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For my family


One

Isabel

JUNE

I stand facing away from the showerhead, head bowed, letting the hot water thrum onto my back and shoulders, the smell of my rosemary shampoo mingling with the steam. The water is so much hotter than it ever gets in my shower at home, even with the dial turned right round, and sometimes it just turns freezing cold, with no warning. I’d like to stay under here for longer but I’m meeting Nendie at half past for a quick drink. I roughly dry my hair, rub some body lotion onto my legs, fish my pants out of the bottom of my gym bag, pull on my jeans and T-shirt, and turn around to grab the swimming costume I slung on the back of the cubicle door.

It’s gone.

It must have fallen down. I open the door, fully expecting to see it lying on the tiled floor, but it’s not there. I shake my towel out, look under the slatted bench, rummage through my bag. Shit. Someone’s nicked it. It would have to be a relatively new one too, not one of my ones where the elastic is beginning to go around the legs.

Out in the staff changing room, Kate, one of the other instructors, is drying her hair in front of the mirrors and Shelley, the lifeguard, is sitting with one foot up on her knee exposing a neat triangle of pubic hair, shaking talc onto her feet. I ask them if they saw anyone take it but they both say they didn’t. No members of the public are allowed in this bit so it’s horrible to think it might be someone I know.

I see Nendie before she sees me, sitting on one of the white tables outside the café in the bright sunshine, underneath the orange canopy. She’s on her mobile, chatting away, and gives me a smile when she spots me.

‘I got you one of your disgusting turmeric latte things,’ she says, moving her bag off the chair she has saved. She lifts her cheek to be kissed. ‘You look pissed off.’

‘It’s fine – it’s just someone nicked my costume off the back of the door when I was in the shower.’

‘Oh, that’s a pain. Paula got a pair of brand new goggles pinched from the side the other week; she saw this woman wearing them the next day crawling along in the slow lane.’

‘Did she ask for them back?’

‘She did but the woman insisted they were hers so what could she do? Maybe she had the same ones.’

‘How is Paula?’

‘She’s good – she says hello.’

We catch up on our days. I tell her about what happened in my ducklings’ class; one of them, a girl with plaits, had managed to put her face in the water for the first time after sitting on the side for the last five sessions. And my seventy-nine-year-old, with a lifelong terror of the water, had successfully swum a whole width. The look of joy when she touched the side and realised she’d done it was wonderful. Nendie tells me about a woman in her hot yoga class who’d walked out mid-way through, leaving a little heap of sunflower seed shells on her mat. She tells me about how she and Paula went again to the Ladies’ Pond in Hampstead last weekend and how amazing it was, and that I’d love it too and should come with them next time. Nendie and Paula always have something on the go, some plan. As well as teaching yoga and Pilates, Nendie runs a pop-up shop selling things like acrylic necklaces that spell out words like ‘yay’ and ‘meh’ and silk-screened T-shirts featuring her own designs. Paula, who has a full-time job in legal aid, also manages to run a monthly supper club which has a waiting list every time she puts it on.

Nendie gets to her feet, bends her left knee and puts her leg up behind her, then the other, stretching out. ‘We’re going to catch a film at the Rio later if you want to come along.’

‘Thanks, but Iain’s coming round.’

‘How is love’s young dream? You still not been to his?’ she says.

‘Not yet.’

‘That’s a bit weird, don’t you think?’

‘I told you. He’s having work done on his. He’s staying on a friend’s couch.’

Although she says it lightly, jokingly, her questioning makes me feel defensive – of course I’ve asked him why I haven’t been invited round yet.

‘Hmmm. I still don’t see why you can’t go over. How’s your flat hunting going?’ She puts on her bike helmet and clicks the buckle into place under her chin.

‘I saw one last night near Victoria Park. When you opened the front door, you could see straight through to the bog, and the bed was up on a shelf. Ugh.’

‘Well, you know our offer still stands. Okay, I’m off. Speak to you later.’

She unchains her bike from the fence, wheels it to the edge of the pavement, checks over her shoulder and then swings into the traffic, waving her hand to me behind her.

I walk home through London Fields. The plane trees are a vibrant lime green, pollen moving in great drifts in the air. Runners in headphones pass me, plugged into their own little worlds, two men throw a yellow Frisbee to one another whilst a sheepdog bounds between them, a couple are having a picnic on a checked green rug. I love it round here; I really don’t want to move but my greedy landlord is selling up. I’ve been given three months’ notice to leave – I have to be out by 1st September and June is already nearly over. Now I have to make myself scarce during viewings and keep it tidy whilst people richer than me decide whether to literally pull the rug from under my feet. How will I ever find anywhere else that’s better? Or that I can afford? From my flat, I can walk to work and the lido, it’s a minute’s walk from a row of shops, near a tube and the overground. I can get into central London if I want to easily, although I rarely do. It has everything.

I’ve registered with all the lettings agents and they send me stuff incessantly but my heart’s not in it. I really don’t want to live with other people and their peculiar habits again. I’m trying not to think about it but it’s there, a low-level background hum of anxiety.

I grab a bottle of wine from the corner shop, buy a watermelon, let myself in and take the stairs two at a time up to my flat. Inside, I bung my wet stuff in the machine, stick the wine in the fridge, and just have time to change before the buzzer goes. I press the intercom and a voice says, ‘It’s me.’ I hear him walk up the stairs and then he’s here, clutching takeaway bags. Every time I see him anew, I get the flutters. Today he’s in a chambray shirt I haven’t seen before that makes his eyes look navy. He puts the takeaway bags down, wraps his arms round my waist. I put mine around his and we sway and kiss.

‘You taste of chlorine,’ he says.

‘Oh, sorry.’

‘No – I like it.’ He bends his head to kiss me again. ‘We better eat this whilst it’s hot,’ he laughs. We go into the kitchen.

‘What did you get?’ I say, opening the cupboard and taking out plates.

‘Pork balls and that chicken in black bean sauce you like. With extra rice.’

In my tiny little kitchen, where you can’t open the oven door if the door to the cupboard opposite is open, we work well together. He takes out the food from the trays and puts it on plates, and I chop up the watermelon for after and pour the wine. We settle down with our food on our laps in the living room.

‘How was your rehearsal?’ I ask.

‘Not good.’ He pulls a face.

‘Oh no – why?’

‘Dom – that’s the director – had a bit of a freak-out. He said we shouldn’t still be blocking scenes at this stage, then bollocked Oliver for not being line perfect. To be fair, Oliver only has one big scene, so he should be on top of it by now.’

‘It’s still quite a few weeks off, isn’t it? You have time.’

‘I suppose so,’ he shrugs. ‘I did manage a quick swim at my gym. I’m getting better.’

‘Ah – did you? My good influence!’

I think back to the randomness of how we met. He’d phoned up to book an intensive course of swimming lessons and I’d answered. Most people book online. I’d thought at the time that he had a nice voice – a deep Scottish burr – one of those voices you don’t forget. I looked through the rotas to see who had a free slot, and was going to give him to Yousef, but at the last minute swapped him to my list.

On the day of his first lesson, I was standing by the side of the pool just finishing with another client when I saw him coming out of the men’s showers. He sat down at the shallow end, dangled his legs in the water. Right away, I had felt an initial jolt of attraction.

‘Iain?’ I’d said, walking over when it was his allotted time.

When he spoke, I put two and two together with the voice on the phone. He’d got into the water gingerly, swum half a width, thrashing about, his head sticking up like a tortoise’s, before coming to a stop. I’d taken off my tracksuit with my costume underneath and got into the pool with him. I had to touch his neck, his shoulders, his wet skin, position his arms, his legs. I told him a little about the Alexander Technique for his breathing and he nodded that yes, he’d heard of it. All the time I had running through my head, Keep it professional, keep it professional. I kept telling him to concentrate on his breathing, that breathing was the key, when I was a little short of breath myself, a little light-headed.

He was in the bar afterwards, not with anyone, wearing a navy twill jacket, and jeans, good shoes – brown brogues. No wedding ring, I noticed – but then lots of married men don’t wear one. Where his hair was still a bit wet, two little tufts stuck up on either side of his head – like some type of bird that Mum would know the name of. Would have known the name of. I’d wanted to reach out and smooth those tufts down. There was something endearing about it.

I found myself looking forward to his weekly lesson, feeling a little bubble of excitement when it was the day. Sometimes he would use the gym for a couple of hours before his lesson with me, sometimes after, and I wondered what he did for a job to have so much free time. We didn’t talk about anything personal during the lessons. Soon there was only one lesson left. I knew that I’d probably never see him again. After that last lesson, in the bar afterwards, I took a deep breath and went over to where he was sitting. By the end of the conversation, he’d asked me out for a drink.

On our first ‘date’, he didn’t want to meet in a bar or a restaurant but asked me to choose somewhere that meant something to me, somewhere I loved. London Fields Lido was the obvious choice but that would have been a bit too much like another swimming lesson for him, so I took him to Hackney Marshes, then for salt beef bagels at Monty’s and pisco sours. He told me he was an actor and I had been a bit put off, to be honest. Actors are luvvies, aren’t they? Self-obsessed, posh private school boys. But he was nothing like that. It sounded as if he’d had a similar upbringing to me – went to a state school; even his parents sounded similar to mine, a bit older. He had grown up in Portobello, just outside Edinburgh, with an older sister who he’s close to. He was funny and charming and made my stomach dip every time I looked at him, and he seemed to find it almost refreshing that I wasn’t impressed by his job. He’d been in some series I’d never heard but then I don’t watch much TV. I’d googled him on the way home and looked at his agent’s website with a list of his acting credits. There was nothing personal on there, but he was who he said he was.

On the tube home I remember I couldn’t stop smiling. I had already fallen pretty hard for him. I just had to figure out how and when I was going to finish with Dan.

‘It’s a beautiful evening,’ I say now. ‘Let’s go outside.’ We take our drinks and crawl through the window; Iain has to stoop low, so he doesn’t bash his head on the frame. I light a citronella candle and we squash into my battered deckchair, our feet up on an enamel stool. I lean back against him. I turn my head and we kiss, slow and languorous. After a while, I get up and lead him by the hand to the bedroom.

Much later, when we are both asleep, my phone rings with an Unknown Caller ID. I quickly answer so I don’t wake Iain.

‘Can I come over? Issy? Please?’ Dan’s voice is wheedling, slurred.

‘No, Dan, you can’t.’

‘I just want to talk. I miss you.’

‘Please stop this, Dan.’

‘Is he there? Is he there right now – is he in your bed? Is he fuc—’ I cut him off. My hands shake as I scroll down to block his number, trying not to let the light from my phone spill out.

Iain stirs, lifts his head from the pillow. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Yes, everything’s fine – go back to sleep.’ He turns over and, within seconds, his breathing slows again.

I never thought Dan would take me ending it like this. This is the third time he’s called, always late at night, always pissed, maudlin. I’d tried to finish with him gently, and even though I’d said there was no one else, he’d known straightaway I was lying. He always knew when I was lying. He had railed about what a cold heartless bitch I was, had I forgotten everything he’d given up for me, had I forgotten how his girlfriend of seven years had begged and sobbed when he’d left her for me, had I forgotten how she’d trashed his precious vinyl, dragged a brooch pin across the grooves, how she’d dumped half his possessions in a skip? I don’t see how he can blame me for her behaviour – he left of his own volition. I’ve been the dumped and the dumpee many times. We can’t choose who our hearts lead us to, can we? Someone always has the upper hand, someone is always deeper in. Someone always gets hurt, comes off worst.

I lie there, unable to get back to sleep, listening to the sound of Iain’s breathing, worrying about how long Dan is going to keep this up for. My mind keeps ticking until, finally, I drift off myself.


Two

Nicky

I have found her.

It was easy. It was surprisingly easy, in fact, but then she does have an unusual name, so it didn’t take much detective work. I discounted the teen with braces in Wisconsin and a woman with steel-grey helmet hair who works at GlaxoSmithKline. Leugh – it’s an odd name. I wonder where it comes from. Is it Leugh as in lewd or Leugh as in bleurgh?

I want to see what she looks like. I don’t want to see what she looks like. My fingers hover over the keys.

Oh. Her profile picture is of an outdoor swimming pool so I can’t see what she looks like anyway.

Isabel only shares information with people she knows. If you know Isabel, send her a friend request.

I can’t see her posts, but her privacy settings aren’t on full lockdown, so I can still see her friends. She has three hundred and eighty-nine friends. Is that a lot? Maybe she’ll be tagged. I begin to make my way through the ones who have left themselves wide open, skimming their updates, flicking through their albums. There are pictures of people I don’t know, don’t want to know, will never know, but I scan them anyway, methodically looking for clues. You can tell a lot about someone from their friends. I’ve always thought that. Your friends reflect you and you reflect your friends.

There are a lot of wedding photos. All her friends seem to be getting married or having babies; I wonder how she feels about that. I wonder if she feels left behind, out of step. There are pictures of black and white ultrasound scans, which to me just look like fuzzy indecipherable static – then pictures of gummy new-borns, now they’re crawling, babies in highchairs, their faces smeared with gunge. Then there’s memes and arguments about politics, chain letters and quizzes and progress on games. But none of these things reveal much about Isabel. I’m wasting time.

I shiver in the night air, pull a throw from the end of my bed, wrap it round my shoulders. Night times are the worst, when I can’t sleep, despite the pills. Who else is up at this time? Just the lovesick, insomniacs, nursing mothers. It’s Saturday night – I should be out, I should be out having fun, I should be showing him what he’s missing. I can’t see what he’s doing because he’s already gone to ground – conveniently deleted himself from every platform.

Next, I find her on Google Plus. Isabel hasn’t shared anything on this page with you. She’s in fifteen circles – what can she be saying? It’s like she’s behind a high wall that I can’t scale, but I know she’s there, lurking somewhere, just out of sight. I’m getting closer, getting warmer.

I find her work profile. And there’s a picture. It’s just a head-and-shoulders shot but here she is.

Isabel Leugh has shoulder-length brown, almost black, hair. It’s not cut in any discernible style – it just hangs there. She has a heart-shaped face. She’s smiling in the picture but not showing her teeth. She has a scattering of brown freckles across the bridge of her nose as if someone has blown them on like paint through a straw. A mole high up on her left temple. Her ears are pierced, once in both ears, but she’s not wearing earrings.

I don’t know what to think. She’s not all that. What does she have that I don’t? If I was more like her would he want me back? Is she really prettier than I am, more attractive? Don’t all women see where they fit on the scale, compare themselves to an ex to see how they rate, play Your Face or Mine? Any woman who says she doesn’t is a liar.

Underneath the photo it says:

Isabel is a fully qualified swimming teacher with over five years’ experience of teaching children and adults. She specialises in water confidence, stroke technique and water safety for all abilities and ages. Stroke technique? I bet. Then there’s a list of her qualifications – a whole string of them: ASA and UKCC and STA and blah de blah de blah. Why does he need a swimming coach anyway? Is it for a part? He always said he would never do any of that method shit.

Another search, another result. God, she’s everywhere.

Isabel Leugh is on Twitter. Don’t miss any updates from Isabel Leugh.

@lidolove Drinks at @midnightapothecary

@lidolove Just eaten the best ever almond and polenta cake

@lidolove Flat hunting? [image: image]

Why the unhappy face

@lidolove Just posted a photo.

I follow the link. And I find her pictures. Now the information is coming all at once – like a river bursting its banks, like those poor people on the news who said the water just came up so fast they had no time to save anything and all their chairs are up on the sofa and there is thick brown mud ruining everything, leaving chaos and devastation and despair in its wake.

I can hardly breathe. My fingers are shaking so much I’m terrified I’m going to accidentally like her pictures. I’m moving forwards and backwards in time, excavating, watching her life unfold. To think there she was, living her life, all this time up until now.

Her pictures are mostly of water, a lot of pictures of a tortoiseshell cat, friends at barbecues, round campfires, summer picnics featuring drinks with red and white striped straws topped with sprigs of mint, geraniums on windowsills, vases of flowers shot from above, tomatoes in blue cardboard punnets, artichokes and cherries, lemons in terracotta bowls. There are a lot of pictures of lemons. Who wants to see a bowl of lemons? Who gives a shit you’ve seen a bowl of lemons? Stop the presses. Ha! There’s a shot of two orange-coloured drinks, the orange is as orange as the sun with a slice of real orange floating on top and a fat green olive skewered by a cocktail stick. There are lots of pictures of ice creams in waffle cones, tagged #gelato – as if we didn’t know – two hands side by side holding them.

But there’s no photos at all of Iain. Why not? It’s as if she’s not proud of him – doesn’t want to show him off. She doesn’t deserve him. I bet she doesn’t know I’m sitting here in one of his T-shirts, so soft and warm.

There’s a photo of her in a floppy black straw hat with a pattern of little cut-out squares round the brim, making tiny square shadows on her skin and bare shoulders. And in the next photo, tagged #santamarinella, oh so helpfully, she’s in a costume the colour of emeralds, standing on the edge of a white boat, guarded by a silver rail, turquoise sea all round, the bluest I’ve ever seen, grey towering cliffs behind. In the right-hand corner is a video camera sign and she comes to life. She’s moving. She’s actually moving. She’s looking at the camera, mouthing something – I can’t make out what it is, something like ‘Come in.’ I can see the tendons in her calves flex, the muscles in her brown thighs contract, her hands are held together as if she’s praying, arms above her head tapered to a point. She bends her knees, oh so slowly, and she springs off; she dives in in slow motion – a perfect, graceful arc. First just her arms are under, then she’s halfway, then all the way in apart from her feet, and then white spray blooms. The water sparkles and glitters and then at the very last second, before the video stops, I hear his laugh. He sounds so happy.

Oh god it hurts, it hurts so much. I can’t bear it – it’s like wearing your skin on inside out, like death by a thousand tiny cuts, to see someone else living your life, the life you should have had, to be replaced like this. But even though it’s pure torture, I just can’t stop looking.

I play the diving clip again and again. I don’t know how to save it or else I would. It says it has sixty-five views – will she notice the count has gone up? I’m not quite sure how it works. She doesn’t do Stories – on that, I know, someone can see who’s watched it.

I search for Santa Marinella on Google Earth. The little cursor flutters and flies, the earth spins on its axis, zooming over the sea so blue, so many fathoms undiscovered, until it gets closer and closer and lands, little points popping up everywhere. I check the weather there. I can almost smell the bougainvillea, the lemon trees, sipping their drinks on the wooden veranda and then at night, or in the heat of the day, in the bright blazing heat in cool cotton sheets, they are making love.

I feel bile rising in my throat, a sick hot chill. She’s shoving it in my face, taunting me. But now something else is gnawing at me. Why is she flat hunting? And why is she sad about it? At least she hasn’t been spat out, found herself having to move to a different part of London north of the river, which is practically a foreign country, where you know no one and no one knows you.

I flick back to Twitter and wade through her followers. She’s followed three estate agents and a lettings agent, and they follow each other. People just don’t realise how much they give away online – what’s wrong with the telephone? Or an email or text? I comb through the estate agents’ list of instructions, narrowing it down, cross-referencing photos that show tiny glimpses of her flat, with ones on their site. Finally, I find it.

Ideally located moments from London Fields, this bright and airy one-bedroom flat with a delightful balcony offers well-presented interiors throughout situated on the first floor of a converted period house.

I peer and peer at the photos, trying to blow them up, to enlarge them to a higher resolution, to see more, to see everything. If only I could swoop through the bedroom window, land on the bed like Peter Pan, I would hover over them, wrap myself in an invisibility cloak. Maybe if I look closely enough, they will appear through the door. These photos don’t tell me enough. I have to see it in real life.

First thing Monday morning I will make an appointment to view her flat.

The blue light of dawn is creeping under the blind. As I close my laptop down, I catch sight of my face in the black mirror of the lid, hovering like a pale moon.


Three

Isabel

The morning sun is making stripes of light on the floor. Iain is still asleep – he looks so sweet, so peaceful. He sleeps with his arms thrown wide, as if he is welcoming the world in. He has a scar above his left eyebrow; I wonder how he got it. Another tiny scar, no bigger than a grape pip, near his left ear – a chicken pox scar, it looks like. I wonder how old he was when he had it. We’re still at that stage of sharing all our stories, finding things out about each other. He comes to, maybe aware of my eyes on him, and reaches for me. He’s all warm and toasty.

‘Come here,’ he says, drawing me to him. ‘What do you want to do today?’ he murmurs into my shoulder, kissing it. ‘I could make you breakfast. Have you got any eggs? I do a mean scrambled egg with thyme.’

‘No,’ I say. ‘Let’s go to Columbia Road. We can grab brunch out.’ I get out of bed, pull on my kimono. ‘If you don’t get there early it gets too crowded.’

He gets up and walks round the room, naked. He scratches his head, picking up his clothes from the floor. Everything about him turns me on, his shoulders, his forearms – just the whole way he’s put together – and I know if we don’t make a move to go out now, we’ll go back to bed for hours. I jump in the shower, get dressed.

Columbia Road is already bustling, as I knew it would be. Each side of the road is packed with stalls, leaving a narrow tunnel in the middle for people to walk down. Steel shelves and trestle tables topped with green and white striped awnings are crammed with plants and flowers in every conceivable colour. The smell is divine. I love the patter of the traders – the air is full of All right darlin’, Pick out what you like or what you don’t like, Eyes down, Everything a fiver. I come here so often, some of them know me by name; I got all the flowers for Nendie and Paula’s wedding from here, armfuls and armfuls of chocolate cosmos and black dahlias.

There’s not enough room to walk two abreast so I hold my hand behind me, and Iain follows along behind and, when it’s wide enough to walk side by side, we link hands. He’s wearing a Baker-Boy-style cap pulled right down, even though it’s warm.

‘Are you okay?’ I ask.

‘Yes, it’s just I don’t like crowds much. Are you going to buy anything?’

‘On the way back. I’ll have to carry it round for hours otherwise.’

We bump into my friends Sasha and Greg, carrying a banana tree plant between them. They put it down to chat. Sasha opens a bag to show me a fifties tea dress she has just bought. Sasha winks at me and does the thumbs up as they walk off. We run into more of my friends who come over and say hello. Iain is charming and funny to them. After they’ve gone, he says, amused, ‘Do you know everyone?’

My phone buzzes in my pocket with a text from Sasha. Where do I know him from?!! Bring him for dinner!

We stroll with no real purpose or direction, looking in the windows of all the interesting independent shops that line the street. I see a framed graphic print I like of a swimmer’s head and shoulders emerging out of a Hockney-blue pool.

‘Where do you fancy eating?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know this area. You decide.’

In the pub, Iain orders a full English and I opt for eggs hollandaise. He chats away, waving his cutlery about, stabbing the air to make a point. We talk more about our childhoods, about what we wanted to be when we grew up. He says he wanted to be a photographer, not an actor, originally, that no one in his family has ever acted. As he’s speaking, I suddenly get a vision of being in this exact pub with Dan – not at this exact table but the one further back near the jukebox. It was probably not the best place to come. Iain and Dan don’t look anything alike but it’s as if their faces are almost overlaid on top of each other, morphing into another. I try to shake the feeling off and focus on what he is saying. He’s telling me about how he’s struggling with the American accent he has to do for the play he’s rehearsing.

‘I can’t tell you how much I’m shitting myself.’

‘Surely they wouldn’t have cast you if they thought you couldn’t do it.’

‘I’ve got a lot riding on it.’

‘In what way?’

‘Because they’re taking a chance on me – the producers, the whole team. My agent really pushed for me and they really weren’t keen at first. They wanted a big name, but then I guess they have Ida for that.’

‘Ida?’

‘Ida Maguire.’

‘The Ida Maguire?’

‘Yeah, the Ida Maguire. I’ll introduce you if you like.’

Even I, who never remembers any actors’ names or what they’ve been in, have heard of Ida Maguire. There was a time when she was seemingly everywhere and then she disappeared. She was in a TV series on a Sunday evening Mum and Dad used to watch – I remember their laughter drifting up the stairs into my bedroom. Gosh, I haven’t thought about her in years.

‘She’s making a return to the stage,’ he continues. ‘The whole thing is really a star vehicle for her – she’s the name that will guarantee the box office. My agent had to persuade them, that if they cast me, I would bring in the series fans, to try to appeal to that crossover, a younger audience.’

‘So how famous are you then, on a scale of one to ten?’ I tease.

‘Did you not google me when we first met?’

‘Of course, I did,’ I laugh. And then think, Shit, he probably googled me too. What could he have found out about me that’s still out there in the ether? He would have to go years back to find it. But it’s there to be found if he tried hard enough.

‘It depends what situation I’m in. Put me in a room with a whole lot of Cassandra fans, and I’d get mobbed. Sometimes I get the odd fan who wants a selfie, who comes up to me in the supermarket or a restaurant or something, but I can still take the tube,’ he laughs. ‘I wouldn’t want to deal with a crazy amount of fame. I’ve seen how other people have to deal with it. The little taste of it I’ve had is plenty.’

‘Have you ever said, “Do you know who I am?”’ I ask, my tone gently mocking.

‘No, I’ve never said that,’ he laughs, tipping back in his chair.

‘What – not even to get a better table or something?’

‘No! I loathe all that side of it. My family, especially my sister Ally, tease me mercilessly about it – they keep me grounded.’ He talks some more about his days at drama school, how they would break you down to build you up.

‘You’re not a method actor then?’

‘God, no. Would I learn to play the ukulele or put on two hundred pounds to bulk up if the role required it? Maybe. Would I totally immerse myself, try to experience exactly what my character has experienced, take the character home with me – no.’

‘So how do they get you to cry on cue? I’ve always wondered that.’

‘Ha, well, the make-up artists have various tricks – they carry these things in their kit called tear blowers, pipettes filled with menthol about this big,’ he indicates with his fingers. ‘They only have to hold it near your eye, and it makes your eyes water like hell. Or sometimes they use glycerine if they want that sort of glistening effect, that single tear. Some actors only have to think of something sad – a childhood memory of finding their pet hamster stiff as a board at the bottom of its cage, getting picked last for football, whatever. In the end, acting is just lying basically. If I can make you believe I’m feeling something and make you feel it too, I’ve done my job. All actors are liars. There’s a lot of guff talked about acting, about the cr-aaa-ft. I learnt from watching the greats, seeing how they did it. They all have their little tricks, things that they do.’

I want to say that surely there is more to it than that – that it’s not just about mimicry – but he knows more about it than me.

‘So, going back to crying, is that what you do – think of something sad? – or do you need some . . . some assistance?’

‘I don’t do either – I don’t need the menthol or the memory. I can tell you, when everyone’s waiting for you to come up with the goods you have to learn pretty damn quick. I can turn it on and off – like a tap!’

‘You’re saying you can cry anytime you like? Go on then.’

‘Okay then, here goes.’

He looks straight at me and I see something sweep across his face, circle it and then sit there, inhabiting his features. The rims of his eyes begin to redden. He looks bereft then agonised. His mouth gapes. He does a horrible, guttural sob, then real tears, actual tears, begin to course down his cheeks. The couple at the next table look over from their pints, nudge each other.

‘No – I don’t like it, stop it. Stop it!’

And just like that, he stops. He wipes his eyes on a serviette, picks up his knife and fork and cuts another piece of sausage. I try to make light of it, and he’s on to something else already, but I can’t shake the image of him crying like that. It’s too close for comfort and part of me wishes I’d never asked.

By three o’clock everything in the market is winding down, the traders beginning to pack up. I buy some lilac and white night-scented stocks, a couple of bunches of lemon verbena that I’ll infuse to make tea, put them in my straw bag, and then we stroll towards home. When we come to the junction, I stop. If we go one way we will go to my flat, the other to the station.

‘Thanks for a lovely day,’ I say.

‘Oh – am I going now?’ he laughs.

‘I need to do my own stuff. And I always go to the lido on a Sunday evening.’

‘Don’t you get enough of swimming in the week?’

‘When I’m teaching, I don’t really get the chance to properly swim myself. I get antsy if I don’t swim every day.’

‘Oh well, okay – I have lines to learn anyway. Plus if I stay over again, I don’t have anything with me to shave or stuff.’ He rubs his chin.

‘You can keep a razor at mine and a few things, you know, if you want to.’

‘Maybe I’ll do that. So, when shall we see each other – tomorrow?’

‘No, can’t do tomorrow. How about Tuesday for dinner? Shall I come over to yours after, for a change?’

I notice he hesitates before he answers.

‘That would be tricky.’

‘Why?’

‘I can’t really invite you over – I think I’m beginning to outstay my welcome as it is. My place will be ready soon and then you can.’

We kiss goodbye again and, as he turns to go, he turns back around as if about to say something, then walks on. I watch him go, hat pulled down, swallowed up into the mouth of the station.

At home, Sid greets me at the door with his funny croaky little mew. He weaves round my legs as I prepare his food. I put the flowers and herbs in water, grab a clean towel and costume, and head out again to the lido.

I love my job, I love the people I work with – they’re a great bunch and there’s not a day when I don’t look forward to going – but I have a special place in my heart for the lido. There’s something different about swimming under open skies; I love it in all seasons. I love it in the autumn, when the gold and red leaves fall down next to you in the water, when it gets cold and the steam rises up, enveloping the place in mist. Today, though, it is a warm summer’s evening, the sky clear. I love the primary colours of the lockers, the red of the float lines, the black parallel lines on the pool floor, the lime green of the trees, the yellow crane sweeping up into the blue sky. Most of all, I love the way the community came together to rescue it from abandonment, everyone pulling together in a common cause. There are all types and ages of people here – I recognise most people’s faces but don’t know their names. It’s not really a place for chatting, although not unfriendly. No one cares what you look like, no one cares about your body.

I get changed, head over the warm concrete and slip into the water. I start with my feet pressed up against the wall and push off, and glide. I love that first glide. My breath begins to steady, my body knows exactly what to do. For some people it’s running or jogging or yoga. This is my thing. This is how I lose myself.

As I get into the rhythm, I don’t think about anything – all my worries about finding a flat, about Dan, my latest credit card bill, melt away and I’m just weightless, in a different world.

At eleven o’clock when I’m in bed the intercom buzzes. And then buzzes again – three short bursts. Sid, asleep on my feet, wakes up. I get out of bed and stand by my bedroom window which overlooks the street. Very carefully, I lift the edge of the blind to look out. I see the top of Dan’s head, his arm raised ready to press the buzzer again. Shit! I dart back against the wall, heart thumping, pulse racing. What if he saw me?

Should I pick up the intercom phone and tell him to piss off? What if he tries to get in? What if the guy in the flat downstairs lets him in?

I stand by the window, flattened against the wall, ears straining, until finally I hear footsteps walking away. When I peek again, he’s gone.


Four

Nicky

I’m woken up by the rattle of the scaffolding poles from the market.

Monday. Another day. Another day of putting on an act at work that I’m all right, pretending to be fine. I sometimes think I should have been the actor, not Iain.

I get ready, put my face on. I add extra concealer to try and disguise the dark circles under my eyes, add some colour to my cheeks so I don’t look like death.

I walk to the tube, passing the market as I go, past the stalls selling selfie sticks, umbrellas for a pound and fake designer handbags and the man will tell me to ‘cheer up darling’ like he always does. The smell of the hookahs is already in the air. I pass the Chinese herbalist, promising cures for everything from digestive disorders to fertility problems. They can’t cure heartbreak, though, can they? There are no herbs for that.

I get off at Oxford Circus and walk along to the back entrance, crates and pallets piled up along the passageway, go up to the staff room, put my bag in my locker and put on my white coat. On the shop floor I must smile my painted-on smile because I’m the first person you see – the face of the company, a walking billboard for the brand. I check my make-up in the mirror, touch up my lipstick. I’m expected to wear a full face of cosmetics every day, using only their products of course.

As I walk to my counter, Angela taps her watch with her acrylic nails. Her infills could do with some attention.

‘Morning,’ I say, my smile fixed.

I open up my appointments diary. It’s pretty full but I don’t really mind because then that will make the day go quicker. I have a handful of bespoke skincare consultations and three bridal makeovers. Three. It’s brutal – like a constant reminder. I can’t wait for bridal season to be over.

The first girl in my chair is in her early thirties I would say, judging from her skin. She gets out from her handbag a flowery notebook labelled ‘My Wedding’ and flicks through it. It’s full of swatches, things ripped from magazines, all very old school – most of them get out their phones to show me stuff on Pinterest, so I can see the look they’re going for. She chatters on about her bridesmaids – she’s having five – about what they’re planning for her hen do. I tell her to bring them in, thinking of the commission. She is all misty-eyed talking about it. I was like that once – let her have that at least, she’ll find out soon enough. I can’t let my cynicism infect their happiness, can I? I got totally swept up in it too – when it was my turn, I bought all the bridal magazines and pored over them for ideas, even though I said I wouldn’t. And although it might not say much for my feminist credentials, I was thrilled when all my documents came back with his surname on. I loved seeing my name linked with his. Let those who have been joined in matrimony, let no man, nor woman, put asunder.

These young women who come and sit in my chair every day, day in day out, who sit and prattle about their perfect days, I want to warn them – I want to tell them that even if you think you’re rock solid, bulletproof, have been loyal for years, someone else can still come along and take everything from you, destroy all your dreams, rip your future from under you, so what’s the point? What’s the point to it all?

The girl in my chair continues to chatter away. I mean, she can’t talk that much with me lining her lips, but every time I stand back to admire my handiwork, she’s off again. It amuses me how they all invariably trot out the same lines; they want to be a fairy tale version of themselves – the best they’ve ever looked – but at the same time they don’t want to take too many risks. ‘I don’t want my husband to not recognise me,’ they say, as if he would gasp in horror when the veil is drawn back to see a stranger there.

My own dress is laid out in a long box, wrapped in the softest acid-free tissue, at the very top of my wardrobe. I haven’t been able to look at it since I found out about Isabel. I spent so long picking it out – going around all the boutiques, the sample sales, stroking them in Liberty’s where they made you wear white satin gloves before they even let you near them. It was nice to have people running around after you, treating you like a queen. There had been so much to think about – just the invitations alone took weeks of deliberation. What font should they be in, should the paper be satin or matte, whose initial should come first, what is the etiquette for the wording, should the text be centred or justified, should it be flat or embossed? I got so much pleasure looking for inspiration; jam jars filled with wild flowers, coloured paper lanterns, Moroccan tea glasses, sugar almond favours, towering croquembouche, and bridesmaids in headdresses of ivy and honeysuckle. I loved looking at it all.

At the end of the makeover, I do her a little diagram of the products I used, write it all down for her. She buys virtually everything, putting it all on her credit card. She promises for the second time to bring her bridesmaids one evening but it’s hard to get them all in one place at the same time when they are all so busy.

‘Don’t leave it too late,’ I call after her as she walks off, bags swinging from her arms.

At lunch, I take the staff lift to the canteen which is windowless and bland, tucked away out of sight. Some of the others are sitting on another table, wittering on about some TV programme they all watched and whether it really was his sister in the end who did it or was it the sister-in-law, you know the one who slept with the other one’s brother, you know thingamajig; they don’t seem sure. They are all pleasant enough girls, I just don’t have that much in common with them. I feel different from them somehow. Over the years I have learnt to keep back a part of myself, to keep a part of myself hidden.

During my break, I call the estate agent. I get flustered when they ask for my name and give a false one – Rachel. It’s the name of the main character in the book I’m reading. I don’t know why – it just comes out of my mouth. There’s no way on earth it’s going to get back that I’ve been snooping, is there? They say that the flat’s had a lot of interest, that I should move quick if I want to see it, so I make an appointment for tomorrow, Tuesday. I feel it’s too soon, I don’t know if I’m mentally prepared, but they’re rushing me, and it happens to be my day off. Working weekends means I get a day off in the week although never the same one. My hands are shaking when I hang up. Now I have Isabel’s actual address tucked in my purse.

What am I doing? This is mad. Everyone indulges in a bit of cyberstalking, don’t they, but this is pretty extreme. Maybe I won’t go through with it.

After lunch, I’m back on my patch. People scurry past as I try to tempt them over. I sell an eyeshadow palette to a brassy-haired woman and a bronzer and coral nail varnish to a woman off to the Maldives. Scott, one of the visual merchandisers, passes on his way to the front window, carrying a headless mannequin. He carries her with his hand up between her legs, his palm cupping her white glossy mound. Her nippleless breasts stick out at jaunty angles, forever pert.

I walk around the shop floor for a bit, pretending to look for customers, not straying too far from my patch, so that I can watch Scott at work. He scurries up and down a steel stepladder, tape and tools hanging off his belt. He hangs Hi-Tec trainers from invisible wires, lines up jewelled-coloured water bottles in rows, makes tennis rackets appear to dangle in mid-air. He pulls a collared tennis shirt down over the mannequin’s neck in one short sharp pull, fastens a short-pleated skirt around her waist. He dresses two more dummies in a similar style – one has its wrist cocked as if mid-shot. It must be Wimbledon again.

At last, it’s closing time and customers are herded unwillingly to the exits. The security guards trawl the toilets looking for stragglers. In the staff room, the air is full of chatter, of plans being made, of what they’re all doing with their evenings. ‘See you tomorrow,’ they trill.

The platform is crowded with everyone pushing and shoving. Move on down the carriage move on down, stand clear of the doors, stand clear of the closing doors. My feet are swollen from standing up all day in heels, but there’s no way I can even get near a seat – no chance of even opening my book, as my arms are pinned to my sides. I stand with my face squashed into a man’s armpit and the hard edge of someone’s briefcase pressed into the small of my back.

When I let myself into my flat, things are exactly as I left them. My cereal bowl is still in the sink, cornflakes stuck fast. I kick off my shoes, pour myself a large glass of red. I look at Isabel’s Instagram again, see if there is anything new. It’s like bracing yourself for a blow.

There are three new posts.

She’s put up a picture of some artichokes on an olive-glazed plate. Some lilac and white flowers in a vase. A pattern made by sunlight coming through blinds on a wooden floor. That’s it.

The microwave pings and I eat, hunched over the laptop. I get lost again down rabbit holes of friends of friends of friends of hers. As I scroll and click, my wedding pictures in their silver frames gaze down at me from the bookshelf. Look at us – there we are by the tree, the lake, by the fountain. Look how happy we are. Look at what she has destroyed.

I rock backwards and forwards on my heels, hug myself. All the advice out there makes it sound so easy; unfollow them online, wallow for a while, then go out with your girlfriends, live your best life, take up a hobby!

Online, there are a lot of women in the same boat, it seems; you can find your tribe whatever it may be if you look. They seem to fall into two camps – those who want to stick their heads in the sand, and those who, like me, want to know everything. I find one particular blog where the most recent post could be inside my brain. I read it compulsively for hours, trawling the archive. I comfort myself with the fact that the poster is worse than I am. She says you should make a sign and pin it above your desk, or wherever it is that you go to stalk, that simply says ‘STOP’. That way, every time you go to look, you will see the sign. She recommends getting an elastic band and wearing it round your wrist and, when you are tempted, to ping it hard against your skin.

It seems a bit silly. Would that work? I’ll try anything, though, to stop this cycle of rage and humiliation and shame, this jealousy nibbling away at my guts like acid on metal. I make a note in my phone to remind me to pick one up – the postman’s always dropping them.

Another long night faces me. What can I comfort myself with? I feel like getting down my box of mementoes, laying them all out on the quilt, but then I decide I can’t face it tonight. It’s all too raw. I do some online shopping and that makes me feel better for a while. I look at some lifestyle blogs, but they all seem to look the same, investigate some evening classes. Maybe I should learn Spanish? Or Italian? Maybe I should brush up my computer skills, learn to code? This is what you’re supposed to do, isn’t it? Improve yourself.

One more sleep now.

One more sleep until I see where she lives.


Five

Isabel

I spend my entire lunch break in the phone shop, getting my number changed. It’s proving to be a monumental pain – I’m only realising now just how many things it’s tied to. I’ve had the same number for years. Blocking Dan’s number is not enough – he’ll just ring from an Unknown Caller ID like he did last Saturday, or ring from a payphone in a pub. No, I need to change mine. After it’s done, I text a few people telling them, text Nendie to say I’ll see her later in the pool, then return to work where I do some hydrotherapy with a lawyer who had a stroke at the age of thirty-five.

*

I spot Nendie in her red silicone hat and yellow neon goggles in the fast lane, doing front crawl. I get in and begin to do laps. She can’t see me, her face is a look of concentration, she’s really going for it. When she gets to the shallow end, she pushes her goggles off and wipes her eyes, I wave, and she waves back.

We swim over to the shallow end, hook our arms over the edge, letting our legs float before us, her toenails painted orange, mine red.

‘Shall we get out?’ I say.

She bats her hand into the water, splashing me in the face, and I scoop a handful up and splash her back. ‘Race you!’ She gets to the side first, ducks under the float lines and climbs up the silver stairs. She’s wearing a costume with boy legs that go halfway down her thighs, very different from her usual racer-back style.

‘Have you gone all Victorian?’ I say, laughing, as we get our stuff out of our lockers.

‘I’m channelling Esther Williams.’ She does a little shimmy. ‘Maybe I should start my own range. See you upstairs.’

She disappears off into one of the cubicles and shuts the door. That’s a bit odd; usually she changes in the communal bit, she’s not one to be shy. I change and wrap a towel round my hair, give it a blast with the dryer, then head up to the bar.

‘What do you want?’ I ask Nendie, when the barman nods it’s my turn.

‘Just lime and soda for me. Still hanging from the weekend.’

‘Nendie – it’s Tuesday.’

‘I know – and I can’t stay long, sorry – Paula is making one of her legendary curries. So why did you change your number?’ she says, as we find a seat and sit down.

‘Because of Dan.’

‘Dan the man – what’s he been up to now?’ She twirls the black plastic stirrer in her drink, making the ice cubes rattle.

‘He came round to mine Sunday night.’

Her eyes widen. ‘What did he say?’

‘I didn’t let him in.’

‘Good. What’s up with him? What are you going to do about it?’

‘I don
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