said, nodding at the mini bottle of San Pellegrino she’d abandoned on the coffee table. ‘I can get someone to make you a cup of tea?’

She finally unlatched her hands. ‘I’m fine, honestly,’ she said, shoulders dropping from around her ears. ‘Thanks a lot for seeing me.’

Anxiety combined with a Midlands accent meant that each of her sentences ticked upwards at the end.

‘Thanks for coming!’ I said, still trying to put her at ease. ‘Did you travel down from Stoke today?’

‘No, I slept on a friend’s sofa last night,’ she said.

‘So, you know people down here?’ I asked, then heard the words reverberate inside my head. How smug I must seem, perched behind my glass desk in my £200 shirt, no label to tell her it was part of a midnight grief binge on Net-a-Porter. I rushed on, saving her from answering my patronizing question. ‘Anyway, what made you apply? What is it that makes you want to work in branding?’

She considered the question for a second. ‘I suppose I like the idea that you’re telling millions of people a story.’

‘Right,’ I said, then deliberately paused. Interviews are a storytelling exercise too – my questions are the chapter headings, then I let the person across from me fill in the blank pages. More often than not, they haven’t got control of their own narrative, so I was hungry to know where Jenna was going with this.

‘So, you have to make people feel something, don’t you?’ she said, warming to her theme. ‘Even if it’s a bottle of beer, they need to feel like it’s speaking just to them.’

‘Yes, triggering emotion is a big part of what we do,’ I replied, deliberately neutral.

‘Or the opposite – you’re making them feel like they’re part of the cool gang. Telling them they’ve made it to the next tier,’ she continued, cheeks flushed. ‘You’re leading people, and if you’re doing your job well, they don’t even know it.’

It was accurate, what she said. Precociously clever, even. Far more so than any of the other answers I’d received to the question that day.

She took a breath, then carried on.

‘But what I love is that now, the way the world is, it only works if you’re a force for good. People want companies to be ethical, and branding can help underline that.’ She smiled at me. ‘I want to be a force for good, otherwise what’s the point?’

‘At work, or generally?’ I asked.

‘Generally!’ she said. ‘And the fact is, I know f—’ She blushed. ‘Pardon my language. I know nothing right now. There’s no reason for you to give me this job. But what I do know is that you are a legend in this business. And even if I’m making your coffee and dropping off your dry cleaning for the next five years, I’ll learn so much from you, it’ll be worth every minute.’

‘Dry cleaning,’ I said, teasing her. ‘Now there’s an ethical minefield. Much more on brand to handwash.’

‘I’d do it, honestly. If you wanted me to. Sorry – I know I’m not being very cool.’

She wasn’t. Her eyes were as bright as fairy lights, her angular face stained red by her outpouring of enthusiasm. What she didn’t know was that I liked it. She felt authentic, which was a word we used far too glibly in my business, throwing it out in pitches like it was a fancy ice-cream topping. It seemed to me in that moment that Jenna understood the dark side of the industry but wanted to plant herself in the light. And surely that was the perfect combination?

‘So, if this works out, how would you feel about moving to London?’ I asked her. ‘It’s not a big starting salary, I’m afraid.’

It embarrassed me a bit, truth be told, what we paid new starters. But it wasn’t me who set the rates, so I didn’t waste too much time fretting about something that I told myself – conveniently – I couldn’t change. Besides, Martin and Bridget, the company’s founders, were all about the bottom line in every area of the business. They certainly never let me forget my brutal yearly financial targets.

‘I’m ready to leave Stoke,’ she said, all the energy draining from her suddenly, like a child’s party balloon sucked dry of helium by pick-up time. ‘It’s now or never.’

‘Stoke’s not that bad!’ I said, seized by a strange desire to cheer her up. ‘I actually lived there for a couple of years. My mum taught English at Keele Uni.’

I took a quick glance down at her CV, reminding myself that she’d been to Staffordshire University, just up the road from Keele. My mum would’ve said ‘university’ in a way that made inverted commas appear in the sky, but I wasn’t judging Jenna for it.

‘Wow, weird,’ she said. ‘I bet you never worked at the Pizza Express though?’

It was a segue that gave me an opening to have her talk me through every twist and turn of her CV – all the car showrooms and insurance companies she’d temped at that would have made the other candidates I’d seen that day quake in their boots.

‘I know how lame this must all sound,’ she said, petering out, but I shook my head.

‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘It sounds like you’re a grafter.’

I could tell from her expression – the way her mouth involuntarily twisted, revealing a blob of pink lip gloss on her slightly wonky teeth – that she didn’t really believe me, but I was being sincere. Despite my heinously expensive shirt and my smooth vowels, I didn’t come from money myself.

Soon it was time to wrap up, my next willing victim lined up all too quickly. Jenna’s nerves resurfaced as she stood up to leave, smoothing the wrinkles out of her ‘business casual’ shift dress. She stuck out a slightly clammy hand.

‘Thanks for your time.’ She looked down at the scratchy hessian rug that covered the polished wooden floor. ‘I know this job’s a total long shot, and there’s no reason you’d give it to me, but I still really appreciated the chance to just… be here, I guess. Talking to you.’ She turned her gaze upwards on the last few words, looked straight at me.

‘I enjoyed it too,’ I said. I had. It was weird. ‘And I shouldn’t really say this – HR will chop my head off – but you’re my favourite candidate so far. Don’t rule out the big move.’

Jenna beamed and I felt an egotistical burst of pride – this was how much working for me could mean to someone. ‘That’s amazing!’ she said, then dimmed a little. ‘Sorry – um…’ She hesitated, and I smiled encouragement, even though I could see Lorna from HR bearing down on us officiously, a shiny-looking girl with big gold hoops in her ears trotting behind her. ‘I lost my mum last year,’ Jenna added, the words tumbling out of her. ‘I shouldn’t even say that, should I, but… fresh start, all those clichés. I’m going to cross everything.’

‘You do that,’ I said quickly, out of Lorna’s earshot, giving Jenna a smile that was more of a secret handshake. We both knew the deal was sealed.




JENNA

Jenna’s fingers hovered over the return ticket on the screen of her phone, filling her with an insane urge to send it to trash and stay put. The commuters rushing past her didn’t feel hostile anymore; instead they felt like they were sweeping her along with them, making her part of their pack. The £2 glass bottle of water she’d been forced to buy didn’t even feel like a rip-off, it felt like an exclusive secret she’d had whispered in her ear. Perhaps she’d just ring Penelope and throw herself on her mercy, ask if she could sleep on the sofa – the way she’d pretended she had with her imaginary friend – until the first pay cheque came rolling in. Why had she even blurted out that lie? Was it because she knew that Sasha would never hire her unless she somehow convinced her that she had enough of a foothold in this shiny, slippery world to not be a liability?

That shaming thought made the fizzy excitement immediately start to drain away. She knew that she’d made a connection with Sasha; she’d seen it in her eyes. At first her nerves had made an idiot of her – she’d felt like she had too much to lose – but she’d got through that. In fact, she felt like her vulnerability had worked in her favour. The problem was, it wasn’t just down to Sasha. There were obviously bigger, scarier people at Bright, like that wasp-chewing HR bitch who’d shooed her out. She couldn’t start celebrating just yet.

Jenna squeezed herself onto a packed, smelly Tube heading for the bus station. She wanted to escape the sweaty armpits and tinny music from other people’s headphones, but every stop increased her sense of dread. It took her closer to a home that wasn’t home anymore. The reasons for that weren’t simple, however effectively she’d managed to weave them into a narrative that had made tears well up in Sasha’s blue eyes.

The train juddered to a stop at Victoria, Londoners swarming off it to start sunny evenings, the stresses of the day already in the rear-view mirror. Jenna knew her commute was going to be way longer, way harder, and she steeled herself. Perhaps she needed this. The sweltering bus journey would be character-building.

The reminder she needed that she couldn’t afford to lose.




SASHA

Maddi shook the little dish of salted almonds at me, cocked her head.

‘One more?’ she said, a smile playing around her lips. ‘One for the road?’

‘It’s such a stupid expression, isn’t it?’ I said, playing for time. It was nice here, no question, but my failure to hotfoot it home was a crime I was going to pay a high price for. I pushed the thought away, sank backwards into the velvet bucket chair I was sitting in, let myself enjoy the ease of being with someone who really knew me and still seemed to unequivocally like me. ‘Do you think that’s what they did, back in the day? Swigged another whisky and then swerved off down the dual carriageway?’

She knew what I was doing. Signalling the waiter across the crowded bar, she efficiently ordered two more glasses of Chablis before I could drag the decision out any further. Friends since Freshers’ Week, we decoded each other’s subtext with ease.

‘Maddi…’ I whined, without conviction, as the waiter walked away.

‘Sorry,’ she said, not sorry at all. Maddi had a mixture of warmth and authority that I’d always envied, knowing how far it took her in every area of life. By day, she ran her own architecture practice, persuading clients to part with millions to fulfil her vision for their perfect home. By night, she was married to her university boyfriend Richard, with two perfectly timed children now close to adulthood as well as an adorable seven-year-old afterthought.

‘This is definitely my last drink,’ I insisted.

‘Okay, but how long has it been since we did this? Between getting the twins through their exams, and you…’ She stopped, the realities of our two lives crashing into each other and mangling inside her head. She weighed her words. ‘How are you feeling? I don’t want to be constantly asking you, but I don’t want you to think I don’t care.’

‘I would never think you didn’t care,’ I said, letting my hand briefly cover hers across the mirrored table. We’d always loved this place – a bar with a feeling of vintage luxury buried deep in Soho – from the days when it had been an unaffordable treat on our graduate salaries, to now, when it was time that we were poor for, rather than money. ‘I’ve taken a few cycles off, to let my body…’ My throat closed up, and I paused. It was hard sometimes to feel that me and my body were friends, which was a very particular kind of loneliness. Last year’s miscarriage – the hope the pregnancy had given me, followed by the aching grief – had made it feel even more like a trickster I had to regard with wariness. ‘And then I’m going to go again. Maybe even next month.’

‘Right,’ said Maddi carefully. It was almost as if she was the one who was pregnant; pregnant with the stats I knew she would have done a deep dive into, because understanding my problems was one of the myriad ways she showed me that she loved me. She always wanted to make my struggles her struggles, so she would surely have already felt the pain of all the cold, doom-laden facts the internet had to offer about fertility after forty. I preferred to surf the message boards – the miracle stories they contained, the anonymous, hapless dreamers I found solace swapping tips with.

‘I’m switching doctors, actually. I’m going to this guy in West London who gets amazing results with people who’ve had no success elsewhere. Not everyone loves his methods, but at this stage I’d rather take a big swing.’

‘Okay,’ she said, as if she could only manage single-word answers now. She was experiencing whatever the complete opposite of a poker face was, worry and disapproval etched deep into it.

Our drinks arrived, and I took a big gulp, as if it was the 1940s and I was preparing to drive through the night to Aberdeen. I thought about making the joke out loud, but there was no point – it was as if all the ease and fun had suddenly drained away.

‘Tell me about you!’ I said, with the empty zeal of a children’s TV presenter. ‘How’s Richard? How are the girls? Are you expecting straight-A triumph?’

Maddi took the bait, her pretty face lighting up at the mention of her beloved twins, immediately launching into a blow-by-blow account of their final term. I was watching her more than I was listening to her, enjoying the feeling of the dam bursting, the ease between us flowing back in. For me, there was something ageless about her face – her dark skin still smooth and soft, the lines around her brown eyes light pencil strokes rather than deep folds – but let’s face it, I had a lot invested in denying the passage of time for both of us. Maddi was Indian, her parents strict Hindus, her not so much. Her choosing Pete had initially been as much of a shock to them as my choice of a man had been to my mum, Steve being closer to her age than to mine. Even now I wasn’t sure she was over it, but we weren’t close enough for me to lose much sleep about it.

‘They’re amazing,’ I interjected, when she finally seemed to have run out of words. ‘Particularly Willow.’

‘Obviously,’ she grinned.

Willow was my godchild, at least my first. Since then, I’d somehow managed to acquire another six, plus two stepkids, and no children that didn’t require a prefix. I extinguished an unattractive stab of jealousy at the glow Maddi was still exuding; even if her offspring sometimes drove her mad, she never had to question whether she loved them, whether she was invested in their future, whereas I often felt like I was faking it.

I took a wary downwards glance at my watch, which Maddi spotted immediately. I really needed to go home, but my bum seemed welded to the velvet.

‘Oh, come on, let’s have one more,’ she said. It was a surprise to see that my glass was empty, but the truth was, the room was becoming very slightly soft focus. An unfortunate side effect of eighteen months of semi-abstinence was that I’d become a shocking lightweight.

‘I’ll share one with you,’ I said. ‘My final offer.’

Maddi rolled her eyes, ordering two glasses as I ducked down into my handbag for my phone.

Hi darling, I wrote, then paused for inspiration. The interviews overran so I was late to meet Maddi.

The best lies contain a grain of truth – at least I thought so, back then. And the interviews had run over, my strange communion with Jenna leaving me twenty minutes behind schedule, the other candidates a homogenous mass of bores and boasters. Once we’d finished, Lorna had huffed with silent judgement, refusing to contact Jenna and give her the good news. Apparently we had to ‘audit’ the decision in the morning and check for ‘unconscious bias’. It was giving me a little thrill, the knowledge that I was about to change Jenna’s life, so perhaps the delay wasn’t such a bad thing. Now I had extra time to savour the anticipation.

I looked back down at my phone, my stomach lurching with a mixture of guilt and the effect of the white wine that was sloshing around inside it with nothing but salty almonds to soak it up. I’ll be home in no time xx, I added, even though coming up with the self-justification had already cost me two precious minutes. I shoved the phone deep into the recesses of my handbag before the shifting dots of a return text could spike my shame.

‘Cheers!’ said Maddi, as I surfaced from under the table. ‘Here’s to third time lucky.’



Steve and I have argued so many times recently about whether or not I invested enough in being a stepmother that it’s hard for me to swear that my more positive ‘memories’ aren’t a bunch of snapshots that I took from a very flattering angle. These days, I only see him at our weekly couple’s counselling sessions, which he’s using to try to effect a ‘loving divorce’ and I’m using as a last-ditch attempt to win him back. Ruth, our long-suffering therapist, talks a lot about our ‘subjective narratives’ as her gaze darts between the two of us, Steve rigor mortis stiff at the opposite end of the sofa from me. The room itself is soft and chintzy, a snug haven in the basement of her Holland Park home; sometimes I fantasize about the two of us making it into the middle of that sofa, our hands intertwining, knuckles gently grazing my ever-expanding bump. Or is it our bump? Even the simplest fact evades capture right now.

It’s true that on this particular night I was… not exactly drunk, but not exactly stone-cold sober either. And yes, I was trying to hide it, but wasn’t that the responsible thing to do, the parental thing to do, under the circumstances? Fourteen-year-old Georgie tracked my every move from beneath her thick, marshmallow-streaked fringe from the moment I tripped into the kitchen. It was exhausting, knowing instinctively that they’d prefer to have their dad all to themselves.

‘Hello, gang,’ I said breezily, forcing myself not to sway. ‘Sorry I’m late.’

They were all sat around the island, pizza boxes open in front of them, the greasy lids thrown backwards. I couldn’t help noticing that while Steve and Jack had already devoured theirs, Georgie had only nibbled the centre of her margherita, the crusts stacked up high like debris. It gave me a familiar twinge of worry that her horrible faux-hippy private school had her on a one-way train to an eating disorder with all its impossible unspoken rules, through which she haplessly blundered her way every day. The irony was that I also lived under the edicts of a set of unspoken rules: every time I mentioned my fear to Steve, it was his face, not his words, that told me I’d overstepped the mark. My prickly, hurting stepdaughter had no idea just how much empathy I had for her.

I pecked the side of Steve’s mouth, dodging both the disapproval of his offspring and the acrid taste of pepperoni in the process.

‘The San Aqua pitch went on forever,’ I said, ‘and I couldn’t cancel on Maddi. It felt like a million years since I’d seen her.’

Steve got up, crossed to the oven where he’d kept my pizza warm. ‘They expect too much of you,’ he huffed. ‘Neuroscience has proved that long hours are completely counter-productive. Einstein used to go sailing in the afternoons.’ He pulled the pizza out of the top-of-the-range oven paid for by his generous trust fund. ‘Sailing!’

Steve loved neuroscience. His work as a screenwriter – I use that term in the loosest sense – gave him plenty of time to explore it. My workaholic tendencies, born out of many years spent scrabbling to build the life I wanted single-handed, drove him nuts.

‘Can I have a plate?’ I asked, as he carried on riffing on this familiar theme.

‘Yes, m’lady,’ he said, doffing an imaginary cap, ruffling his thinning blonde hair in the process. I heard a quiet, mean snigger from Georgie at the implication I was a princess, but I chose to ignore it, smiling at him instead of turning around. He smiled back, his eyes twinkling with affection, and I felt an unexpected surge of love. Lust, too – the age gap between us, the weather-beaten quality of his skin and the deep grooves beneath his eyes had never put me off. I liked his towering height, the way his angular body had to fold in on itself like origami to reach down and kiss me. I liked the way his blue eyes tracked my every move, like I was the most mesmerizing flash of light. And the things that sometimes infuriated me about him – his uncompromising moral certainty, his stubbornness – were also the things that made me feel safe. He wasn’t constantly anticipating disaster the way I did, forward planning to avoid being caught out.

I turned back to the kids. ‘So, what are we watching?’ I asked.

It was ‘family movie night’ as Steve had optimistically dubbed it, and a fight about whether to watch a sassy gang of women rob a casino or the latest Fast & Furious movie immediately erupted. We were both sat at the island by now, and I let my fingers trawl the skin on the inside of Steve’s wrist, subtly communicating my amorous intentions. Two hours of men screaming abuse and flipping ridiculous cars or women proving they were just as badass as the boys was no longer high on my wish list for a Friday night. More fool me – he barely registered my touch, too absorbed in refereeing the escalating battle. It made him feel needed, I could tell; with teenagers, these scraps of emotional engagement felt like declarations of love.

I subtly slid my phone out of my bag, even though no devices at the table was one of Steve’s red lines for ‘family movie night’ (the neuroscience was watertight on the matter). I opened Instagram, my fingers lightly tapping out Jenna’s name without me having consciously told them to do it.

I maybe should’ve asked myself why it was so easy. She was the first Jenna Hall to come up, her account wide open for anyone to nose through, and nose I did, putting her posts together to make one big picture, like they were a fiendish jigsaw puzzle that only I was clever enough to complete.

There was a picture of her in a mortarboard outside a grim municipal building, her grin as wide as the sky, her degree certificate thrust towards the camera, ‘I did it’ written beneath. She obviously fought for her wins. I felt an illogical stab of pride, like the space–time continuum had warped and her achievements were already something that allowed me to bask in the reflected glow. Next there was a shot of her surrounded by a gaggle of girls on a night out, all tight dresses and tumbling hair extensions. They grinned and pouted on a dark street like their lives depended on it, but Jenna’s face was set. She stared straight at the camera like it was her clear gaze capturing the image, not the lens that was turned on her. ‘Friday I’m In Love’ said the caption, although her expression gave no hint of it.

‘Sasha,’ said Steve, my name an admonishment in his mouth.

‘Sorry!’ I said brightly, pushing my phone back into my bag and smiling an apology.

Instagram was still open as it slid inside, Jenna’s photos bright and seductive, the last image the one that gripped hold of me most tightly. It was a picture of a woman in a flimsy summer dress, taken from behind, her face turned away from the camera as she looked at the view. I peered more closely at the photo. Was she looking out over Manhattan from a tall building that was part of the tourist trail – the Empire State Building or the Statue of Liberty perhaps? It seemed odd that she was turned away, looking at the horizon, instead of capturing the moment with an excited grin. The caption was a single word: ‘Mama’. Had Jenna taken it, a bucket-list trip, her mum too ravaged by illness to want her face caught on camera?

I stared at it for a brief second, aware of Steve’s eyes on me. I was prying, it was inappropriate. Why did I even care?




JENNA

It was a stupid mistake, trying to save a day’s rent by kicking the morning off at 5am, but when the HR woman had told Jenna quite how mean the salary really was, she’d known her new life was going to demand serious sacrifice. She’d nearly protested to Sasha when she’d called straight after with congratulations, but the excitement in her new boss’s tone had stopped any rogue words spewing out. For so many reasons, she couldn’t afford to lose this before it had even begun. The trick was to make herself indispensable, and then start pushing for the kind of wage that would allow for a real life.

Stoke-on-Trent was still blanketed in darkness when Jenna got up, no other signs of life in the flat just yet. There was a cereal bar left out on the Formica kitchen counter, a card propped up next to it. A spray of green glitter erupted from the envelope as she opened it, a fat fairy waving a wand that drew Good Luck in the clouds. Jenna decoded Paul’s squiggly, left-handed scrawl. ‘You don’t need it, you’ll smash it,’ he’d written, ‘but we’re all gonna miss you.’ She almost ripped it up and left the pieces scattered on the table, but it was better her anger stayed hidden for now. She shut the front door behind her with quiet determination, shoving her keys through the letterbox and enjoying the satisfying thud that they made as they landed on the hard floor.

The train belched its way towards London, her huge rucksack in danger of blotting out the sunrise that filtered through the window. She scrabbled around inside it for her make-up, applying mascara in the cramped toilet, the wand waving through the air like a sooty sword, foundation going on too thick. And then, almost too soon, she’d arrived. Euston Station was an explosion of people, all of them rushing to be somewhere, anywhere. As Jenna humped her possessions across the concourse to left luggage, she felt like a trashy tortoise, her whole life a dead weight on her back. But when she got to Bright, devoid by now of anything but a printed cotton shopper swung casually over her shoulder, her mood immediately started to lift. She was here. She’d been chosen. Today she’d have to hang around for the snotty HR lady to beckon her through, but soon she’d be sweeping past the bare lightbulb that hung over the reception desk like it was second nature.



Sasha didn’t appear until ten-thirty, almost an hour after Jenna had finished having her credentials checked and been released into the office. The wait had felt interminable, anxiety gnawing in her belly as she tried to look like she was googling something vital and important so she wouldn’t appear a slacker to the nosy gazes that tracked her movements. Jenna added up all Sasha’s component parts the second she walked in – the long, mushroom-coloured silk dress that skimmed her body, gathered loosely at the waist by a drawstring, would’ve looked like a potato sack on someone less elegant; the apologetic smile she gave was perfectly judged, genuine but not costing her any authority. She had it all under control.

‘Jenna, hi!’ she sang. She handed her a tiny cardboard cup with a line drawing of a squirrel stamped on the side. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting. First-day treat.’

Jenna took a big, appreciative gulp and nearly choked. This was no Starbucks froth-up – it tasted rich, exclusive.

‘Thanks,’ she spluttered, but Sasha was still talking.

‘Bit of a selfish one really,’ she continued, sipping her own coffee. ‘It’s a latte from the place downstairs, one and a half shots. Kind of annoying, but it’s the only way I can drink them.’

She airily dropped her bag – a huge vanilla-coloured leather sack with scraped gold buckles – onto her desk, a phone ringing inside it. ‘Oh, and mine’s with oat milk.’

Jenna bit the soft flesh of her cheek inside her mouth, controlling rising stress. Sasha was going to require a manual, she could tell that already. She’d need to get her hands on it fast.

‘Although seriously, whoever milked an oat – what am I like?’ Sasha continued, looking directly at Jenna as she spoke. Her smile was so twinkly, so piss-taking of herself, that it was hard not to like her. Jenna needed to make sure she didn’t fall for it.

‘Tastes amazing,’ she replied, grinning back. ‘So you’re definitely getting something right.’

‘I’m glad you approve!’ said Sasha, cocking her head towards an empty meeting room as she extracted her phone and dumped the call with only the briefest glance at the screen. ‘Come on through. Let’s get this party started.’

Jenna pushed her chair back, risking a glance at the two juniors who sat within the same cage of desks, with whom she’d only exchanged the briefest of hellos so far. The boy – ginger hair surfing his chin, glasses more like goggles – had been watching her exchange with Sasha like it was the Wimbledon final and he was courtside. The girl – shaved head, annoyingly beautiful heart-shaped face – had a look in her eyes that was harder to read. Was it contempt? Was it envy? Jenna would have to wait to find out.



The meeting room had the uniform cool of every nook and cranny at Bright. A table that looked like a slab of wood from a recently chopped down tree sat in the central space, a pendulum light hanging low over it. Jenna perched at the edge of one of the deep chairs covered in thick green velvet that sat on either side of the murdered oak, trying to look like she belonged there. Sasha was bent low, spreading out sheets of cream paper, her blonde waves skimming the pages. Did she create that magic with tongs, wondered Jenna, automatically fingering her own short brown mop, which now felt coarse to the touch. Or was that why she was late – did she spend every Monday morning in the hairdresser’s chair, paying a fortune for someone to help her ‘be Sasha’?

Sasha looked up. ‘I want you to take a look at these,’ she said, in a sober tone. ‘They’re Bright’s code of ethics – what we expect from ourselves and from our employees. Martin and Bridget, our founders, take them very seriously. It’s the foundation of how we all operate here.’

Jenna stared down at the pages, hoping she was imagining the blush that seemed to be boiling her cheeks. She couldn’t be sure that her interview didn’t mean she’d already violated Number Three: Always be truthful with your colleagues, even if the consequences scare you. Then there was Number Five: Teamwork and co-operation are at the heart of what we do. There is no such thing as healthy competition! The look on the face of the bald beauty made her suspect otherwise. How seriously was she meant to take these?

‘Do any of these worry you, Jenna?’ asked Sasha, before she’d even finished reading.

Jenna kept her eyes trained downwards for a second more, buying herself time. Number Eight burned her eyes: Do your best, but don’t let perfectionism be the enemy of genius.

She pointed at it. ‘What does that even mean?’ she asked. ‘That it doesn’t matter if I fu—, if I screw up?’

Sasha laughed her warm, throaty laugh. ‘You just fell straight down the hole!’ she said, leaving Jenna struggling not to feel like the punchline to a joke she was too dumb to even grasp. Sasha seemed to sense her discomfort, her voice gentler as she continued. ‘Perfectionism is really just another word for shame, and that makes it toxic. We all try our best, and we all inevitably make mistakes. To be free enough to be creative, we have to accept that.’

Jenna couldn’t figure out the correct response to that.

‘Hey, earth to Jenna?’ said Sasha lightly. ‘I know it’s a lot to take on, but I really think you’ve got this.’

Bright was starting to feel more like a cult than a workplace. ‘I’m just, like… taking them in,’ she said. ‘New start and all that.’

‘It is a new start,’ said Sasha. ‘That’s what you wanted, right?’

‘Yes,’ said Jenna, a bit too fervently.

‘So, practicalities-wise…’ Jenna opened her notebook, determined to start the journey to becoming indispensable right then and there. ‘Of course, there’s going to be the boring assistant bits – travel booking, diary management, blah blah blah – but I’m also going to pull you into the campaigns I’m overseeing. It moves fast – we’re pitching for new business, working with existing clients. You’ll work like a dog, but you’ll learn all the tricks too.’ Sasha was already starting to gather up the papers, her gaze sliding towards the messages that were flashing up on the screen of her phone. ‘Sorry, bad analogy. You get what I mean though.’

Within seconds, her boss was out the door, only a lingering waft of her bittersweet rose perfume and the list of Bright edicts left in her wake.



‘If I was a car, I’d be a… I’d be a… Bentley!’ shouted Ginger, his eyes closed, his hands waving wildly in the air. Jenna had found out that he was called Fergus – she’d definitely never met a Fergus, so it was hard to forget – and he was a creative exec. He looked like he could either be fourteen or forty, with his crumpled linen pinstriped blazer and his stupid glasses.

‘Interesting comp,’ said Sasha, her face hard to read. Did she genuinely think he was smart, or was she just keeping the brainstorm moving? ‘Can you get it on the board, Jenna?’

Jenna was wasting so much time reading the room that she was forgetting she was meant to be writing the room. She scribbled furiously on the whiteboard as Donovan, the team’s art director, piped up.

‘So that makes me think sleek. Classic.’

Donovan was definitely in his forties, shock waves of grey running through his cropped hair. He was Black, dressed in the kind of understated navy suit that even Jenna’s untrained eye could tell must have cost the earth, the open-necked shirt beneath it exposing smooth flesh.

‘Yes…’ said Sasha, pausing to think. Jenna scanned her other five staff, watching how they quivered as they waited for her to pronounce. How did Sasha pull it off? She was friendly, but she never let them forget for a second that she was the puppet mistress here. Did it take conscious effort, or was it as easy as breathing for her? ‘But guys, we all know the pitfalls of classic. Repeat after me…’

Everyone laughed, starting to talk all at once. Jenna grabbed for the words, desperately trying to scribble them down. Bland. Boring. No vision.

‘No, it’s no visibility,’ squawked the bald eagle, who’d turned out to be called Chloe.

‘Yeah, right, sorry,’ stuttered Jenna, crossing the stupid, wrong word out. Suddenly it felt like everyone was staring at her, picking her apart the same way she had them, clocking the too-tight black skirt she was wearing, more car showroom than boardroom. Her hand shook as she wrote the correct phrase, the worst nicknames they could give her screaming in her ears. Her breath was jamming in her throat now, panic rising. She had to stop getting derailed by the fear of failing at this, the thought of what she had to lose. Sasha’s dulcet tones cut through the painful internal monologue.

‘Don’t apologize, Jenna,’ she said, throwing her a secret smile that had to be a callback to Number Eight. ‘ “No vision” is an excellent addition
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