

Chapter 1

Six Weeks Earlier

It was January, a Tuesday like any other so I cycled from my flat in Stoke Newington, through a Dalston already whistling with the chat of market traders in thick padded coats and beanies. I skirted the edge of Victoria Park, hit Mile End and then landed on the river around Limehouse, speeding up at that point as I was – typically – late. 

In the lift, I pulled my helmet off and let my breathing slow. I took my phone out of my pocket. 6.06 a.m., just over an hour after our night editor Will Frost would have left the building. I pulled the back of my jumper from my T-shirt and let a little air touch my body. I looked in the lift mirror. My cheeks looked angry and slapped.

The door opened on my floor, and I hit the button and walked into the office and there it was: the London skyline. Well, sort of. In summer you could take pictures for your Facebook of the sunrises from the windows but today was the third week of January. The darkest of dark. There wasn’t a lot to see. I yawned. Smoothed down the deep brown bob that was always a little rumpled by my helmet. The computer hummed a tune as I wiggled the mouse, and I wiggled my toes in thick black tights into ankle boots, kicking off my commuter Asics under the desk. 

Will had left a water bottle behind after the night shift and I tucked that away too, into the top drawer. It wasn’t the first time I’d done that. Things were as they always were on our desk, our miniature home. We had these little habits, Will and I.

I sat back in my chair, which still contained a trace of human warmth, and thought of Will, heading home to bed. I wasn’t tired by then, exactly, with the adrenalin of the bike ride, but still I felt a shot of envy. I had been sleeping badly lately. I felt it again, in my belly. A jitteriness. A chatter. 

I thought about Will pulling a duvet up, up and over about now. Letting eyes fall closed. We are the twain, Will and I, and never shall we meet. We’re as intimate as we are anonymous, the night editor, the day editor, Will’s shift finishing at 5 a.m., mine – the first one on the team – starting at 6 a.m. That hour in the middle is covered on a rota by a junior member of staff, blurry eyed on a laptop from home. 

I looked around. Exhaled. I could treat myself to such luxuries as a leisurely exhale when there was no one there to make me hold my breath in fear. When I looked up, I spotted the Post-it on the side of the screen. That familiar handwriting. ‘Homepage could do with a refresh. Everything else on handover email. WF.’

The roll of my eyes was habit rather than annoyance, too. This was standard. Will never refreshed the homepage before leaving so that my day usually started off with a scramble to prioritise a slew of news, heart pounding at how time sensitive it all was, while everyone else – ambling in at 7.30, 8 – got to have a relaxed coffee while they spooned cereal into their mouths at their desks and surreptitiously checked Facebook on their company iPads. My stomach growled and I copied, pasted, copied, pasted, my eyes scanning everything that had been happening in the world. The smatter of the juicier end of politics we covered as a tabloid, the ridiculous, the bizarre, the celebrity break-ups, the football, the award ceremony that went on in LA and the stuff that was pinging in as we went, happening in the world – and over the wires – that very second. Despite how hard things had been for the last few months, news still gave me a buzz.

But then, something stopped me in my tracks. There it was, right at the bottom of the news homepage. One of those stories Will would put up two or three times a week. The ones I knew were meant for me and contained a message. I couldn’t prove it. If I brought it up, it would sound crazy. But I knew. I felt my fingers shake as I unpublished this one, like I had done so many others. What is your game, Will? 

All the while, I listened out for my boss, Douglas. Coming into work early, fuelled on a double shot, and coming too for me. Raging, about something, nothing, everything. Not yet, Douglas. Not until I’ve caught up. My fingers couldn’t go fast enough as I scrolled through. Moved, swapped, sorted. ‘Thanks again, Will,’ I muttered.

The same irritations crop up daily and I’ve got zero doubt it’s the same from Will’s perspective. Habits as everyday as a wife smoothing down her husband’s hair on his way out of the door. Comfort in foibles; irritation in the familiar. 

A major fire in the Midlands, some record-breaking football transfer fee. Then I spotted the big one: someone from The Only Way Is Essex had had what was known in these circles of ours as a ‘wardrobe malfunction’ on a red carpet. Copy, paste. I knew what was going at the top of the page. Above me was the looming chart that told us which stories were a success and how many clicks they were getting in real time. Whether they were going up, going down. Where people were finding them. How long they spent on each story. Where those people ‘went’ afterwards. Numbers, arrows, flashes of red. Nothing human; no one visible. Just endless, endless data.

It makes your heart pound with adrenalin, with fear, with pressure, with pride, that chart. As something starts to gather pace, or doesn’t do what it should do. As you see it soar or sink, and it feels like the same is happening to you. I made sure ‘Nip Slip’ was in the keywords. Added in seven extra pictures. All the same, just very slightly different angles. Keep readers on that page for a few seconds longer before they moved on; help those stats. Tweak, tweak, tweak, until it sticks. I glanced nervously at the chart. Save. Done. Now a minute to grab a coffee, surely, before I had to come back to see what had happened to the traffic.

My heart rate slowed, ever so slightly. But then, as I went to stand, my phone beeped. Patrick, with a long message about his mother wanting to do a speech at our wedding. It’s not tradition I know but it means a lot to her, could we do it? Do you mind? Sorry to bug you about it in work, I meant to ask you last night xx. 

The feeling in my belly came back. Speeches. Dances. Vows. Being watched all day. My jaw tightened. I hadn’t always been like this. Before, I couldn’t wait for our big, beautiful wedding. Now, things were different. I physically shook away the thought of why, of what had changed, forcing myself to think instead about Patrick’s proposal. Just us in a beautiful log cabin in the Highlands. It had been May but late enough at night that outside was pure blackness and inside was lit only by candles. The fire roared and Patrick poured the champagne. Without me noticing, he slipped a box from under the cushion next to us on the sofa. Then he slipped down onto the floor and I screamed with laughter. The most unfamiliar, familiar moment. The definition of surreal. 

I didn’t get chance to say yes because the fire was open and where he had jumped down was right in front of it and it was about to burn his back, but half a glass of champagne later I clarified that it was a yes. ‘If you hadn’t got that.’

We cackled like witches, we were half-mad, and then we phoned Patrick’s parents and mine, then our sisters and heard our joy echoed back at us until we realised it was two o’clock in the morning and we should let them sleep. 

I smiled at the memory. Perspective. It’s fine for your mum to do a speech, love, I replied. 

Then I went for my coffee. In the queue at the canteen, I didn’t need to say a word.

‘American-o,’ Mo sang to me.

I laughed. He knew my order because I was there for the same thing three times on a good day, more on a bad one. It’s subsidised, was how we justified it. We are very important journalists, far too busy to boil kettles, was the other way. As I walked back into the office, I glanced at the screen on my phone and then the one on the wall; saw the TOWIE story starting to gain traction and zoom higher up the ranks. 

‘BUS CRASHHHHHH!’ 

I jumped, even though I should have been used to this by now. My boss Douglas had arrived at work while I had been in the canteen and was punching the air in delight at death. At horror. At misery. All of his favourite things. And all before 8 a.m.! I steeled myself, all memories of romance in the Highlands banished.

‘LOADS of them dead!’ he shouted. I looked up. Yep. A right old glint in his eye now. He twizzled back round to his screen like he was making his entrance on X Factor, about to kick off Big Band Week. ‘And it’s going up! 10! 12! 15! Fucking hell guys, this might be one of the biggest fatalities we’ve had in MONTHS!’

I stared at him. This is why we loathed him. The only thing he cared about was news. His favourite type though, without any doubt, was miserable news. Grim news. Death. War. Humiliation. That lot were his raison d’etre. 

‘Come on then, Rose, chop-chop,’ he said, either ignoring the loathing on my face or too news-absorbed to notice it. I was the day editor, technically in charge of what went on the homepage, despite his seniority. But I was staring at my screen. Paralysed by indecision. It was happening more and more lately. Which angle to prioritise, who should write what, what my headline should be. I used to have the confidence to know. To trust in my own instinct. Now, I presumed I would make the wrong choice. What if I got it wrong, what if I got in trouble, what if, what if, what if, what if.

‘Get someone writing this then get it top of my mother-fucking homepage, Rosie, what the fuck are you waiting for?’ When I jumped, he laughed. Then he frowned at me. ‘You got that, Rosie? On it? Hello, earth to Rosie?’

He flicked the back of my head, and then he was off again.

‘Seventeen of them dead now! Eighteen! Young people! A recent retiree!’ 

Was it possible for a human to combust? Then, in an awed voice. ‘Fuck me. Twitter says one of them was on Bake Off.’ He looked at me, still unmoving.

‘Jesus Rosie, what is wrong with you lately?’

I stared at him, sitting down now, spread out with arms behind his head on somebody else’s chair. Rotating around on it as big as he could be, and I felt like Thumbelina. Shrunk.

What was wrong with me?

I knew, of course.

‘Sometimes, that girl …’ Douglas was already bellowing to anyone in listening distance. ‘No nose for news. Not a journalistic insight in sight. Sits there staring into space. I do wonder whether I was drunk that day I promoted her. Was I pissed? Anyone remember?’ 

There was a light, uncomfortable titter. Douglas had moved on quickly though, busy counting dead people and I was expected to do the same. But I was thinking, No, you weren’t pissed. I pictured the woman who had walked into that job interview nine months ago. Prepped, enthusiastic, smart. I already worked here and it was a big step up, but I had felt ready. Able. 

‘What would you say if I said we had other candidates who were hotter on news than you?’ Douglas had said that day, sitting back in his chair so that the headrest lolled back with him and smirking at me, pleased with the challenging question he had learned on his How To Be A Dick When Doing An Interview course. 

I had smiled back at him. Smoothed down the midnight blue silk blouse I had bought for the interview. Glanced at the pictures behind him. Douglas, posing in front of a Range Rover with a private number plate. Holding his stomach in at the beach with – I presume – a wife who was very definitely not smiling. With ten or twelve other men on a boat spraying champagne. 

‘Well,’ I had said, thoughtfully. ‘I would say that we hire – very successfully – news reporters who are on it with news. My job would be to motivate them. To get the best out of a team. To strike the right balance of content on the homepage. I would also say that I may not have the background of court reporting and doorstepping that some people have, but I do have news sense. I think I’ve demonstrated that time and time again in my current job. But I also have a lot of other skills that this role needs, and I’m confident that mix makes me the right person for it.’

I had felt a slight vibration in my belly. I wanted that job. I smiled, bright red lipstick, confidence and my eyes trained on his. ‘Does that answer the question?’

Douglas stood up and walked to his office door. ‘Yes Rosie, it does, and we’re done now. We had a lot of external candidates though. All kinds of experience. So don’t get your hopes up, love.’

But forty-eight hours later, he had offered me the job.

‘What would you like me on, Rose?’ asked our junior reporter Eddie, and I snapped out of eight months ago and everything that had happened since that moment, and back into the now. I needed to get it together and get on this story.

‘Live blog it please Eddie. Get it up ASAP.’

I spun my chair round and briefed the rest of the team on what was needed, then drank my cold black coffee while I moved their stories round the site and tweaked here and there. Then, drink in one hand, I logged into my emails and read Will’s overnight handover. 

I felt the usual flicker of irritation. Instruction after instruction after request after job for me to do. None of which was technically a problem – and all of it was part of our role as two sides of the same coin – but it was the lack of warmth in it that always bothered me. We exchanged a lot of information, Will and I. We gave each other a lot of help. We asked a great deal of each other, unable to get to all we needed to during our hours despite them being as long as they were. Push, pull – two sides of the same role. People describe having work spouses; I thought at times that Will was more like a work twin, especially since – according to Douglas – we were the same age, recently turning thirty within weeks of each other. Being civil though, friendly, making the odd joke even: to me that was fundamental. Not to Will. 

‘Shall we try for a coffee one time, in between our shifts?’ I asked, many times. You do, over eight months. 

‘Need sleep,’ came the reply. Or sometimes, simply: ‘Nah, can’t do.’

Such a shame they hide you away in the night-time, I thought, reading that day’s instalment with its absence of greeting or sign-off as usual. What a charmer.

I didn’t know it would be the last instalment I’d get. The last time we did this dance. Will would come back to the office for a shift that evening, but disappear before there was a chance to write the handover. When I next sat in this chair, there would be no trace of human warmth. No trace of Will Frost at all. Not here. Not anywhere, actually. 




Chapter 2

‘This would be more effective if you weren’t checking the news, chick,’ said Rania, our company physio, with her soft Geordie lilt. ‘It doesn’t help relax those muscles.’

Her hands kneaded into my forearm; my other arm was outstretched, refreshing the news wires. De-tense. Tense. I refreshed.

It was 2 p.m., seven hours since I’d come into work. Other than the bus crash – which, though it galled me to admit it, had done well on the chart – it had been a slow news day. But they’re exactly the type that get you. Start off slow, end with a high-profile celebrity coming out, a big football transfer or a nipple falling out of a jumpsuit. I couldn’t get complacent. 

Please don’t leave Leicester for Man City. Please don’t leave your wives. Just for half a bloody hour, while I get my RSI seen to, can you all for the love of God keep your nipples in your clothes.

I checked my emails with my one hand. Deleted sixty-five of them straight away. Seven more had appeared when I refreshed again. 

‘You know it’s a big enough deal they let me come here at all,’ I told Rania, one eyebrow raised. Despite my half-attention, we had formed a friendship since she started treating me a year ago. I had been at the company for two years by then. ‘I can’t just go off radar.’

She shook her head. ‘That place,’ she sighed. ‘Let you come. They’re the reason you have RSI, the lack of breaks, the relentlessness … It’s not going “off radar”. It’s attending your necessary physio appointment.’

But then she picked up where she’d left off last week about an ex who lived in Amsterdam and how he wanted to get back with her, but she has moved on and something about a new lover, and I zoned out, back on the wires. I came to when she physically removed my phone from my right hand and put it in the left one so she could start kneading on the other side. She had stopped arguing with me. Her fingers plugged into minimal flesh and I noticed I had got thinner. There was no intent. Sometimes lately I just didn’t know how other people remembered to eat three times a day. 

I looked up. As ever, there was the slight smell of sweat in the room. Rania eschewed deodorant and rubbed lemons in her armpits instead, and somehow, on her, that didn’t offend. I had no idea how she got away with it at work, but there was always a dim trace of weed too. ‘I lived in Amsterdam for a long time, chick,’ she said with a wink when I mentioned it once. ‘Old habits die hard.’ And then she offered me a spliff and I recoiled and repeated over and over that I was at work and she fell around laughing because she cleary hadn’t been serious. Though, she pointed out, it probably would make a day with ‘that fuckwit boss’ upstairs a damn sight more bearable. She had only heard about Douglas, of course: though she treated people from the multiple companies who owned or rented offices in this building, she hardly ever saw anyone else from the website.

‘Ow!’ 

She held a hand up – fingers that had just pushed too hard into my skin – in apology. Rania’s hands were rainbows, a different bright shade on each nail, and I imagined having the time to paint my nails again. With this job – your dream job, Rose, remember, your dream job – I was too exhausted for self-care. The truth is that I was consumed by this place. I was at capacity. At any given second all I had room for was news. All I could make space for was the chart, the wires. But this was what it was, doing your dream job, it was like having a child: it was supposed to consume you, wasn’t it? Otherwise … what was the point? 

I often wondered how it was for Will. If we could bond over it, the all-consuming nature of this place. 

‘How’s the elusive Will Frost?’ Rania asked, as though she could read my mind. She asked as though we were talking about a fictional character. Which, in a way, we were. I winced as she kneaded hard and I heard the bones in my forearm click. I shrugged.

‘Still can’t get a meeting in. Still no chat over a coffee. Still can’t be sure our night editor isn’t a computer-generated robot.’

‘It could be true!’ she said, a voice full of fun. ‘A cyborg they wheel in in the evening. That would be SO your place; can’t get anyone who can post enough per hour. There’s only one thing for it: robot.’

I smiled. ‘Robot wouldn’t need physio.’

‘Or to stop for – ugh, lazy fuckers – toilet breaks.’

I laughed. ‘Just one problem. Explain the water bottle on the desk.’

‘Look, even cyborgs can’t bear single use plastic.’

She shrieked with genuine mirth at her own joke, and it was catching. I looked up from my phone for the first time. Rania’s eyes creased and I realised I had no idea how old she was. Thirties? Forties? We did this, the kneading of my arms, the battle over my phone, every week. Even went for the odd after-work vodka and tonic. How did I not know that about her?

‘I’m sorry I always talk about me,’ I told her. ‘About this place.’ I looked at her tattoo. Sanscrit on her inside wrist, a little glimpse of who Rania was alongside the anonymising medical blue tunic and trousers. ‘Sorry I never ask you about you.’ 

Then it happened again. The odd thing that had been happening to me lately. Sweat saturated my back. I was crying, apologising for it between sobs. 

Rania held my hand as I struggled to breathe. 

‘How old are you?’ I managed to ask. 

‘Old enough to know when someone needs a rest,’ she said, brow furrowed. ‘Thank God the wedding means you’re finally taking time off.’

I didn’t say anything. I was entitled to twenty-five days of holiday. But most of the time it felt like it was impossible to walk up to Douglas with a form and expect to use those days on a real-life break. Rania budged me up on the bed and we sat alongside each other. 

‘I’m embarrassed,’ I said, knuckles digging deep in the corners of my eyes. It had stopped now. I felt normal. Nearly normal.

‘Look,’ she sighed, ‘technically I am the building’s physio. But chick, everyone knows I’m the therapist. Everyone tells me their troubles. Everyone confides in me. So don’t think this is the first time I’ve seen someone cry on this bed, okay?’

I nodded. It was all I could manage. 

‘Maybe on these handovers of yours, you should leave a note to Will Frost,’ she said with a tentative smile. ‘Feels like that dude – apologies, apologies, that robot – could have a few issues to talk through as well. Perhaps it would help?’

I smiled. ‘And at the very least, running the site alone all night must mean wrist issues to rival mine.’

‘You can bet on it, chick.’

Ten minutes later I left, via the canteen for an Americano in place of lunch. Douglas shouted at me for being away when a rugby player’s old tweets had just come to light showing him doing a Nazi salute. I opened my mouth to say it was a pre-booked appointment, that I had told everyone before I went, but he held his hand up to shush me. 

‘If you’re a journalist, you’re a journalist,’ he said. ‘News doesn’t wait while you go downstairs to whine about your sore wrist.’

But even as I sat in my swivel chair and Douglas loomed above, as large as the chart, lecturing me, I knew it had been worth it. Not just for the physio, but for the dose of humanity. I sipped my black coffee and tried to let his words wash over me.

Our night editor came to mind again. Where did you get your dose of humanity from, Will, glued to a screen for twelve hours across the dark of the night? 

When Douglas finally stalked off to make someone else’s life harder, I messaged Will. ‘Really would like to do that coffee at some point. It’s so weird I’ve never met you in real life!’

Three years we had worked loosely together. It was in the last eight months though, since I’d been day editor, getting in first, collecting Will’s invisible baton, sharing that desk, that the need to know one another had grown in me. 

But Will never replied to that message. Not even when it hit 5, 6 p.m. and I knew it would be time to get up, ready for the night shift. Will waking up, pulling on work clothes, even though no one would ever see them. Slipping on trainers for the commute. 

Or so I pictured it. Like I say, I didn’t see Will Frost in real life. Our night editor could have been a robot. A robot, or anyone at all.




Chapter 3

I was cycling home, weaving my way down a back street in Hackney, when I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. I stopped to read the message, wobbling with one foot on the kerb.

Patrick. ‘We need to leave in ten minutes. Where are you? xx’

Shit. Supper with Patrick’s oldest and best friend, the man we still call School Friend Sam, and Eloise the fiancée who will corner me and want to chat about the wildflower bombs she’s chosen for her wedding favours. They will have done three courses of Nigella. School Friend Sam will have been sent to their local wine shop earlier with instructions to get a couple of reds from a small producer. Being late wasn’t an option. I should have bought flowers, or some sort of succulent. Chocolates from that fancy chocolatier in Camden Passage, round the corner from their flat in a beautiful side street near the canal in Angel, the smell of spiced hot chocolate following me and my tiny, neat bag, swinging our way out of the door. That was how we did things, but today I had done none of them. I felt my heart pick up to a canter again. I was dropping the middle-class balls. 

I started pedalling again. Faster. I looked around. It was helpful to get up some speed anyway, in case anyone on this quiet road was in the market for murdering me. 

I had started cycling to and from work when it became obvious that I was never going to do the lunchtime runs I’d planned on when I started at the newspaper. I’d completed my first half-marathon the year before and had been hoping, then, to apply for the 2008 London Marathon.

‘And they’ve got a gym in the building!’ I’d told Patrick after my first day at the website as we sat on the sofa unwrapping burritos. I hadn’t stopped talking since I had got in, hyped from my first day working at such a huge, buzzing company. Every time I went to take a bite, I would stop, as I remembered something else I needed to tell him. 

‘Did I mention they have a shower?’

‘I would think so, if they have a gym. Pretty stinky place to work otherwise.’ He had raised an eyebrow, and I laughed.

Patrick took a large bite of his burrito but I could still see his grin, and how happy he was that I liked the new job. My own dinner cooled, the chicken wrap fat in my hand.

‘Seriously though,’ I sighed. ‘The place is incredible. And the job too. Finally I get to write something real.’ 

It had felt brilliant. Until then I had been working at a copywriting agency, producing content for brands. When I had graduated with a history degree, a family friend of Patrick’s parents had got me in on work experience and my timing had been good – they were expanding and hiring and I was junior and cheap and somehow I had stayed there for four years. 

Now though, now there was something to get my teeth into. Something to prove myself at. I could do my old job by then with my eyes closed. Sometimes I did, to be honest, for about twenty minutes after lunch if I’d had a late night. Working for a national newspaper though – that felt like a grown-up job. A real job. My job. I fizzed with it like shaken-up Coke.

‘And, and … what a place to go running!’ I could barely get my words out fast enough. ‘Along the Thames every lunchtime! This is going to be amazing for my PB, I’ll be out there every day.’

Ha, I thought, reliving that conversation now. The reality? Once, I’ve seen daylight on my lunch break, when I had a headache and was desperate for air. Other than that I go into the adjoining building to grab pre-packaged sandwiches, air-con, not air, necessity, not care, and then I race back as fast as I can, my heart thumping a little faster than it should and my jaw locked in position. The fear I have missed something. The fear of the chart. That’s my lot, as far as lunch breaks go. 

So, to make up for the lack of movement, the lack of non-recycled air, the fact that I stopped running and never came close to that marathon, I started cycling to and from work. It was more functional. 

‘I think that’s where Will Frost’s place is, too,’ Douglas said to me once in a rare moment on the topic of my real life when I mentioned cycling and where I lived. Something in me had instantly regretted that, like I was exposing too much of myself. Like he was someone I should seal myself off from. Protect myself from. After that though, I thought I saw Will everywhere in my local area. The pub, the book shop, the butcher’s when I nipped in for a leg of lamb for Patrick and I to roast for friends at the weekend. I looked at flats wondering if they were Will’s – the ex-council block opposite Clissold Park, the rows of converted Victorian terraces off Church Street. The one with the hanging baskets preening over the side of the balcony. The one that still hadn’t taken their brown bin back in on Tuesday. 

But really I couldn’t picture Will in any of them, perhaps because it was hard – near impossible – to imagine our night editor having a real life. ‘Dalston way,’ continued Douglas, waving an arm in the direction of East London, like Southerners do to the North of England. ‘Lucky buggers. The missus has me out in Kent these days. The schools, the schools, the bloody schools.’ And off he went.

Because he was the kind of man who called his wife ‘the missus’. The kind of man who didn’t know that the ten-minute monologue on the school system he wheeled out often made the eyes of his child-free colleague glaze over.

I burst through the door, shouting the word sorry over and over and pulling off my helmet and then my clothes as I walked towards the shower. Patrick pushed the door open as I was soaping up my armpits. 

‘You know you’ve been in that office for twelve hours?’ He sighed like that was news and not a standard issue day. I ran a razor quickly across my skin. Slice. Slice. Blunt. A little blood trickled down my side. Patrick didn’t notice. He stood next to the loo and leaned back against the wall. He exhaled deeply and I looked up, noted it because Patrick was not a sigher. Weary was not his adjective. Patrick was a puppy and he bounded into rooms with bags of Haribo and a plan to go to a karaoke bar. ‘I know it’s your dream job …’

My stomach flipped as I remembered those thoughts I’d had earlier. I worked these hours, dreamt about the chart, scrolled news when I was getting physio because this was my Dream Job, capital letters, official narrative. So, no. No. Don’t think it. I couldn’t let myself think it.

But I did think. I thought of the way Douglas spoke to me and the way he exclaimed over people dying, and how last week the five strongest stories were all to do with women under twenty-two in various states of undress. 

A wave roared over my head. What if I did all this, let everything else slide, and it wasn’t my dream job anymore? But it had only been eight months since I was promoted from news writer. I wanted the long hours, the pressure, the highs, the lows, the adrenalin. I did. Didn’t I? Or had I changed too much now? Was this a job for the old me?

I looked down at the floor of the shower; the water pooling around my toes, tinged red with my blood. Patrick left the bathroom and I turned the shower off. Stepped out. Grabbed a towel. And as I stemmed the blood from my armpit I wished I could speak to someone who might understand. I wanted to speak to Will. But I couldn’t. Because I was about to go to School Friend Sam’s house and eat truffle gnocchi and drink an ethical Rioja. And because by the time I had finished all of that, Will Frost would have disappeared, in the dead of night, from the chair we shared, the chair I would sit in, doing the same job, living the same life, just an hour later and I wouldn’t cycle home again for a while. Because I would be absolutely terrified that I would disappear too. 




Chapter 4

Thirty is perfect, thirty is hell, thirty is everything, the cusp, the precipice, grown-up child, all the contradictions, the beginning, the end. When you are thirty, you must be fun and stay up late, but you must remember the birthday card and the contents insurance. You must be top of your career, but you must also have a life beyond that, healthy eggs ready to turn into babies and a partner – an enthusiastic, committed one – to make that happen. You need a pension – do you not have a pension yet, wow – and you need an ISA but also you need a deposit for a three-bed with a small garden and original features in Leyton. You need hobbies too, of course, because you don’t want to not be well rounded and you need a plethora of friendship groups, which by now should line up as follows: school friends, university friends, work friends, friends of your partner’s who you have regular dinners with and count, really, as your own friends.

You need to stay late at work, get across town to the engagement drinks and have breakfast at 9 a.m. the next day with your friend who has the baby and has to get back for naptime.You are both.You are all. Don’t drop a ball. Why would you want to drop a ball? All the balls are fun, see. You’re lucky! You have everything. You’re 30. Now, seriously, about that pension.

I thought about all that
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