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For my father, Peter Pooley,
who taught me to love words




Ring the bells that still can ring

Forget your perfect offering

There is a crack in everything

That’s how the light gets in.

LEONARD COHEN
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Monica

She had tried to return the book. As soon as she realized it had been left behind, she’d picked it up and rushed after its extraordinary owner. But he’d gone. He moved surprisingly swiftly for someone so old. Maybe he really didn’t want to be found.

It was a plain, pale-green exercise book, like the one Monica had carried around with her at school, filled with details of homework assignments. Her friends had covered their books with graffiti of hearts, flowers and the names of their latest crushes, but Monica was not a doodler. She had too much respect for good stationery.

On the front cover were three words, beautifully etched in copperplate script:


The Authenticity Project



In smaller writing, in the bottom corner, was the date: October 2018. Perhaps, thought Monica, there would be an address, or at least a name, on the inside so she could return it. Although it was physically unassuming, it had an air of significance about it.

She turned over the front cover. There were only a few paragraphs on the first page.


How well do you know the people who live near you? How well do they know you? Do you even know the names of your neighbours? Would you realize if they were in trouble, or hadn’t left their house for days?

Everyone lies about their lives. What would happen if you shared the truth instead? The one thing that defines you, that makes everything else about you fall into place? Not on the internet, but with those real people around you?

Perhaps nothing. Or maybe telling that story would change your life, or the life of someone you’ve not yet met.

That’s what I want to find out.



There was more on the next page, and Monica was dying to read on, but it was one of the busiest times of the day in the café, and she knew it was crucial not to fall behind schedule. That way madness lay. She tucked the book into the space alongside the till with the spare menus and flyers from various suppliers. She’d read it later, when she could concentrate properly.

Monica stretched out on the sofa in her flat above the café, a large glass of Sauvignon Blanc in one hand and the abandoned exercise book in the other. The questions she’d read that morning had been niggling away at her, demanding answers. She’d spent all day talking to people, serving them coffees and cakes, chatting about the weather and the latest celebrity gossip. But when had she last told anyone anything about herself that really mattered? And what did she actually know about them, with the exception of whether they liked milk in their coffee, or sugar with their tea? She opened the book to the second page.


My name is Julian Jessop. I am seventy-nine years old, and I am an artist. For the past fifty-seven years I’ve lived in Chelsea Studios, on the Fulham Road.

Those are the basic facts, but here is the truth: I AM LONELY.

I often go for days without talking to anyone. Sometimes, when I do have to speak (because someone’s called me up about payment protection insurance, for example), I find that my voice comes out in a croak because it’s curled up and died in my throat from neglect.

Age has made me invisible. I find this especially hard, because I was always looked at. Everyone knew who I was. I didn’t have to introduce myself, I would just stand in a doorway while my name worked its way around the room in a chain of whispers, pursued by a number of surreptitious glances.

I used to love lingering at mirrors, and would walk slowly past shop windows, checking the cut of my jacket or the wave in my hair. Now, if my reflection sneaks up on me, I barely recognize myself. It’s ironic that Mary, who would have happily accepted the inevitability of ageing, died at the relatively young age of sixty, and yet I’m still here, forced to watch myself gradually crumble away.

As an artist, I watched people. I analysed their relationships, and I noticed there is always a balance of power. One partner is more loved, and the other more loving. I had to be the most loved. I realize now that I took Mary for granted, with her ordinary, wholesome, pink-cheeked prettiness and her constant thoughtfulness and dependability. I only learned to appreciate her after she was gone.



Monica paused to turn the page and take a mouthful of wine. She wasn’t sure that she liked Julian very much, although she felt rather sorry for him. She suspected he’d choose dislike over pity. She read on.


When Mary lived here, our little cottage was always filled with people. The local children ran in and out, as Mary plied them with stories, advice, fizzy pop and Monster Munch. My less successful artist friends constantly turned up unannounced for dinner, along with the latest of my artist’s models. Mary put on a good show of welcoming the other women, so perhaps only I noticed they were never offered chocolates with their coffee.

We were always busy. Our social life revolved around the Chelsea Arts Club, and the bistros and boutiques of the King’s Road and Sloane Square. Mary worked long hours as a midwife, and I crossed the country, painting the portraits of people who thought themselves worth recording for posterity.

Every Friday evening since the late sixties, at 5 p.m. we’d walk into the nearby Brompton Cemetery which, since its four corners connected Fulham, Chelsea, South Kensington and Earl’s Court, was a convenient meeting point for all our friends. We’d plan our weekend on the grave of Admiral Angus Whitewater. We didn’t know the Admiral, he just happened to have an impressive horizontal slab of black marble over his last resting place which made a great table for drinks.

In many ways, I died alongside Mary. I ignored all the telephone calls and the letters. I let the paint dry solid on the palette and, one unbearably long night, destroyed all my unfinished canvases; ripped them into multi-coloured streamers, then diced them into confetti with Mary’s dressmaking scissors. When I did finally emerge from my cocoon, about five years later, neighbours had moved, friends had given up, my agent had written me off, and that’s when I realized I had become unnoticeable. I had reverse metamorphosed from a butterfly into a caterpillar.

I still raise a glass of Mary’s favourite Baileys Irish Cream at the Admiral’s grave every Friday evening, but now it’s just me and the ghosts of times past.

That’s my story. Please feel free to chuck it in the recycling. Or you might decide to tell your own truth in these pages, and pass my little book on. Maybe you’ll find it cathartic, as I did.

What happens next is up to you.
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Monica

She Googled him, obviously. Julian Jessop was described by Wikipedia as a portrait painter who had enjoyed a flurry of notoriety in the sixties and seventies. He’d been a student of Lucian Freud at the Slade. The two of them had, so the rumours went, traded insults (and, the implication was, women) over the years. Lucian had the advantage of much greater fame, but Julian was younger by seventeen years. Monica thought of Mary, exhausted after a long shift delivering other women’s babies, wondering where her husband had gone. She sounded like a bit of a doormat, to be honest. Why hadn’t she just left him? There were, she reminded herself, as she tried to do often, worse things than being single.

One of Julian’s self-portraits had hung for a brief period in the National Portrait Gallery, in an exhibition titled The London School of Lucian Freud. Monica clicked on the image to enlarge it, and there he was, the man she’d seen in her café yesterday morning, but all smoothed out, like a raisin turned back into a grape. Julian Jessop, about thirty years old, slicked-back blond hair, razor-sharp cheekbones, slightly sneering mouth and those penetrating blue eyes. When he’d looked at her yesterday it had felt like he was rummaging around in her soul. A little disconcerting when you’re trying to discuss the various merits of a blueberry muffin versus millionaire’s shortbread.

Monica checked her watch. 4.50 p.m.

‘Benji, can you hold the shop for half an hour or so?’ she asked her barista. Barely pausing to wait for his nod in response, she pulled on her coat. Monica scanned the tables as she walked through the café, pausing to pick up a large crumb of red velvet cake from table twelve. How had that been overlooked? As she walked out on to the Fulham Road, she flicked it towards a pigeon.

Monica rarely sat on the top deck of the bus. She prided herself on her adherence to health and safety regulations, and climbing the stairs of a moving vehicle seemed an unnecessary risk to take. But in this instance, she needed the vantage point.

Monica watched the blue dot on Google Maps move slowly along the Fulham Road towards Chelsea Studios. The bus stopped at Fulham Broadway, then carried on towards Stamford Bridge. The huge, modern mecca of the Chelsea Football Club loomed ahead and there, in its shadow and sandwiched improbably between the two separate entrances for the home and away fans, was a tiny, perfectly formed village of studio houses and cottages, behind an innocuous wall that Monica must have walked past hundreds of times.

Grateful for once for the slow-moving traffic, Monica tried to work out which of the houses was Julian’s. One stood slightly alone and looked a little worse for wear, rather like Julian himself. She’d bet the day’s takings, not something to do lightly given her economic circumstances, on that being the one.

Monica jumped off at the next stop and turned almost immediately left, into Brompton Cemetery. The light was low, casting long shadows, and there was an autumnal chill to the air. The cemetery was one of Monica’s favourite places – a timeless oasis of calm in the city. She loved the ornate gravestones – a last show of one-upmanship. I’ll see your marble slab with its fancy biblical quotation and raise you a life-sized Jesus on the cross. She loved the stone angels, many now missing vital body parts, and the old-fashioned names on the Victorian gravestones – Ethel, Mildred, Alan. When did people stop being called Alan? Come to think of it, did anyone call their baby Monica any more? Even back in 1981 her parents had been outliers in eschewing names like Emily, Sophie and Olivia. Monica: a dying moniker. She could picture the credits on the cinema screen: The Last of the Monicas.

As she walked briskly past the graves of the fallen soldiers and the White Russian émigrés, she could sense the sheltering wildlife – the grey squirrels, urban foxes and the jet-black ravens – guarding the graves like the souls of the dead.

Where was the Admiral? Monica headed towards the left, looking out for an old man clutching a bottle of Baileys Irish Cream. She wasn’t, she realized, sure why. She didn’t want to speak to Julian, at least not yet. She suspected that approaching him directly would run the risk of embarrassing him. She didn’t want to start off on the wrong foot.

Monica headed towards the north end of the cemetery, pausing only briefly, as she always did, at the grave of Emmeline Pankhurst, to give a silent nod of thanks. She looped round at the top and was halfway back down the other side, walking along a less-used path, when she noticed a movement to her right. There, sitting (somewhat sacrilegiously) on an engraved marble tombstone, was Julian, glass in hand.

Monica walked on past, keeping her head down so as not to catch his eye. Then, as soon as he was gone, about ten minutes later, she doubled back so that she could read the words on the gravestone.


ADMIRAL ANGUS WHITEWATER
OF PONT STREET
DIED 5 JUNE 1963, AGED 74
RESPECTED LEADER, BELOVED HUSBAND
AND FATHER, AND LOYAL FRIEND

ALSO, BEATRICE WHITEWATER
DIED 7 AUGUST 1964, AGED 69



She bristled at the fact that the Admiral got several glowing adjectives after his name, whereas his wife just got a date and a space for eternity under her husband’s tombstone.

Monica stood for a while, enveloped in the silence of the cemetery, imagining a group of beautiful young people, with Beatles haircuts, mini-skirts and bell-bottom trousers, arguing and joking with each other, and suddenly felt rather alone.
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Julian

Julian wore his solitude and loneliness like old, ill-fitting shoes. He was used to them, in many ways they had grown comfortable, but over time they were bending him out of shape, causing calluses and bunions that would never go away.

It was 10 a.m., so Julian was walking down the Fulham Road. For five years or so after Mary, he often didn’t get out of bed and day morphed seamlessly into night, the weeks losing their pattern. Then he’d discovered that routines were crucial. They created buoys he could cling to to keep himself afloat. At the same time every morning, he went out and walked the local streets for an hour, picking up any supplies he needed on the way. His list today read:


	Eggs

	Milk (1 pint)

	Butterscotch-flavoured Angel Delight, if poss

	(he was finding Angel Delight more and more difficult to track down)



And since today was a Saturday, he would buy a fashion magazine. This week was Vogue’s turn. His favourite.

Sometimes, if the newsagent wasn’t too busy, they would discuss the latest headlines, or the weather. On those days, Julian felt almost like a fully functioning member of society, one with acquaintances who knew his name, and opinions that mattered. Once, he’d even booked an appointment at the dentist, just so he could pass the time of day with someone. After spending the whole appointment with his mouth open, unable to speak as Mr Patel was doing goodness knows what with a selection of metal instruments and a tube that made a ghastly sucking noise, he realized this was not a clever tactic. He’d left with a lecture on gum hygiene ringing in his ears, and the resolution not to return for as long as possible. If he lost his teeth, so be it. He’d lost everything else.

Julian paused to look in through the window of Monica’s Café, which was already filled with customers. He’d walked this road for so many years that in his mind, he could picture the various reincarnations of this particular shop, like peeling back layers of old wallpaper when you’re redecorating a room. Back in the sixties it was the Eel and Pie Shop until eel fell out of favour and it became a record shop. In the eighties it was a video rental store and then, until a few years ago, a sweet shop. Eels, vinyl records and VHS tapes – all consigned to the dustbin of history. Even sweets were now being demonized, blamed for the fact that children were getting larger and larger. Surely it wasn’t the fault of the sweets? It was the children to blame, or their mothers.

He’d definitely chosen the right place to leave The Authenticity Project. He liked the fact that he’d ordered tea with milk and not been asked all sorts of complicated questions about what specific type of leaf he wanted and what sort of milk. It came in a proper china cup, and no one demanded to know his name. Julian’s name was accustomed to being signed at the bottom of canvases. It did not sit comfortably scrawled on a takeaway cup, like they’d done in Starbucks. He shuddered at the memory.

He’d sat in a soft, scarred leather armchair in the far corner of Monica’s, in an area lined with bookshelves that he’d heard her call The Library. In a world where everything seemed to be electronic and paper was a rapidly disappearing medium, Julian had found The Library, where the smell of old books mingled with the aroma of freshly ground coffee, wonderfully nostalgic.

Julian wondered what had happened to the little notebook he’d left there. He often felt like he was slowly disappearing without trace. One day, in the not too distant future, his head would finally slip under the water and he’d leave barely a ripple behind. Through that book, at least one person would see him – properly. And writing it had been a comfort, like loosening the laces on those uncomfortable shoes, letting his feet breathe a bit more easily.

He walked on.
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Hazard

It was a Monday evening, and getting late, but Timothy Hazard Ford, known to everyone as Hazard, was avoiding going home. He knew from experience that the only way to escape the comedown after a weekend was to just keep on going. He’d begun pushing the start of the week further and further back, and bringing the weekend further forward until they almost met in the middle. There was a brief interlude of horror at around Wednesday, and then he was off again.

Hazard had been unable to persuade any of his work colleagues to hit the City bars that evening, so instead he’d headed back to Fulham, and stopped off in his local wine bar. He scanned the sparse crowd for anyone he knew. He spotted a reed-thin blonde, her legs entwined round a high stool and her torso leaning over the bar, looking like a glamorous bendy straw. He was pretty sure that she was the gym buddy of a girl his mate Jake used to go out with. He had no idea what her name was, but she was the only person available to have a drink with, and that made her, at this moment, his very best friend.

Hazard walked over, wearing the smile he reserved for exactly this sort of occasion. Some sixth sense caused her to turn towards him and she grinned and waved. Bingo. It worked every time.

Her name, it turned out, was Blanche. Stupid name, thought Hazard, and he should know. He poured himself lazily on to the stool next to hers and grinned and nodded as she introduced him to her group of friends whose names floated into the air around him like bubbles, then popped, leaving no impression at all. Hazard was not interested in what they called themselves, only their staying power and, possibly, their morals. The fewer the better.

Hazard slipped easily into his usual routine. He took a roll of banknotes out of his pocket and bought a showy round, upgrading requests of glasses to bottles, and wine to champagne. He reeled out a few of his well-tested anecdotes. He plundered the long list of his acquaintances for mutual ones, and then spread, possibly even invented, a flurry of salacious gossip.

The group coalesced around Hazard in the way it always did, but gradually, as the large station clock on the wall behind the bar ticked past the hour, the crowd thinned out. Gotta go, it’s only Monday, they said, or Big day tomorrow, or Need to recover from the weekend, you know how it is. Eventually, only Hazard and Blanche were left and it was just 9 p.m. Hazard could sense Blanche getting ready to leave and felt a rising sense of panic.

‘Hey, Blanche, it’s still early. Why don’t you come back to mine?’ he said, resting his hand on her forearm in a way that suggested everything yet, crucially, promised nothing.

‘Sure. Why not?’ she replied, as he knew she would.

The revolving door of the bar spat them out on to the street. Hazard put his arm around Blanche, crossed the road and strode down the pavement, not noticing or caring that they were occupying its whole width.

He didn’t see the small brunette standing in front of him like a traffic obstruction until it was too late. He barrelled into her, then realized that she’d been holding a glass of red wine which was now dripping rather comically off her face and, more importantly, was spreading like a knife wound over his Savile Row shirt.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ he said, glaring at the culprit.

‘Hey, you walked into me!’ she replied in a voice cracking with indignation. A drop of wine trembled at the end of her nose like a reluctant skydiver, then fell.

‘Well, what on earth do you think you were doing just standing in the middle of a pavement with a glass of wine?’ he yelled back at her. ‘Can’t you drink in a bar like a normal person?’

‘Come on, leave it, let’s go,’ said Blanche, giggling in a way that made his nerve ends jangle.

‘Stupid bitch,’ said Hazard to Blanche, keeping his voice low so the stupid bitch in question wouldn’t hear. Blanche giggled again.

Several thoughts collided when Hazard was woken by his strident alarm. One: I can’t have had more than three hours’ sleep. Two: I feel even worse today than I did yesterday, what on earth was I thinking? And three: there’s a blonde in my bed who I do not want to deal with and whose name I can’t remember.

Luckily, Hazard had been in this position before. He slammed off the alarm while the girl was still asleep, mouth open like a Japanese sex doll, and carefully picked up her arm by the wrist, removing it from his chest. Her hand dangled down like a dead fish. He placed it carefully on the rumpled, sweaty sheets. She appeared to have left so much of her face on his pillow – the red of her lips, black of her eyes and ivory of her skin – that he was surprised she had any left. He eased himself out of bed, wincing as his brain clattered against his skull like a ball in a game of bagatelle. He walked over to the chest of drawers in the corner of the room and there, just as he’d hoped, was a scrap of paper with a message scribbled on it: HER NAME IS BLANCHE. God, he was good at this.

Hazard showered and dressed as quickly and as quietly as he could, found a clean piece of paper and wrote a note:


Dear Blanche, you looked too peaceful and beautiful to wake. Thanks for last night. You were awesome. Make sure you close the front door properly when you leave. Call me.



Had she been awesome? Since he had virtually no memory of events after around 10 p.m. when his dealer had shown up (even quicker than usual on account of it being a Monday), it hardly mattered. He wrote his mobile number at the bottom, carefully transposing two of the digits, in order to avoid it being at all useful, and left the note on the pillow next to his unwelcome guest. He hoped there’d be no trace of her when he returned.

He walked to the tube station on autopilot. He was, despite the fact that it was October, wearing sunglasses to protect his eyes from the weak glare of the new day. He paused as he reached the spot of his collision last night. He was pretty sure he could see a few splatters of blood-red wine still on the pavement, like the remnants of a mugging. An unwelcome vision floored him: a feisty, pretty brunette, glaring at him as if she really, really hated him. Women never looked at him like that. Hazard didn’t like being hated.

Then a thought struck him with the vicious sideswipe of an inconvenient truth: he hated himself too. Right down to the smallest molecule, the tiniest atom, the most microscopic subatomic particle.

Something had to change. Actually, everything had to change.
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Monica

Monica had always loved numbers. She loved their logic, their predictability. She found making one side of an equation balance with the other immensely satisfying, solving x and proving y. But the numbers on the paper in front of her now would not behave. No matter how many times she added up the figures in the left-hand column (income), they wouldn’t stretch to cover the total in the right (outgoings).

Monica thought back to her days as a corporate lawyer, when adding up the numbers was a chore, but never something to keep her awake at night. Every hour she spent poring over the small print on some contract, or leafing through endless statutes, she’d bill the client two hundred and fifty pounds. She’d have to sell one hundred medium-sized cappuccinos to make the same.

Why had she allowed herself to make such a monumental life change with such alacrity, and for such emotional reasons? She who found it difficult to choose a sandwich filling without running through a mental list of pros and cons, comparing price, nutritional values and calorie counts.

Monica had tried every café on the commute between her flat and her office. There were the soulless ones, the tired and grubby ones and the identikit, mass-produced chain ones. Every time she handed over money for an overpriced, mediocre takeaway coffee she’d picture her ideal café. There would be no brushed concrete, moulded plastic, exposed pipework or industrial-style lamps and tables; rather it would feel like being invited into someone’s home. There would be comfy, mismatched armchairs, eclectic art on the walls, newspapers and books. Books everywhere, not just for show, but ones you could pick up, read and take home with you, so long as you left another one in its place. The barista wouldn’t ask your name in order to misspell it on your cup, he (or she, Monica added quickly) would know it already. They’d ask after your kids and remember the name of your cat.

Then, she’d been walking down the Fulham Road and noticed that the dusty old sweet shop, which had been there for ever, had finally closed. A large board on its front announced TO LET. Some local wag had painted a large I in between the letters O and L.

Every time Monica walked past the vacant shop she could hear her mother’s voice. In those last few weeks, the ones that smelled of disease and decay and were punctuated by the constant electronic beeps of medical machinery, she’d urgently tried to impart decades’ worth of wisdom to her daughter, before it was too late. Listen to me, Monica. Write it down, Monica. Don’t forget, Monica. Emmeline Pankhurst didn’t chain herself to those railings so we could spend our lives as a tiny cog in someone else’s wheel. Be your own boss. Create something. Employ people. Be fearless. Do something you really love. Make it all worthwhile. So, she had done it.

Monica wished she’d been able to name the café after her mother, but she was called Charity, and it seemed like a really bad business decision to give a café a name that implied no need to pay. Things, as it turned out, were hard enough.

Just because this café was her dream didn’t mean anyone else would necessarily share it. Or, at least, not enough of them to cover her costs, and she couldn’t keep making up the shortfall for ever; the bank wouldn’t let her. Her head was throbbing. She walked over to the bar and poured the remainder of a bottle of red wine into a large glass.

Being the boss was all very well, she told her mother, inside her head, and she loved her café, the essence of which had seeped into her bones, but it was lonely. She missed the office gossip around the water cooler, she missed the camaraderie forged over pizza during late-night working sessions, she even found herself remembering fondly those ridiculous team bonding days, the office jargon and impenetrable three-letter acronyms. She loved her team at the café, but there was always a slight distance between them, because she was responsible for their livelihoods, and right now she couldn’t even manage her own.

She was reminded of the questions that man – Julian – had asked in the notebook he’d left on this very table. She’d approved of his choice. Monica couldn’t help herself judging people by where in her café they decided to sit. How well do you know the people who live near you? How well do they know you?

She thought of all the people who’d come in and out today, the bell ringing jauntily with each arrival and departure. They were all connected, more than ever before, to thousands of people, friends on social media, friends of friends. Yet did they, like her, feel like they had no one they could actually talk to? Not about the latest celebrity eviction from some house, or island, or jungle, but about the important things – the things that keep you awake at night. Like numbers that wouldn’t obey your command.

Monica shuffled her papers back into their file and pulled out her phone, loading up Facebook and scrolling through. There was still no sign of Duncan, the man she’d been dating until a few weeks ago, on her social media. She’d been ghosted. Duncan, the vegan who’d refused to eat avocados because the farmers exploited bees in their pollination, but who thought it perfectly acceptable to have sex with her and then just disappear. He cared more about the sensitivities of a bee than he did her.

She kept scrolling, despite knowing this would not be a comfort, more a form of mild self-harm. Hayley had changed her relationship status to ‘engaged’. Whoop whoop. Pam had posted a status about her life with three kids, a boast thinly and inexpertly disguised as self-deprecation, and Sally had shared her baby scan picture – twelve weeks.

Baby scans. What was the point in sharing those? They all looked the same, and none of them resembled an actual child, more like a weather map predicting an area of high pressure over northern Spain. And yet, every time Monica saw a new one it stopped her breath and floored her with a wave of yearning and a humiliating stab of envy. She felt, sometimes, like an old Ford Fiesta, broken down on the hard shoulder, while everyone sailed past her in the fast lane.

Someone had left a copy of HELLO! on a table today; it screamed a headline about a Hollywood actress’s ‘baby joy’ at forty-three. Monica had scanned the pages during her coffee break, looking for clues as to how she’d done it. IVF? Egg donation? Had she frozen her eggs years ago? Or had it happened easily? How much time did her ovaries have left? Were they already packing their suitcases for a relaxing retirement on the Costa Brava?

Monica picked up her glass of wine and walked around the café turning off all the lights and straightening any errant chairs or tables. She went out on to the street – keys in one hand, glass in the other, locked the café door and turned to unlock the door to her flat above.

Then, out of nowhere, a large bloke, towing a blonde like a motorbike’s sidecar, careered into her so hard that she was momentarily winded, and the glass of wine she was holding erupted, all over her face and his shirt. She could feel rivulets of Rioja coursing down her nose and dripping off her chin. She waited for his abject apology.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ he said. Monica felt a heat rising from her chest, making her face flush and her jaw clench.

‘Hey, you walked into me!’ she protested.

‘Well, what on earth do you think you were doing just standing in the middle of a pavement with a glass of wine?’ he said. ‘Can’t you drink in a bar like a normal person?’ His face, with its perfectly symmetrical planes, would have been classically handsome, but it was split by the ugly gash of a sneer. The blonde pulled him away, giggling inanely.

‘Stupid bitch,’ she heard him say, deliberately pitching his voice just loud enough for her to hear.

Monica let herself into her flat. Honey, I’m home, she said, as she always did, silently and to no one, and thought for a minute she was going to cry. She put the empty glass down on the draining board of her kitchenette, and wiped the wine off her face with a tea towel. She was desperate to speak to someone, but she couldn’t think who to call. Her friends were all caught up in their own busy lives, and wouldn’t want her inflicting her misery on their evenings. There was no point calling her dad, since Bernadette, her stepmother, who saw her as an inconvenient backstory to her new husband’s life, acted as gatekeeper, and would no doubt announce that her father was busy writing and couldn’t be disturbed.

Then Monica saw, sitting on the coffee table where she’d left it a few days ago, the pale-green notebook labelled The Authenticity Project. She picked it up and turned again to the first page. Everyone lies about their lives. What would happen if you shared the truth instead? The one thing that defines you, that makes everything else about you fall into place?

Why not? she thought, feeling the thrill of being uncharacteristically reckless. It took her a while to find a decent pen. It seemed a bit disrespectful to follow Julian’s careful calligraphy with a scrawl in manky old biro. She turned to the next clean page, and began to write.
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Hazard

Hazard wondered how much of his life he’d spent bent over toilet cisterns. Probably whole days, if you added it all up. How many potentially lethal bacteria was he hoovering up along with a roughly chopped line of Colombia’s finest nose candy? And how much of it was actually cocaine and not talcum powder, rat poison or laxative? These were all questions that wouldn’t be bothering him for very much longer as this was the last line in the last gram of coke that he was ever going to buy.

Hazard searched in his pockets for a banknote, before remembering that he’d used his only twenty on the bottle of wine that he was halfway through drinking. In this fancy, overpriced wine bar, a twenty bought a bottle that was closer on the spectrum to methylated spirits than fine wine. But it did the job. He checked all his pockets, pulling out a folded-up sheet of A4 from inside his jacket. A copy of his resignation letter. Well, that had a nice symbolism to it, he thought, as he ripped off a corner and rolled it into a tight tube.

After a hefty sniff, the familiar chemical taste hit the back of Hazard’s throat and, within minutes, the edginess he’d been feeling was replaced by a sense of, if not euphoria (the days of that were long gone), then at least wellbeing. He crumpled the rolled paper, along with the tiny plastic bag that the powder had been in, and threw them into the toilet bowl, watching as they were sucked into the depths of London’s sewers.

Carefully, Hazard lifted up the heavy, porcelain lid of the toilet cistern and leaned it against the wall. He took his iPhone – the latest model, obviously – out of his pocket and dropped it into the water filling the cistern. It made a satisfying plop as it sank to the bottom. Hazard replaced the lid, trapping the phone inside, alone in the dark. Now he couldn’t call his dealer. Or anyone who knew his dealer. The only number on that phone he knew by heart was his parents’, and that was the only number he needed, although he’d have a fair bit of making up to do when he next called it.

Hazard checked his reflection in the mirror, wiping away any tell-tale signs of white powder from under his inflamed nostrils, then walked back to his table, with more of a strut in his step than he’d had when he left. His positivity was partly chemical, but he also felt a tinge of something he hadn’t felt for a long while – pride.

He looked quizzically at the table. Something was different. The bottle of wine was still there, along with two glasses (so it looked like he was waiting for someone, rather than drinking alone) and the dog-eared copy of the Evening Standard he’d been pretending to read. But there was something else too. A notebook. He’d had one like it when he was a rookie trader, filled with snippets of information he’d gleaned from the FT and hot tips thrown at him, like treats to an enthusiastic puppy, by the veterans on the trading floor. But this one had The Authenticity Project written on the cover. It sounded like a load of new-age nonsense. He looked around for anyone suitably ‘spiritual’ who might have mislaid it, but there was just the usual crowd of mid-week drinkers, busily shrugging off the stresses of the working day.

Hazard pushed the book to the edge of his table, so that its owner might spot it, while he got down to the important business of finishing the wine in front of him. His last bottle of wine. Because cocaine and wine went together, like fish and chips, eggs and bacon, MDMA and sex. If he was going to give up one, he had to give up the other. Along with his job, because after years of surfing the markets on a wave of chemical high, he didn’t think he could do it, or wanted to do it, sober.

Sober. What a horrible word. Serious, sensible, solemn, staid, steady – nothing like Hazard himself, who was a case of nominative determinism in action. Hazard put his hand firmly on his right thigh, which was jiggling up and down under the table. He realized that he was also grinding his teeth. He hadn’t slept properly for thirty-six hours, since the night he’d spent with Blanche. His head was wired and desperate for more stimulation, fighting against his body, which was bone-deep tired and yearning for oblivion. Hazard was, he realized, finally exhausted with it all, with his life and the constant merry-go-round of uppers and downers, the sleaziness of the desperate calls to his dealer, the constant sniffing and the increasingly dramatic nosebleeds. How had the occasional line at a party that made him feel like he could fly turned into something he had to do just to get out of bed in the morning?

Since nobody seemed to be interested in the abandoned notebook, Hazard opened it. Densely packed handwriting covered the page. He tried to read it, but the letters danced around on the page. Hazard closed one eye and looked again. The words settled down into more orderly lines. He flicked forward a few pages and found that there were two different types of handwriting – the first a delicate calligraphy, the second a simpler, rounder, more ordinary hand. Hazard was intrigued, but reading through one eye was tiring, and made him look like a nutter, so he closed the book and pushed it into his jacket pocket.

Twenty-four hours later, Hazard was looking for a pen in his jacket and found the book again. It took him a while to remember how it had got there. His brain was a fog. He had a crashing headache, and although he was more tired than he could ever remember, sleep was elusive. He lay down on his bed, a tangle of musty, sweaty bedsheets and duvet, clutching the book and started to read.


How well do you know the people who live near you? How well do they know you? Do you even know the names of your neighbours? Would you realize if they were in trouble, or hadn’t left their house for days?



Hazard smiled to himself. He was a coke-head. The only person he was interested in was himself.


What would happen if you shared the truth instead?



Ha! He’d probably be arrested. Certainly fired. Although it was a bit too late to fire him now.

Hazard read on. He rather liked Julian. If he’d been born forty years or so earlier, or Julian forty years later, he could imagine they’d have been friends – out on the town together, pulling the birds and raising merry hell. But he wasn’t at all sure about the idea of telling his story (he didn’t want to tell it to himself, let alone anyone else). Authenticity was something he could do without. He’d been hiding from it for years. He turned the page. Who, he wondered, had picked up the book before him?


My name is Monica, and I found this book in my café.

Having read Julian’s story about feeling invisible, you’re probably imagining a stereotypical pensioner, all dressed in beige, with elasticated waists and orthopaedic shoes. Well, I have to tell you, that’s not Julian. I saw him writing in this book before he abandoned it, and he’s the least invisible septuagenarian I’ve ever come across. He looks like Gandalf (but without the beard) and dresses like Rupert the Bear, in a mustard yellow, velvet smoking jacket and checked trousers. He’s right about having been gorgeous though. Check out his self-portrait. It was in the National Portrait Gallery for a while.



Hazard reached over for his mobile, so that he could Google Julian’s portrait, before remembering that it was still submerged in the flush mechanism of the local wine bar’s loo. Why had he thought that was a good idea?


I’m afraid I am far less interesting than Julian.



Hazard didn’t doubt it. He could tell just from her cautious, precise handwriting that she was an uptight nightmare. Still, at least she wasn’t the sort of woman who drew smiley faces inside all her ‘o’s.


Here is my truth, horribly predictable, and boringly biological: I really want a baby. And a husband. Perhaps a dog and a Volvo too. The whole, stereotypical nuclear family thing, in actual fact.



Hazard noted Monica’s use of a colon. It looked a little incongruous. He didn’t think people did grammar any more. They barely did writing. Just texts, and emojis.


Oh God, that looks so terrible written down. After all, I’m a feminist. I totally reject the notion that I need a man to complete me, support me, or to do the DIY even. I’m a businesswoman and, between us, a bit of a control freak. I’d probably be a terrible mother. But however hard I try to think rationally about the whole thing, I still feel like there’s an ever-expanding vacuum inside me, that one day is going to totally swallow me up.



Hazard stopped reading while he knocked back another two paracetamol. He wasn’t sure that he could handle all this hormonal angst right now. One of the pills caught in the back of his throat, making him gag. He spotted a single strand of long, blonde hair resting on the pillow next to him, the reminder of another lifetime. He flicked it on to the floor.


I used to be a solicitor, in a big, prestigious City firm. They paid me a small fortune, in exchange for making their gender equality numbers look good, and swapping my life for billable hours. I worked every moment I could, including much of the weekend. If I had any spare time, I’d head to the gym to run off the stress. The only social life I had revolved around work parties and client entertaining. I felt like I was still in touch with my school and university friends because I saw their status updates on Facebook, but I hadn’t actually seen many of them in real life for years.

My life might have carried on like this for ever, nose to the grindstone, doing what was expected, achieving promotions and meaningless accolades, had it not been for something my mum said, and a girl called Tanya.

I never met Tanya, or at least I don’t think I did, but her life was much like mine – another high-achieving City solicitor, but ten years older than me. One Sunday she went into the office, as usual. Her boss was there. He told her that she shouldn’t be at work every weekend, that she should have a life outside. He meant it kindly, but that conversation must have triggered something, made Tanya realize how empty it all was, because the next Sunday she came into the office, as usual, took the elevator to the top floor, and jumped off the roof. The papers ran a photo of her on her graduation day, standing between her proud parents, eyes filled with hope and expectation.

I didn’t want to be Tanya, but I could see that was where my life was heading. I was thirty-five years old, single and had nothing in my life except for work. So, when my great-aunt Lettice died and left me a small legacy, I added it to the fairly large pot of money I’d managed to save up over the years, and did the first, and only, surprising thing in my life: I quit. I took over the lease on a derelict sweet shop on the Fulham Road, turned it into a café, and called it Monica’s.



Monica’s Café. Hazard knew it. It was just opposite the bar where he’d found the book. He’d never been in there himself. He preferred the more anonymous coffee shops, where the ever-changing gang of baristas were unlikely to notice how many mornings he staggered in, hungover, or that he often had to unroll a bank note before he handed it to them. Monica’s always appeared terribly cosy. Wholesome. All organic and granny’s favourite recipe. Places like that made Hazard feel a bit grubby. The name put him off too. Monica’s. It was the sort of name you’d expect a teacher to have. Or a fortune teller. Even a brothel-keeper. Madame Monica, massage with happy endings. Not a good name for a café. He carried on reading.


Being my own boss, instead of a name in a box of a complicated organizational hierarchy, is still a thrill (as well as a huge learning curve; let’s just say that Benji is not my first barista). But there’s a huge void. I know how old-fashioned it sounds, but I really do want the fairy-tale. I want the handsome prince, and to live happily ever after.

I’ve done Tinder. I’ve been on endless dates. I try not to be too fussy, to ignore the fact that they haven’t read any Dickens, have dirty fingernails or talk with their mouth full. I’ve had a number of relationships, and one or two that I honestly thought were going somewhere. But, eventually, I end up hearing the same old excuses, the ‘It’s not you, it’s me. I’m not ready to settle down …’ yada, yada, yada. Then, six months later I get a Facebook notification saying their relationship status has changed to ‘engaged’, and I know that it WAS just me, but I don’t know why.



Hazard could hazard a guess.


All my life I’ve had plans. I’ve been in control. I write lists, I set objectives and milestones, I make things happen. But I’m thirty-seven years old and running out of time.



Thirty-seven. Hazard mulled the number over in his addled brain. He’d definitely swipe left at that one, despite the fact that he himself was thirty-eight. He remembered explaining to a mate on his desk at the bank that when you were buying fruit at the supermarket (not that he ever did buy fruit, or go to a supermarket), you didn’t pick the peaches that were the closest to turning rotten. In his experience, older women were trouble. They had expectations. Agendas. You knew that, within a matter of weeks, you’d be having the conversation. You’d have to discuss where your relationship was going, as if you were on the number 22 bus, trundling down Piccadilly. He shuddered.


Whenever a friend posts a picture of their baby scan on Facebook, I click on ‘like’ and call them up and gush down the phone about how excited I am for them, but, honestly, I just want to howl and say why not me? Then I have to go and shop in the haberdashery department of Peter Jones, because no one can feel stressed in a haberdashery, surrounded by skeins of wool, crochet hooks and assorted buttons, can they?



Skein? Was that even a word? And a haberdashery? Did they still exist? Surely people just bought everything ready made in Primark? And what a strange way to de-stress. Much less efficient than simply downing a double vodka. Oh God, why did he have to start thinking about vodka?


My biological clock is ticking so loudly that it’s keeping me awake at night. I lie there cursing the fact that my hormones are turning me into a cliché.

So, there it is. I’ve done what Julian asked. I do hope I don’t live to regret it.

As for Julian, well I have a plan.



Of course she has a plan, thought Hazard. He knew her type. It was probably divided into sub-sections, each with an allocated key performance indicator. She reminded him of an ex-girlfriend of his who had, one memorable evening, presented him with a PowerPoint presentation on their relationship – strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. He’d wrapped that one up pretty smartish.


I know exactly how to get him out and about again. I’ve designed an advertisement, for a local artist to teach a weekly evening class at the café. I’ve posted it in the window, so now all I have to do is to wait for him to apply. And I’m going to leave this book on a table in the wine bar over the road. If you’re the person who picked it up, then what happens next is in your hands.



Hazard looked down at his hands, the antithesis of a ‘safe pair’. They hadn’t stopped trembling since the end of his last big bender twenty-four hours ago, the day he’d found the book. Bugger. Why him? Apart from anything else, he was leaving the country tomorrow. He’d have to pass Monica’s on his way to the tube station. He could pop in for a coffee, check her out and give her the book back so she could hand it over to someone more suitable.

Just as Hazard was closing the book, he noticed that Monica had written something else on the next page.


P.S. I’ve covered this book in clear sticky-backed plastic to give it a bit of protection, but please try not to leave it in the rain, in any case.



Somewhat to his surprise, Hazard found he was smiling.
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Julian

Julian peeled the handwritten note off his front door as he went in. He didn’t stop to read it. He knew what it said and, besides, it was all written in capital letters which he thought a bit rude and shouty, undeserving of attention.

Julian made himself a cup of tea, sat down in an armchair, untied his shoelaces, slipped off his shoes and rested his feet in the foot-shaped dents in the threadbare, tapestry-covered ottoman in front of him. He picked up his latest glossy magazine – Bazaar – which he’d been carefully rationing so it would last until the end of the week, and was just starting to lose himself in its pages when he was rudely interrupted by a knocking on the window. He sank lower into the armchair, so his head wouldn’t be visible from behind. He’d become rather adept over the last fifteen years at ignoring visitors. He was aided by the fact that his windows hadn’t been washed in much of that time, their opacity a happy unintended consequence of his slovenliness.

Julian’s neighbours were becoming increasingly intrusive in their attempts to attract his attention. With a sigh, he put the magazine down and picked up the note he’d been left. He read it, wincing at the exclamation point following his name.


MR JESSOP!

WE NEED TO TALK!

WE (YOUR NEIGHBOURS) WISH TO ACCEPT

THE FREEHOLDER’S OFFER.

WE NEED YOUR APPROVAL,

WITHOUT WHICH WE CAN’T PROCEED.

PLEASE CONTACT PATRICIA ARBUCKLE, NO. 4

WITH THE UTMOST URGENCY!



Julian had bought his cottage in 1961 when the leasehold had sixty-seven years left to run. That had felt like an eternity, from the vantage point of his twenties, and certainly nothing to be concerned about. Now there were only ten years left on the lease, and the freeholder was refusing to extend, as he wanted to use the land on which the studios stood to build a ‘corporate entertaining complex’, whatever that might be, for the Stamford Bridge stadium. The stadium had grown and modernized around Julian over the years he’d lived in its shadow, while Julian himself had become smaller and increasingly unmodern. Now it was threatening to explode, like a monstrous carbuncle, sweeping them all away in a river of pus.

Julian knew that the logical thing to do was say yes. If they let the lease run out, their properties would be worthless. The freeholder was prepared to buy them out now at close to the market rate. But he wasn’t interested in buying out all Julian’s neighbours if he was still left with the problem of Julian’s little cottage squatting in the middle of his proposed building site.

Julian knew that his neighbours were becoming increasingly desperate at the prospect of their life’s savings, which were – like most Londoners’ – bound up in bricks and mortar, disappearing, but, however hard he tried, he simply couldn’t picture living anywhere else. Surely it wasn’t too much to ask, to be allowed to see out his final years in the home he’d lived in for most of his life? A decade should easily suffice. And what use would the cash offer from the freeholder be to him? He had a decent enough income from his investments, he hardly lived an extravagant lifestyle and what little family he had left he hadn’t seen for years. He had no qualms about their inheritance disappearing in a puff of legal paperwork and expired deadlines.

He knew, however, that refusing the offer was selfish. Julian had spent many years being unutterably selfish, and he’d been paying for that behaviour for some time. He really wanted to think that he was a changed man – repentant, humble even. So, he hadn’t said ‘no’. But he couldn’t say ‘yes’ either; instead, he was sticking his metaphorical fingers in his metaphorical ears and ignoring the problem, despite knowing that it wasn’t going away.

After five minutes or so of increasingly frantic knocking, and a final exasperated exclamation of I know you’re in there, old man, Julian’s neighbour finally gave up. Old man? Really.

Julian’s cottage was more than a home, and certainly more than a financial investment. It was everything. All that he had. It housed all his memories of the past and the only vision he could imagine of the future. Every time Julian looked towards his front door, he could picture himself carrying his new bride over the threshold, heart bursting, convinced that the woman he held in his arms would be all he’d ever need. When he stood at his stove he could see Mary in a pinny, hair tied back, stirring a giant pot of her renowned boeuf bourguignon with a ladle. When he sat by the fire, Mary sat on the rug in front of him, knees pulled up to her chest, the sharp bob of her hair falling forwards as she read the latest of her romances, borrowed from the local library.

There were the uncomfortable memories too. Mary, crying silent tears, clutching a love letter she’d found pinned to his easel by one of his models. Mary standing at the top of the spiral staircase leading to their bedroom, hurling another woman’s stilettos at his head. Often, when he looked in a mirror, Mary looked back at him, her eyes filled with sadness and disappointment.

Julian didn’t avoid the bad memories. If anything, he encouraged them. They were his penance. And, in a strange way, he found them rather comforting. At least they meant he could still feel. The pain they caused gave him momentary relief, rather like drawing one of his artist’s scalpels across his skin and watching it bleed, which he only did on very bad days. Apart from anything else, his skin took so much longer to heal now.

Julian looked round the walls of his home, almost every inch covered by a jigsaw of framed paintings and sketches. Each one told a story. He could lose himself for hours, just staring at them. He’d think back to conversations he had had with the artist, advice and inspiration shared over carafes of wine. He’d remember how each had come to be here – a birthday gift, as payment for Mary’s endless hospitality, or purchased from a private viewing because he’d particularly admired it. Even their positions on the wall had meaning. Sometimes chronological, while others were thematic – beautiful women, London landmarks, peculiar perspectives, or a particular use of light and shade. How could he possibly move them all? Where else could they go?

It was nearly 5 p.m. Julian took a bottle of Baileys out of his drinks cupboard and decanted some into a silver hip flask, shrugged on his overcoat and, once he’d ascertained that the coast was clear of irate neighbours, left for the cemetery.

He spotted that something was different about the Admiral’s grave from some distance away, but it took a while for it to sharpen into focus. It was another letter – black writing on white paper. Were his neighbours leaving notes for him everywhere? Had they been following him? He could feel his irritation building. This was persecution.

As he got closer, he realized that it wasn’t a message from his neighbours at all. It was an advertisement, and he’d seen it before, just that morning. He hadn’t thought much of it then, but now it became clear that it was designed specifically for him.
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Monica

By Saturday, Monica was starting to lose faith in her brilliant plan. It had been several days since she’d put the poster up in the café window, but there’d been no sign of Julian. In the meantime, she’d had to politely turn down a whole slew of applicants for the position of art teacher, with ever more ridiculous excuses. Who knew there were so many local artists looking for work? She was also, as an ex-lawyer, painfully aware that she was breaking every employment law going, although part of her rather enjoyed the idea that, for the first time in her life, she was doing something not entirely by the book.

The other problem was that every time someone new walked into the café, Monica found herself wondering if they’d been the one who’d picked up the book she’d left on the empty table in the wine bar, and read the horribly embarrassing ramblings of a desperate spinster. Argh. What had she been thinking? If only she could delete those pages, like a badly judged Facebook post. Authenticity, she decided, was totally overrated.

A woman came up to the counter, holding a tiny baby, not more than three months old, dressed in the most adorable, old-fashioned smocked dress and cardigan. The baby fixed Monica with her big blue eyes, that looked as if they’d only recently learned how to focus. Monica felt her stomach lurch. She recited her mantra silently: I am a


























TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS
61–63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 5SA
penguin.co.uk

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: ]
First published in Great Britain in 2020 by Bantam Press
an imprint of Transworld Publishers

Copyright © Quilson Ltd 2020
Cover design by Nathan Burton

Clare Pooley has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

‘Anthem’ by Leonard Cohen (p. vii). Copyright © 1993,
Leonard Cohen and Leonard Cohen Stranger Music Inc.,
used by permission of The Wylie Agency (UK) Limited.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 9781473568495

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/Monica.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
CLARE POOLEY
THE






EPUB/images/logo.png
v

BANTAM PRESS





EPUB/images/Hazard.png





EPUB/images/Julian.png





