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To Me.

For writing a happy book when you felt at your lowest. You be proud of yourself.
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Prologue

The last Friday in August

There are two men in my life. But this is not a love triangle.

I put my hand on the cold metal of the door and close my eyes.

This is it. This is the moment I’ve been building towards for the last three months. I take a big, deep breath in and contemplate everything that has happened to bring me here to this moment. To this decision.

Can I go in? Am I going to see if he’s here?

I glance back down the street and I feel a strong pull along the waterfront in the other direction. Or – am I heading home, to him?

Trust your heart. Trust your gut. Trust your intuition.

I shake my head. Which one of these invisible threads in my internal tug-of-war is my heart? Is it the soft and gentle pull home? A strong thread, I note. Strong and solid. Or is it the wild and hopeful yank towards what may or may not be behind this door?

I feel my skirt blow against my thighs, the breeze whipping it up slightly. I look out towards the water, willing the ocean air to blow me in the right direction. But I know, deep down, that the only person who can make this decision is me. And, after thirty-one years on this earth, I can say with absolute certainty, the person I do not trust to make this decision is me.

And yet pushing this door open, even just to look, would be the decision.

Can I deny myself that?
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Part One



JUNE




1.

Budapest

‘Szia,’ says a woman with a throaty Hungarian accent.

‘Hiya,’ I say as I push the fringed blood-red velvet curtains aside. The room is dark, filled with strung beads, rich blue fairy lights and candles. I feel a thrill coursing through my veins as I move towards the small wooden table in the centre of the room. I can’t believe I’m about to have my fortune read by a proper clairvoyant.

I touch the red velvet tablecloth and peer at the worn deck of Tarot cards and an almost burnt-out candle in one of those bronze candle-holders with the finger hole.

‘Tarot or palm?’ my fortune-teller asks, her back to me as she lights another candle. The golden glow around her adds to the mystique.

‘Umm … palm,’ I say hesitantly. ‘If that’s okay? There’s always a risk of death with the cards, isn’t there?’

‘Death,’ she whispers. ‘Death can sometimes mean rebirth.’

And then she slowly turns so that she is now in profile and I see the most – and I mean the most – enormous, bulging baby bump.

I gasp.

‘Oh, yes. I see! Rebirth, because … because you’re …’ I flap a hand in the direction of her belly and then giggle, but it’s a nervous giggle. ‘Do you need any help?’

‘No,’ she snaps as she struggles towards me. As I wait the long moments it takes for her to make her way to the table, I note the purple satin and gold lace enshrouding her, the thin gold chains around her neck and her wrists full of jangling bangles. Her face is obscured by the fall of a net veil, and I can just make out thick black eye make-up, the flash of gold hoop earrings.

‘Ten thousand forint for a full profile, which includes relationships, fortune and … love.’

‘Yes! A full profile!’ I nearly shout it, my heart thumping almost loudly enough for me to hear it over the Eastern European folk music plucking away in the background.

‘Sit,’ she commands.

As I slide on to the little brown stool she stops moving suddenly, her breath quickening. She is still for a moment, her shrouded face tilting up to the ceiling, then a moment later she seems to visibly relax. Is reading my fortune causing her discomfort? What does that mean? Is my energy strong? Am I vibrating? I look down at my trembling hands.

‘Sit,’ she says, even more sharply.

‘I’m sitting, I’m sitting,’ I say, as she finally breathes out and moves towards the table. ‘Are you … okay?’

‘Full profile, you said? Pass me your hand.’

I reach across and lay my hand in hers, palm facing up. Her fingers are clammy and warm.

‘Are you ready?’

I feel almost giddy with excitement. ‘Oh yes,’ I say as I straighten myself up. ‘I should tell you I’m kind of an amateur astrology enthusiast. I’m a Sagittarius, by the way, Aquarius rising.’ I cannot believe I stumbled upon this place. It feels like I was meant to be here.

Maybe after this the road ahead will no longer be an endless, nerve-wracking mystery but rather a future to be moved towards. A future I can believe in. Oh, my heart sighs, the quiet peace in that.

There is a moment of silence before she turns her head down to inspect my palm.

‘What is your name?’

‘Mara.’

‘And where are you from, Mara?’

‘England,’ I say brightly, and then, ‘Technically, I’m from a small town just north of Newcastle on the Scottish border, but I’d need to get out a map—’

‘Well, Mara,’ she interrupts, ‘this is your lifeline. There is a very long line here, long and unbroken. Very general, nothing of note. Some signs of trauma here but, since then, very plain and unremarkable.’

I hold my tongue. Plain and unremarkable. I already know that. I’d tried and failed to stand out from the crowd, so I have found it safer to stay in the shadows. I don’t need to hear where I am now; I want to know where I’m going to be next. I need her to confirm what I feel in my bones: that something big is coming.

‘Are you here on holiday?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I was supposed to be here with my best friend. Her first “post-baby” getaway, but she pulled out because, well … babies are a lot of work.’ And then I glance down at her belly, and swiftly add, ‘I’m sure you’ll be absolutely smashing at it, though. Nothing to worry about. I suppose you already know that, being a clairvoyant.’

‘Shhh,’ she hisses. She seems uncomfortable, I notice, moving slightly in the seat.

‘Sorry,’ I say meekly. Shut up, Mara.

‘Although your life is small, you seek adventure,’ she continues.

I frown. This was true once, as an eighteen-year-old leaving home with two suitcases and a head full of dreams. Now? I am not so sure. If there’s still a part of me that is adventurous, it’s only a whisper. So quiet I almost can’t believe it was ever there.

This long weekend away with my best friend was supposed to be an adventure. Charlie, a seasoned globe-trotter, chose Budapest because she said it was the coolest destination on the planet. Hip new cafés, famous ‘ruin bars’ built into the shell of crumbling buildings; it was the creative, fashion and art community in Europe’s new, industrious home. She sold it to me hard. Then, Charlie pulled out abruptly. She was stressed about leaving baby Sophie, who’d had a fever two nights running, and she called me as I was trying to make every clothing possibility fit into a tiny hand-luggage-only backpack. It was a mere sixteen hours before the flight. It wasn’t the first time she’d cancelled on me since becoming a mum, but I’d been so sure this trip was actually going to happen. Charlie and Mara: The Flirty Thirties. The brilliant sequel to our Tipsy Twenties. Charlie’s return to the world. The long-anticipated reboot to our friendship. I was so deflated I cried. Then she cried and apologized, and I felt guilty for crying. And then, to alleviate my guilt, I put on the bravest brave face I could and told her I would go anyway, have a fantastic time and she shouldn’t worry at all.

‘It will be good for you, Mara,’ she’d said.

But I’ve struggled for two straight days. Charlie prepaid for this incredible hotel in the heart of Terézváros, the very coolest district in the city. The Stories Hotel has an enormous glass-ceilinged atrium filled with huge plants, trees and hanging vines where you could sit for a cocktail or breakfast. My hotel room was also enormous, with dark-plum walls and mid-century styling, an actual record player and a mini bar with full 750ml bottles of tequila. Apparently, there was even a roaming bartender who could come to your door to shake you a margarita at 2.00 a.m. If ever a room was there to remind you that you were travelling alone, it was this room. Every time I looked across at the two ornate champagne coupes atop the bar, I plunged into a renewed sulk.

I’d ventured out only to eat, peruse a few shops and scurry back to the comfort of my room and its super-fast wifi. On the second night I even messed up the sheets on the other bed just so I didn’t feel so alone. I made one trip to a nearby hotel with a famous Turkish spa in the basement. When I emerged from the wellness elevator I saw a fully naked man in his eighties casually leaning against a stone pillar, his squat penis just dangling there. I stayed perfectly still and waited for the doors to close before I breathed out. Screw that for a holiday activity. Besides, there was a bath in my room.

But I was here now, with this woman, this clairvoyant. I’d taken a wrong turn and, as fate would have it, stumbled upon this little shop. And I hoped, now, my future.

‘I’d like to have more adventures,’ I offer my fortune-teller. At least that was true. ‘Just, like, with someone, you know?’

She nods.

‘Here, your fate line, this break here means a change of career. Do you like your career?’

‘Career?’ I consider this. Would I call bookkeeping at a lido in coastal Kent a career? It felt more like retirement. I needed a change. I shake my head.

‘You need change,’ she says, and my heart rate speeds up at her accuracy. It’s almost as if she can hear my thoughts. ‘Something with value. Ah, but here, your sun line.’

‘My sun line?’

‘The sun line is for popularity and success. The longer and deeper and more parallel it is to your fate line, the more you will have of both. You have very little line at all.’

‘I see,’ I nod, pitifully.

‘You’re struggling to make change. It holds you back. You think you should be somewhere else, and it makes you angry that you are only here. You feel average. Ordinary. Average job. Average house. Average car.’

‘Below average on the car front,’ I whisper to myself, picturing the former hearse that was the only thing I could afford before hastily leaving London.

‘But you do not make the changes,’ she says. I feel like she’s personally attacking me. ‘You are waiting for something, but life seems to move forward without you.’

I nod slowly. I am waiting. Waiting for her to tell me when it will all get better.

‘You are lonely …’ she says again.

‘Yes. Lonely. Average. Ordinary. Got it,’ I say.

‘Fine. Then love,’ she says.

‘Love,’ I breathe, biting my lip as I feel the heat rushing into my cheeks.

‘You are searching for someone to make you feel whole,’ she says as I nod along, engrossed, ‘but what is really missing is you.’

She flips my hand so she’s looking at the side of my palm, below my little finger, and runs a thumb across the lines.

‘But I feel children. And yes, a great, romantic love.’

‘Really?’

‘Really,’ she repeats.

‘Does it say where? Or who?’

She closes her eyes now. I watch her head gently tilt as she stares into my future, then looks back at me.

‘I see great height. A tall man. Warm. Kind. I see the ocean. Someone who spends time with their passions. A lot of work with his hands. I see many people around him. You know him imminently.’

‘Imminently?’

‘It means very soon.’

‘Yes,’ I yelp. ‘Really? Very soon?’

‘But …’ she begins again.

‘But?’

‘There is something in the way,’ she says, tugging on my hand. ‘Some things you need to fix before it all comes together.’

‘Fix?’ I say, my heart quickening. The idea that I could, at last, have an action plan … thrilling. ‘What do I need to fix?’

‘There are problems that need attention. When these are fixed, he will reveal himself to you.’

‘Does this mean I won’t meet him until whatever it is is fixed? I thought the meeting was imminent?’ I can hear my voice rising in excitement, but I can’t stop.

‘He is—’ Suddenly, her grip on my hand tightens as if she’s squeezing the juice out of an orange. She throws her head back and yowls. It’s a deep, long, guttural moan, much like a transforming werewolf. Then she doubles forward, releases her grip on my hand and clutches at her bump, her legs spreading wide as she breathes heavily out.

‘Jesus fucking Christ!’ she shouts.

I stand up, knocking the stool over as I do, shaking out my hand, which is aching from the firmness of her grip.

‘Is it coming?’ I say, panicked, taking another step back.

‘Awwww,’ she says again, doing that fast, staccato breathing as she appears to calm down. Her hands move to her stomach again, and she lets out another moan, this one less urgent, more like she’s resigned to dying from a stab wound.

‘Shall I get help?’ I say.

‘It’s time,’ she says.

She pulls the veil off and I see a woman who must be only a few years older than me. Across her forehead are dots of perspiration.

‘Oh, sweet baby Jesus,’ she says softly, her Hungarian accent more pronounced. ‘My phone – it’s behind the large red candle.’

I nod, move to the little shelf and hand it to her.

‘Can I do anything?’ I ask, my voice weak and thin. I am hoping the answer is a clear no so I can get out of here, but the deeply ingrained need to be polite keeps me fixed firm to the spot.

‘We need to go now,’ she says, then her eyes drop to her phone as she taps on the screen with great haste. I’m about to speak, but she holds a finger up to me as she raises the phone to her ear and I zip my mouth shut. A machine gun of Hungarian follows. Then she hangs up, removes her earrings and all her necklaces and bangles, rubbing at the skin on her wrists in relief. She looks at me, hard.

‘Move. We have to go,’ she says.

‘Um, okay, sure. I just need to call a taxi,’ I say. I feel my heart start to thump. No, I do not want to wait on a street in a city I don’t know as the dark begins to settle. Alone.

‘The baby will not wait for you to call a taxi,’ she says.

‘Please? I just … I don’t really want to wait out there.’ I can hear my voice is high and strangled as I say it.

She tries to pull herself up from the table and I swear the bump has dropped lower than it was. Her harem pants are making it look even more precarious. She stands there staring at me, catching her breath from the exertion of standing, flush-faced and impatient.

‘Then you need to lock up,’ she says, between breaths.

‘Um, okay. I can do that.’ I nod. ‘Is there a key, or …’

‘Just blow the candles and pull that plug out, turn off the fan and shut the door as you leave. It will lock behind you,’ she says, waving in several vague directions before she takes a deep breath, picks up an overnight bag in one hand and a money tin in the other and heads to the door. I rush forward to hold it open for her, which involves a tricky, stretchy dance around her, and then she’s out on the footpath.

And then, as I reach into my handbag and pull out a handful of Hungarian forint, I can’t help asking, ‘The guy? You know, the one? Were there any identifying features? How will I know? It’s just that I’ve been single for, like, ten years and I’ve never been able to fully picture who he will be. I know what he won’t be, for example, Scorpio, but—’

Her next contraction silences me. I meekly wave her off as she waddles off towards a waiting car.

‘Good luck,’ I say. ‘Leave everything with me. Don’t even think about it. Everything is totally under control.’

When her car speeds off I sigh, gazing up the long avenue towards a massive construction site in one direction and, in the other, the opera house. The sun is starting to go down and I wonder what to do with my last night in this city. I feel giddy with excitement. Perhaps I’ll go for a cocktail at the Párisi Udvar Hotel after all. Charlie made a reservation for tonight, and it still stands. Perhaps, if this meeting is truly imminent, I need to get myself out there and ready for it.

I go back inside and find the card for the taxi company the hotel gave me.

I dial the number and am told it will be half an hour before I can be picked up.

I look around and see the veil on the table alongside the fortune-teller’s clip earrings and gold necklaces, then glance up at the gilded mirror on the back wall. I wonder for a moment what it would feel like to wear them. I pick them all up and walk over to the mirror, fixing on the earrings then the veil and draping over the seven chains. I look in the mirror and feel a tingle make its way down my spine, imagining for a moment that I might have the powers she has. How does a clairvoyant know that they have the gift? I wonder.

What would it be like to see my future in front of me?

I close my eyes and try to make this imminent new love come alive in my imagination.

I can almost see the dark edges of his form as I conjure him in my mind – tall, passionate, working with his hands, with lots of people around him. I feel a jolt of excitement as I begin to picture his face … and then I hear the creak of the door.

I spin around in a panic.

And in he walks.




2.

‘Szia,’ he says, placing an enormous cello gently on the ground by the entrance and removing a royal-blue scarf. The first thing I clock is his height – six foot at the very least – and then, as he slips off his dark wool jacket, it’s the firm, round edges of his shoulders my eyes cannot be torn away from. Oh, he’s impressive. And tall. Tall. I hear the echo of the fortune-teller’s words in my head. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up and I quietly gasp under the veil. What could be more imminent than right now?

‘Hallo? Hallo?’ he says now, looking at me, confused. I need to speak.

‘Ah … um … hallo,’ I say, in my best attempt at a non-specific Central European accent. I don’t want to tell him the shop is closed. He needs to stay.

‘Are you closed? Your sign says open,’ he says. His voice is smooth and soft, though his accent is clipped staccato – German, perhaps? I realize I am not speaking and we are just staring at each other.

I look at the cello, then back up at him and at the open/closed sign that is turned to face ‘Open’ on to the street. I rush forward and spin it round, then turn back to him, seeing myself in the mirror over his shoulder. He thinks I’m the clairvoyant. Me. Of course he bloody does. Look at me.

‘My sister came here and said I should come,’ he says, an explanation, apparently, of why he is here. He reminds me of a younger Alexander Skarsgård, but with the kind of awkward, slightly curved posture of someone who is leaning over something. Like a cello, for example. Working with his hands. I gasp again.

‘You don’t need an excuse to see a clairvoyant,’ I say, wondering if I sound more Russian than Hungarian, or if it even matters. ‘There is no shame in seeking guidance.’ There. That’s very fortune-teller-like, I think.

He frowns. I notice the strength in his jaw and the full head of sandy hair that is long at the front, floppy even, as if he’s been too busy to get it cut.

His clothes tell me he’s got time to shop. This is not a quickly-duck-into-M&S-for-a-wedding-shirt kind of guy. He has money and style. He is searching my face – or rather my veil – with his head cocked to the side, his thick eyebrows lowered, like an insecure art professor unsure if the work is genius or crap.

‘We can be quick?’ he suggests. He takes a step closer to me and I step back almost automatically, afraid that he’ll see the eyes behind the veil. Thank god for the veil. He stoops to pick up the deck of cards on the little table, thumbing through them, then places them down again, face up so we can both see the two naked bodies of the Lovers card. I can feel myself blush. And when I look up at him, I see he’s also slightly mortified.

‘I can do a palm reading,’ I say quickly.

‘Do I sit here?’ he asks, pointing at the little stool, which seems comically small against his size.

I nod and as he lowers himself on to the tiny stool my stomach flutters. Am I doing this? I don’t know how else to keep him here. He has to move his long legs apart to reach his hand into the middle of the tabletop. I imagine the cello resting in between his thighs and the thought is inexplicably sexy.

I slide into the seat opposite him. When I look up, he’s looking back at me. His eyes flicker a light caramel in the low light. I tip my head up to look into them and when I do I feel everything inside me turn to hot wax, and I have to stop myself from melting right on to the burgundy carpet. I notice that the left side of his mouth rises higher than the right as he smiles with a degree of apprehension or nerves. I see a sprinkle of freckles on the edge of his nose, and thick, heavy eyebrows which are dark, in contrast to his sandy hair. I feel another tingle down my spine.

‘You play the cello?’

‘Since I was seven,’ he replies, ‘and of course I am lucky enough to play for a living.’

‘That sounds like a, um, a lot of work with your hands,’ I say.

‘Yes,’ he says with a small laugh, looking back at his cello case. ‘It’s definitely that.’

Tall. And of course, he’s got many people around him. An audience. What else did she say? I stop for a moment and breathe out. I want to tear off the veil and explain everything to him, but I don’t. Instead, I stare thirstily – from his leather shoes to the dark wool trousers, to the black polo neck to that strong jaw.

How did the fortune-teller start? My lifeline, I think. Okay, I’m going to do this. Here we go.

‘Please give me your hand,’ I say, reaching forward, cursing my terribly bitten nails and flaked orange polish. As he leans forward and places his heavy hand in mine I feel the warm sparkle as our skin touches. I catch my breath in my throat.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Josef,’ he replies. ‘Or Joe. Joe is fine. I only have ten minutes,’ he says, looking at a large silver watch on his other wrist, ‘so if we could make this fast.’

I immediately think about sex and feel the heat rise in my cheeks. Fast and hungry. I wonder if that’s what it would be like with him. I nod, unable to reply for a moment.

Under the light of the flickering candle his eyes move from our hands up to me and I feel an undeniable twist in my stomach. I bite my lip.

He rubs his free palm along his trouser leg. He’s nervous. ‘So, what can I ask you?’

I feel my heart beating in my chest a little, and then, panicked, I say, ‘It’s fortune-teller, not fortune-asker.’

‘Oh. I see,’ he says, bowing his head, smiling wryly.

‘You’re at a crossroads,’ I say quickly, and he looks up at me and his lips tighten. It seemed like a safe opening gambit, but I’m not a clairvoyant. When he nods, I relax a little. I look down towards his hand, turning it over a couple of times to marvel at the length of his fingers and the small, calloused circles on the tip of each. I try not to think about that large hand curled around mine. I try not to picture his arm draped around my shoulders, protecting me from the world.

I try not to think of any of it until I realize I’m caressing his palm in a way that doesn’t feel very fortune-tellerish.

‘You are travelling,’ I say next. It’s a bit of a gamble, but then, I’m pretty sure that accent is not Hungarian.

He nods. ‘Concerts in Budapest, Prague, Frankfurt, Rome. Then we have the US most of the summer and the UK in late August. It’s a lot. It’s tiring.’

He’s going to be in the UK in August. My heart picks up to a gallop as I realize the predicament I’m in here. How can I meet him properly if he thinks I’m a fortune-teller? Was the emergency labour a twist of fate? Do I need to make a choice here – to take matters into my own hands? To give fate a nudge?

‘You like travelling,’ I say, running my finger down the middle line. His fingers flex slightly and I struggle to stifle a moan. ‘But you want to feel more settled?’

‘Yes,’ he confirms with a solitary nod. ‘That is correct.’

‘You want to find a reason to stay in one place?’

I realize I’m holding my breath and let it out as quietly as I can.

‘Well, perhaps,’ he says, and I’m sure I see a very slight hint of something. Is he lonely? Lonely like me?

‘Love,’ I say slowly, carefully, studying his reaction to the word.

And there it is again. He is here because of love. He shifts in his seat awkwardly and nods. I think he’s also quite embarrassed. ‘Love?’ he says shyly, almost breathlessly, and it’s all I can do to stop myself climbing over the table and on to his lap.

‘You are looking for love?’ I say, squeezing his hand reassuringly, cursing myself for the little rise in intonation at the end of the sentence. I have to make predictions, not ask questions.

He shrugs and glances at the naked lovers on the cards just a few inches from our hands. I have to squish my thighs together.

‘A deep, perfect love. A best friend. The kind of love where the world and the stars feel like they were made for you. The kind that leaves you breathless, but never, ever insecure?’

He looks up from the cards again and I see the sides of his mouth curl up in a smile.

‘That sounds …’ He pauses. ‘I mean …’

‘But love is what you’re ready for? Like, now? You’re single, right?’

And now he properly laughs, pulling his hand from mine, reaching into his side pocket and sliding out a flask. I can see a redness in his cheeks as he takes a swig of whatever there is in there. He looks back at me, his smile wide and full.

‘Isn’t everyone who comes here looking for love?’

‘Not everyone. Some people want money.’

‘Money so they can find a better love,’ he says, sliding the flask back into his pocket.

I’m right. He’s here because he wants a partner and he’s too shy to admit it.

I start to feel worried. I have hardly any time here. What am I supposed to do?

‘You want a big change in your life,’ I continue as he leans forward and reoffers me his enormous hand. His smile now is shy, and he gives me permission to continue with a slight rise of the chin and a nod. The heat and damp from where our fingers touch is intoxicating and I am no longer sure where to go with this. I probably have two minutes left.

‘You are ready for a new love. A great love,’ I say, and then I take a huge deep breath and say as confidently as I can, ‘An English girl.’

‘An English girl?’ he says, his large brows coming together. ‘You can see that in my palm?’

I keep my voice steady. ‘An English girl. In a small town called Broadgate.’

‘Broadgate?’

‘Yes, Broadgate,’ I say, as clearly as I can. ‘You can get the train there – there is a direct train from London Bridge. It’s in Kent.’

‘Kent?’

‘The south-east of England. Maybe you should write this down?’

‘Huh,’ he says, his amusement again drawing out a little dimple on his cheek, but he reaches into his coat and pulls out a scrap of paper. There are a couple of awkward moments before he finds a pen in the breast pocket.

‘Is Kent with a K?’

‘Yes,’ I reply, then I wait in silence as he writes it down.

‘And Broadgate?’

‘Yes. You will find her there. In the summer – the last Friday in August.’

‘This seems rather unusual,’ he says. I feel relieved to see a flash of scepticism, and yet I need him to believe. I can’t stop now. I just need a venue, and in Broadgate there is only really one.

‘A pub, down by the water. The Star and Anchor. Seven p.m. She will be there at the bar. Mara.’

‘Mara?’ he asks.

‘Mara,’ I repeat, as I close my eyes, slightly ashamed. ‘That is her name.’

And then I hear someone knocking on the glass window. And then a shout: ‘Josef?’ My eyes fly open. He is looking directly at me and once again I am so thankful for the veil.

‘Josef?’ the man’s voice says again. ‘Are you done?’

‘That’s the first violin,’ he says, ‘so now I have to go.’

He stands, stretching both his legs out in front of him as he does so, then shakes out his wrist. ‘How much?’

I tell him ten thousand forint, feeling my heart beating hard in my chest. As he fishes through his expensive, buttery leather wallet I find myself desperately wanting him to stay.

‘Can I take a picture?’ I ask suddenly as he places the money on the table, my fake accent long forgotten. Perhaps he hasn’t noticed, since English isn’t his first language. ‘A picture with the cello. For my friend. She likes the cello.’

He looks perplexed but shrugs, so I stand, my legs a little weak at first, reach for my handbag and take out my phone. I hesitate before sliding up next to him. I try to ignore the stupid bright-yellow Minions bumper case Charlie gave me for Christmas, feeling utterly juvenile, and take a quick snap of the two of us together.

He stands perfectly tall and still and I move my head towards his shoulder, standing on tiptoes to bring both our heads in frame. The smell of whisky mixes with some kind of expensive cologne. It’s intoxicating. Delicious.

I step back and look at him again. He must be around my age and yet I feel like a child.

‘You’re not going to take off the veil?’ he asks, looking for my eyes behind the purple netting. And then I feel them almost connect. His eyes and mine. Everything falls away for a moment as I feel completely seen. It’s like a punch to the stomach, as if I’ve been set on fire. My heart races. This was meant to happen.

‘I want to see your face,’ he says.

‘Oh no,’ I say, sliding my phone away. ‘It is better to have the barrier.’

He smiles, defeated.

‘Are you in town long?’ I ask.

‘We go tomorrow,’ he replies. Then he stops looking at me and his body stiffens again. He lifts up his coat and slips it on. ‘This was … charming.’

‘Broadgate. August,’ I say, feeling desperate as he turns to leave. I wonder if I should rip the veil off. Tell him everything.

‘Broadgate. August,’ he says, as that dimple in his right cheek appears alongside his smile. ‘You never know, I might just be crazy enough to show up.’

I drop my head and murmur, ‘I don’t want to encourage you either way, but I would definitely go …’ My voice trails off.

‘Well. Thanks,’ he says, and there is a twinkle of mischief in his eyes. ‘It was fun. I hope you have a nice evening.’ And with that he picks up his cello and slips out between the red velvet curtains and then out through the front door. My heart lurches. No! This cannot be it.

It is no coincidence that he walked in. It is no coincidence that I was here doing something I would never normally do. This is exactly what the fortune-teller predicted. Who she predicted. We were supposed to meet.

I tear off the veil and run out on to the street after him. But he has gone, into the night.




3.

Kent

The Broadgate lido was once fabulous. An incredible art deco building curved to mimic the bow of a ship overlooks a pool and a set of surf-beaten stairs which snake down a short white cliff to the sea. The stone- and concrete-clad facade looks sun-bleached against the blue sky, reminiscent of something more at home in Mykonos and the Aegean Sea when the weather is just right. But the chalky cliff face rising right out of the sea and the tufts of green grasses below make it feel distinctly southern English.

The pool overlooks a bay where seventy-three brightly coloured beach huts sit like shards of rock candy along a promenade leading all the way to the only real nightspot, the Star and Anchor pub, at the other headland.

The lido was built in the 1930s but never really lived to see her potential and is now a crumbling relic of the past, almost too fragile to transform. Almost. To me, she is like the pearl in the oyster of this postcard-perfect town.

I push open the double doors, yawning from my late flight back from Hungary, the uncomfortable airport-hotel bed, the early-morning train to Broadgate and, finally, the cab from the train station straight to work. The wheels of my suitcase make a loud grinding noise on the original black-and-white terrazzo-tiled floor. I look up, as I always do, at the huge and elaborate rounded roof with the stained-glass circular centre. She may not be the biggest lido on the English coast, but her original features are the best.

Today, though, I barely take any notice. I’m floating on clouds, because I cannot stop thinking about Joe. I’ve been reliving each moment of the night before in my head, my stomach fluttering deliciously, and I can’t wait to tell another human.

As I approach the front desk, the smell of the freshly chlorinated pool hits my nose first, then my eyes, followed by the lingering scent of stale sweat on plastic. Like the red stain of tomato soup on an old Tupperware container, that stench is permanent.

‘You really notice it when you’ve been away,’ I say to Samira, screwing my nose up.

‘Hi, Mara,’ Samira says nodding along to my rant, not looking up from her phone. ‘How was the trip then?’

Samira is our receptionist, which involves taking money from, on average, fifty-two people a day, most of whom are discounted pensioners at £1 a dip. She’s been indifferent towards me since I repeatedly turned down her offers to hang out when I first arrived. It wasn’t her. It was me. I was not someone who made friends easily or readily any more and, after a while, she stopped asking. But, last week, Venus entered Cancer and now I am embracing a period of compassion, empathy and love for my fellow humans.

‘It was truly incredible, Samira,’ I reply, smiling broadly.

That gets her attention.

‘Budapest?’ she says. ‘I’ve always thought of Budapest as a sort of I’ve-done-everywhere-else destination. Like Finland. Or North Wales.’

‘Oh no,’ I say. ‘It’s very cool. The Paris of the East.’

‘Is it, though?’ she asks, her lip curling slightly, before she looks back at her phone.

I push the metal revolving gates and they turn with a heavy thunk, then make my way up the round staircase that snakes upwards into our office space.

‘Good morning, Nina!’ says Gerry Walker, who joins me on the stairs but doesn’t offer to help with my suitcase. Gerry is the general manager of the lido and three other council-owned properties in Broadgate and its surrounds. He is here at least one day a week, though, much to the irritation of the rest of us.

‘Mara,’ I mutter to myself, tired of correcting him.

‘Senior memberships are up 0.3 per cent,’ he says, slicking his thinning blonde hair back. He adjusts his tie, then looks at me as if he’s waiting for a response, activating a large, beaming, denture-filled smile. Gerry is the kind of man you feel is always one mouse click away from accidentally exposing himself on a Zoom call.

‘Oh really?’ I reply as I lug my case up the final step and stop for a moment’s rest, in the hope he’ll leave. Gerry gives me these little nuggets of so-called good news on occasion since, as bookkeeper, I’m the one who sees the (hardly any) money that comes in and out of this place. I’m also the one who questions the anomalies in the books. He knows I know there is something amiss. And I know he knows I know. But I’ve long since stopped commenting on the crisis. A 0.3 per cent increase in memberships wouldn’t even fund a fix for the broken art deco tiles in the ladies’ changing room.

‘That’s great news, Gerry,’ I say, forcing a smile and dragging my case off towards my desk.

When I was interviewed for the job as bookkeeper, Lynn, the duty manager, over-sold the potential. I dreamed I would be part of the lido’s transformation, arriving here with a bagful of energy and optimistic ideas. Fresh paint jobs, an alcohol licence for events and functions, a Great Gatsby-style fundraising ball, a terrace café with sweeping views of the coast. But now I have fallen into line with everyone else who works here. Apathy and disillusion have firmly set in.

My desk sits next to the big windows overlooking the pool, its gleaming turquoise water rippling over white tiles, so inviting, so calm, compared to the dark and wild ocean it overlooks. The view is quite something. If a soul needed lifting, it could surely be done by watching the greater black-backed gulls dive for fish behind the cresting waves on a warm summer’s day.

‘Hi, Lynn,’ I say as I slide into my desk.

Lynn is not just the duty manager, if anyone asks, she also oversees the local graffiti taskforce, Mocha Mamas summer-fun playgroup and the staff social club, as well as several other local community groups she’s always encouraging me to join. She’s broad and tall, with pink cheeks and short burgundy hair, and she wears the same navy-blue blazer every day. On her lapel, an ever-growing collection of pins – a St George’s Cross flag, girl boss, a raised solidarity fist, Top Totty and a Pride rainbow.

‘Hey, Mara,’ she replies, unable to resist a brief glance at her watch. ‘You look happy as a clam. Nice weekend away then?’

‘Yes,’ I say, and then I take a deep breath. I could tell Lynn. She would do. ‘I met someone.’

‘You met someone?’ she says. ‘Properly, though? Not one of these people on an app? You can never be sure of them. Could be a codfish. Could be anything these days. He’s not Hungarian, is he?’ With this she screws up her nose, and then, with a flash of self-awareness, insists, ‘You can’t have a long-distance relationship, and we’ve left the EU now. I’m just thinking practically, here.’

‘It’s catfish, not codfish,’ I say. ‘And, no, I didn’t meet him through an app. It was fate that drew us together.’ I can’t help grinning, feeling the heat in my cheeks as I do so.

‘Well, who is he then?’ she asks, folding her arms on her desk and tilting her head.

‘His name is Josef, and he plays the cello,’ I say, feeling warmth rush over me as I recall him.

‘The cello.’ She says ‘cello’ as if it’s very la-de-da and, clearly uninterested in hearing any more about Joe, swiftly changes the subject. ‘Before I forget, Mara, you need to sort the accounts for Gerry on the play-area upgrade.’

‘I did that the Thursday before I left,’ I say, confused.

‘Yes, well, on Friday he brought in a new supplier, and it all needs reviewing again.’

‘Great,’ I say, scoffing audibly.

‘No rest for the wicked,’ Lynn quips. ‘I always say there’s no point in going on holiday.’

‘Do you? You told me to go on holiday,’ I protest.

‘Well, yes, but you’re still relatively young and have no friends or interests. We all worry about it. Oh, don’t look at me with that face, you said it yourself.’

I realize I’ve told Lynn, a terrible gossip, far too much about my life.

‘All right. All right,’ I say, logging on to my computer, then cursing as it asks me to update my password. ‘I just don’t know why we’re adding a children’s climbing wall above a cliff.’

‘I know. I tried to fight it, but you know Gerry,’ Lynn says, slipping a box of Marlboro Lights into her jacket pocket and heading out for her hourly break and gossip.

I gaze out the window and sigh. I didn’t mean to end up here.

Once upon a time, as a young and excitable Mara, I’d wanted to work in the movies. I’d been a video addict my whole childhood, dragging my parents to Blockbuster so often I’m sure I kept it afloat single-handedly in those last years. But things really ignited in me when Mum and Dad took us on holiday to the Peak District in 2003. As usual, my brother Ben and I were carted around between boring hikes and boring stately homes, dragging our feet and bickering the entire time. So, you can imagine our relief when, hiking through the grounds of Chatsworth House, we came upon a man sitting in a camping chair, in a high-vis vest, informing us it was closed to visitors.

‘Thank fuck,’ Ben said, and we fist-bumped.

Then the man said, ‘They’re filming.’ When he saw my twelve-year-old face gasp with excitement, he smiled. ‘You can watch through those trees for a bit if you like. No cameras, though.’

‘Oh, God help us,’ said Dad, shaking his head at me. ‘We’ll never get her home.’

Across the lawn, an adaptation of Pride and Prejudice was being filmed. I could just make out what turned out to be Keira Knightley, in a pinstripe Georgian dress, bounding down the stairs in front of a massive camera on a long crane. I was mesmerized. I had never imagined what it looked like to make an actual movie. These people did this for a job.

Until that moment, movie-making had been a far-off magical mystery in a creative wonderland called Hollywood. I loved movies. I obsessed about them. But I’d never considered the possibility I could make them.

Who were these people? Who was this crew of dozens, adjusting lighting and dusting on make-up, sitting in cranes with cameras? What did they all do? Could I do it?

And that was it. I knew I wanted to be a film-maker.

But film school ended in a nuclear-level disaster. There was my first love, Noah, a cruel betrayal, a very public meltdown, and then a finals failure. I have never been able to recover from the emotional fall-out.

Ashamed to go home, I’d headed to London to take a job at a cinema in East London and ended up doing their bookkeeping too. Free tickets, easy days, surrounded by my love of movies. Then I met Charlie through a Flatmate Wanted ad, and we became instant best friends. Two northern girls in the Big Smoke. It was all I needed, and I settled into a small but secure life in London.

A few years later, I found I needed more money, so I took a bookkeeping job at Westminster Council. I was hoping for film premieres in Leicester Square, but I ended up dealing mostly with parking permits. Before I knew it, almost a decade had passed since I’d left film school. Charlie spent less and less time at the flat and more time on a sofa somewhere in Richmond with her boyfriend, Alex.

Then, eighteen months ago, Charlie left London for Kent with Alex, her now husband, and a baby on the way. I had stood on London Bridge one starry night, wondering what the hell I was going to do next. I’d had enough of my dead-end job, where there was no progression because I was constantly outmanoeuvred by savvy, educated Londoners. I didn’t want a new person in my and Charlie’s flat and I was burning through my meagre savings living there alone. I had had enough of London. I was sick of the smells of the city – the asphalt, the diesel fumes, the forked lines of urine that ran from buildings to the kerb every morning on my way to the bus stop.

And so, the universe responded in haste. The very next day I saw an ad for a bookkeeping job with Broadgate Council. Just twenty minutes from Charlie. A beautiful art deco building with so much potential, right by the sea. I had never lived on the edge of the earth before, and the idea was invigorating. My horoscope that day sealed the deal:


With the sun, Mars and Mercury retrograde conjunct in Libra today, your ability to dream is felt tenfold. Use this moment to take a new professional step. Find a path with a great, expansive view ahead.



I think of that short paragraph a lot as I stare out on to the view, so wide, so filled with hope. And then I turn my head back to the electric glare of my PC, its outdated version of MS Office struggling to load up an Excel spreadsheet.

I think about calling Charlie, but just as I pull out the phone senior lifeguard Ryan arrives at my desk.

‘You went to Budapest, right? How was it?’ He flicks his sandy hair back from his face, blowing upwards at a curled lock that refuses to stay put.

‘Very cultured,’ I say, making every effort not to look at his blue Crocs and regulation lifeguard boardshorts as I say this. ‘And very historic. And fun. I went to see a proper fortune-teller.’

‘Really?’ says Ryan. ‘What did they tell you?’

‘That I was going to meet the one. Imminently. And I did.’ I cannot help sharing again, though it slightly embarrasses me. I am such a knob, but I can’t be stopped. ‘But she said I have to fix some things before it all comes together.’

‘What do you need to fix? Your Tinder profile? ’Cos I can totally help with that.’

‘I don’t do Tinder,’ I say. ‘Why would that be the first thing you think of, anyway?’ I roll my eyes to the ceiling.

But then I worry slightly. I haven’t really thought about that part. Did I break something that I now need to fix? Or is it more holistic than that? Do I need to fix myself? She’d said many things. What if Joe doesn’t come to England unless I follow her advice?

I think of my front door’s hinges, the curtain rail in my room, the toaster, the flashing light in the leisure centre hallway, then the whole lido, my car’s exhaust, my hair, my eyebrows, my nail polish, the wardrobe filled with mostly black clothes I picked up in the supermarket. Then my mind begins to wander. Perhaps it’s something bigger? My relationship with my family? Or bigger still? The flood barriers in the Thames Estuary, climate change, poverty, the way we live as a society contributing to our nation’s poor mental health? Suddenly, I find I can’t take a full, satisfying, deep breath.

‘I’m fucked,’ I say, feeling dizzy, my palms on my desk as I try to slow my breathing.

I look up at Ryan, who looks fascinated and a bit scared, as if he’s poked a beehive with a stick and wants to watch the carnage for a bit before he runs.

Lynn returns to the desk in a waft of cigarette smoke.

‘Mara’s having some sort of episode,’ he says, bending down to take a closer look at my face.

‘Are you looking for the keys, Ryan?’ she asks, while pulling them out of her top drawer. ‘They were found in one of the urinals this morning. I had to fish them out with a fork.’

Ryan grabs the keys and saunters off, bumping the edge of the next desk as he goes.

‘He’s daft as a goose, but he is single,’ she says, slamming her drawer shut.

I stare hard at Lynn.

‘What I’m saying is you should keep your limited options open. What are you, thirty-five?’

‘I’m thirty-one,’ I say weakly.

‘Oh really?’ she says, cocking her head to the side. ‘You look older. It’s not a wrinkle thing, it’s more that you look … I don’t know, worn out.’

I turn to stare down at the azure-blue water below, watching an elderly lady breaststroke in the pool. It’s starting to warm up outside and the early-summer sunshine sparkles in the ripples of her wake.

My eyes move towards Ryan, who is high-fiving the on-duty lifeguard, and I long for their easy smiles of friendship.

You don’t notice it when you’re just moving through life – it’s when something happens that means something to you. Something like fate connecting me with Joe. Something that big and delicious and exciting you want to tell people so you can live it over and over again. You need someone to squeeze your knee and tell you how excited they are for you. ‘I love this for you!’

I need to tell someone about Joe, and so, with Lynn zoned out on a Zoom call opposite me, I give Charlie a quick bell.

‘Calling live with breaking news from Eastern Europe!’ I say.

‘Mara! Are you not back then?! Has something happened?’

‘No, I just meant I’m back. And I have news!’

She laughs loudly. A deep baritone cackle that is like a huge blanket being thrown over me. My spirits lift.

‘Oh. Sorry. I missed the joke. It’s baby brain. Constant anxiety,’ Charlie says. ‘It’s so great that you went anyway. I’ve been thinking about you all weekend. I feel utterly wracked with guilt at bailing on you.’

‘Oh, forget it. I had a blast,’ I say. ‘It turned out to be quite fortuitous, as it happens.’

‘Oooh, exciting. Tell me the news!’

‘I met someone,’ I swoon, wishing I was revealing this at our old flat, an empty bottle of wine between us as we lay on the floor with our legs up the wall, staring at the cracks in the ceiling plaster that I’d covered with glow-in-the-dark stars.

‘What?’ Then she gasps, ‘You met someone?’

I laugh. ‘I did meet someone. The someone, I think.’

‘Ohhh! What? Really?’ she says. ‘Mara!’

‘Yeah, he’s a cellist in an orchestra,’ I begin, eager to tell her everything while I have her attention. ‘I was walking through the Jewish Quarter and I’d got lost, then I saw this tiny shop and, inside, this woman was doing readings. And just … everything she said …’

I hear Sophie start to wail in the background. ‘Damn it! Oh god, this is so unfair, I really have to go and feed her, okay? Can I call you back?’

‘It’s almost like she can sense you’re on the phone to me,’ I say, trying to sound jovial but instantly regretting it.

‘Sorry, Mar,’ she says. ‘Another time!?’

‘I could just save it for Saturday?’

‘What’s happening on Saturday?’ she says.

‘I’m coming up to see you, remember? You said I should come on Saturday and tell you all about the trip.’

‘Oh shit. Yes. Sorry. Great.’ I can hear the baby getting louder and the sound of Charlie heaving her up.

‘Go. Go!’ I say cheerily.

‘Let’s make sure we get together soon!’

And she’s already forgotten about Saturday. She’s like a goldfish at the moment – I’m never sure she’s actually listening to anything I tell her. Losing Charlie to a baby was basically the adult version of when your best friend gets a boyfriend at school. All the pain, but you can’t complain. I remind myself to be more patient; she’s a new mum. She’s tired. She’s stressed. But it still hurts.

I moved here to be closer to Charlie, but I only really have the dregs of her left. She’s been my only friend for the last decade. My only close friend. I’d met her right after my disastrous time at uni, when I was at my absolute lowest, and now, somehow, I only have her. But Charlie has Alex and Sophie and suddenly my person is somebody else’s person.

And yet fate sent me here. A council job. By the sea. At the world’s most glorious pool. Like something out of a Wes Anderson film.

But in my six months here I’ve never really found a way to fit in. It’s as if I pushed all my chips on to the Charlie square on a blackjack table and lost.

And now I’m alone.

In my deepest, most aching dreams I thought I would be more.

My desk phone interrupts me with an almighty RING. I jump ten feet and grab it, pulling the receiver to my ear.

‘Mara Williams,’ I say breathlessly.

‘Mar,’ says Samira. ‘The turnstile is jammed again and Mrs Cummings is stuck halfway. Can you bring the crowbar from the kitchen? Ryan is finding something to lubricate her arm.’

‘Why do you have to make it sound like a sex party?’ shouts Lynn angrily in the background.

And then Ryan, apparently arriving at the scene, says cheerily, ‘All I have is Vaseline. Stay still, Mrs Cummings.’
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