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For Steve




Impersonation Services Available Near You

Need someone to stand in as a partner, colleague or relative? Make the right impression by hiring a professional actor today.

All scenarios considered. Complete discretion assured.

(Please note: we supply classically trained actors. This is not an escort service.)




Chapter 1

Lucy ordered an amaretto with orange juice, nostalgic for its marzipan sweetness. Calories were irrelevant now. No need to restrict herself to the miserable vodka and soda combination that kept her slim, ready for last minute casting calls: a body on a slab at the morgue, a guest at a Regency dinner party, or maybe a belligerent employee in a corporate training video.

A tiny sip. Her mouth puckered at the sudden tartness before a honeyed warmth spread across her tongue. It was as though she was drinking the past – two-for-one Tuesdays at the Union bar, film nights in their student house, the electric charge of possibility at every rehearsal.

The pub was dense with after-work drinkers throwing their heads back to laugh at one another’s jokes, shouting to be heard over the din. Stacks of empties were accumulating on the tables and the three women tending the bar moved with harried urgency, their faces flushed.

Jack arrived wearing a vintage leather trench coat, beads of drizzle weighing down his usually immaculate hair as his eyes roved over the crowd. He broke into a grin when he spotted Lucy at the table she’d just nabbed, and she experienced a warm pang of affection, swiftly followed by a constricting feeling in her ribs.

After the two of them hugged hello, Jack took a slug of Lucy’s drink, then went to the bar to order her another, plus one for himself. Doubles, judging by the colour. Like her, he seemed committed to making the night feel like a beginning, rather than an end.

‘Cheers.’ He raised his glass and they clinked. Lucy took another sip. She couldn’t help fixating on the sugar content of the orange juice, picturing flesh spilling over the top of her jeans, silvery stretch marks etched into her thighs. Let it go, she told herself. Your measurements are irrelevant now. You’re giving yourself that freedom.

‘You’re all packed, then?’ Jack shouted over the rumble of pub chatter.

Lucy nodded, trying a smile. ‘Handing back the keys tomorrow lunchtime.’

He locked onto her with his hazel eyes, the irises flecked with gold. ‘Are you sure about this, Luce?’

‘No. But it’s the right thing to do.’ Lucy’s last gig had been a milk advert. She’d worn a vinyl apron, adorned with cornflowers and roses, and when she’d delivered her lines, she transformed the carton in her hand into the very essence of motherly love. The producer, a woman in her mid-twenties, had nodded along enthusiastically. Perfect characterisation. I wonder if we could try it one more time, but dialling up the smile just a little more? Lucy’s stomach had lurched as she realised how she must appear to everyone on set: a has-been, desperate for her next half-day booking. Never had she felt so foolish.

A group at the bar cheered as a Bon Jovi track came on, three or so men starting singing along at the top of their voices.

Jack’s eyebrows were just perceptibly drawn together. ‘You could get another agent. I’d help you update your show-reel—’

‘I love how you have my back, I really do. But the work isn’t there any more.’ Lucy couldn’t afford to go on living in London, pulling pints and waitressing, sinking deeper into debt, as she clung to the belief that next week might bring the audition that would change everything.

‘It’s not like you’re old.’

‘I know.’ But in their industry, thirty-one was considered far too late for a woman to break out and they both knew it. Lucy wasn’t going to be cast as Ophelia for a run at the Globe, or as the lead in an edgy new Netflix series. She wasn’t sure what it was about that milk ad, the hideous apron, that made her finally realise it, but the knowledge calcified inside her body, devastating her.

‘You’ll have to visit me in Portsmouth.’ Lucy placed a hand on Jack’s wrist. ‘Come and have a day by the sea.’

Jack smiled, but his eyes looked troubled. She felt tiny bubbles of panic rising up, gathering beneath her lungs. Surely Jack knew she would pick up the phone anytime, go on supporting him as she always had? She’d never abandon him.

‘When I qualify as a teacher, I might actually have money for a change,’ she offered. ‘I’ll come up and see you as often as I can.’

Jack’s lip twitched, as though he was about to once again list all the reasons why retraining as a drama teacher was such a waste of her talents. Lucy craved the hurt of it. Let him focus on her failure, if it meant he could avoid looking at his own.

The panicked call from Jack’s mother, a year after their graduation, was never far from the surface of her consciousness. ‘He won’t get out of bed. It’s like he’s … broken. I’m frightened, Lucy.’

She’d blown her overdraft on a ticket to Hertfordshire, taken a taxi to the cottage where Jack had grown up. As she’d knelt by his single bed, careful not to recoil at the smell of his unwashed body, he’d gone on staring at the ceiling, red-rimmed eyes clouded and lifeless. Lucy hadn’t been able to help feeling that her closest friend had gone. But where? And how would she get him back again?

In the months leading up to that moment, she’d rehearsed with him ahead of each and every audition, often for ten, twelve hours. Jack had driven himself hard, never satisfied until he’d interrogated a script from all angles, trying multiple interpretations of his character, teasing out every nuance of feeling. Lucy had told herself it was energising; he’d always strived for perfection, he flourished through effort and exertion. But later, when she was confronted by his lifeless form in his childhood bed, cold tentacles of truth had wrapped themselves around her body: his ambition was harming him.

‘You just need to give it time.’ Lucy had rested her hand on his pea-green duvet. ‘You’ve got a brilliant agent. She’ll find you work, I know she will.’

Jack had given no sign he’d heard or even recognised Lucy was with him. Blood whooshing in her ears, she’d tried different assurances, searching desperately for the comment, the insight, that would permeate this stupor and make her friend seem familiar again. Nothing had worked. His father had ended up packing him off to some expensive psychiatric facility where he’d stayed for almost a year.

‘I’ve actually landed a really odd gig.’ Now, Jack took a large slug of his drink and smacked his lips together. ‘A friend of my dad is paying me to visit a nursing home once a week. I’ve got to chat to this old man with dementia and pretend he’s my grandad. How mad is that?’

Lucy raised an eyebrow. ‘Huh? Why?’

He cricked his neck, gave a brief roll of his shoulders. ‘The family doesn’t trust the staff. Reckons they neglect the residents who don’t get regular visitors. They’re sending me in to keep everyone on their toes.’

‘The real grandson can’t do it himself?’

‘Lives in Dubai.’

A heavy-set man knocked into the back of Lucy’s chair and she lurched forwards. ‘They’re actually paying you?’

‘Hundred quid a time. Can you believe it? It’s all rather fun. I mean, the poor old man doesn’t know what’s going on, but the carers seem nice. I was there earlier, chatting away about the weather.’

Lucy gave a thin laugh. A hundred pounds a week would have made all the difference to her, but for Jack it was pocket money to fritter away on vintage jackets and personal training sessions. She couldn’t help thinking of his flat – the uniformed security guard sitting in the entrance hall, the communal garden where Jack could fall asleep in the sunshine. So very different from the cramped, mouse-infested flatshares that had marked Lucy’s years in London.

‘Give it a few more months, Luce.’ Jack gave her a friendly pat on the arm. ‘It’ll only happen if you keep trying.’

She looked at him, noting the intense light in his eyes, the way he was clenching his jaw. Fear pinched at her windpipe. Jack was fragile. He needed her.

‘I need to get some money together before the course starts,’ she said. ‘No chance of that in London.’ She was being dishonest, pretending she didn’t know how close Jack sometimes skirted to collapse.

‘You could crash on my sofa. Instead of taking some waitressing gig, you could focus on auditions. You’ve worked so hard – what’s it all been for if you give up now?’ He was smiling, but his eyes were filled with a plea: don’t leave me.

And yet: some waitressing gig. How casually Jack belittled the things Lucy had to do to survive. ‘Can we talk about something else?’ she said. ‘This time tomorrow I’m going to be back living with my parents. We need to hurry up and get pissed.’

‘But you know you’re brilliant.’

Lucy shrugged.

Jack raised an eyebrow. ‘Plenty of rich old biddies in the nursing home. You should come with me one day. Hand out flyers to the visitors. Talented actor for hire. Don’t have time to be a doting relative? Pay someone else to do it for you.’ He drained his glass, then reached over and started on the drink he’d bought for Lucy.

An unexpected sense of possibility fizzed through her veins. ‘Wouldn’t it be strange if there was actually a market for that kind of thing.’

Jack snorted. Several droplets of the drink he’d just commandeered landed on the table. ‘I was joking.’

‘But, maybe once you reach a certain age, small private gigs are all that’s left. It’s still acting, right?’ Lucy realised she was flexing her ankles beneath the table. It was suddenly hard to remain still.

Jack’s lips twitched with the beginnings of a mischievous grin. ‘I knew you didn’t really want to teach drama to a bunch of spotty teenagers.’

Her mind was racing, imagining the kinds of people who might want an actor to step into their lives. Jealous spouses testing their partner’s resolve in the face of a flirtatious stranger. Single women wanting to feel safe at a boozy work function. The possibilities were endless, and London was one of the richest cities in the world. Handing out flyers would be far too crass, but a website and a few ads might just be affordable, if Jack didn’t mind loaning her some money.

Lucy laid her palms down on the table. ‘You’ve busted me. I’ve never been that excited about teaching. But my course doesn’t start until October. We could test the idea.’

Jack stared at her. ‘Grandkids for hire?’

‘Impersonation services – we could be anyone people want us to be.’ There was a definite click within Lucy’s brain, a sense of rightness. The concept was so simple, but she’d never heard of anyone offering anything like it.

Jack narrowed his eyes. ‘It wouldn’t be proper acting.’

‘Neither’s selling milk. And come on, I bet you’re performing your little heart out for the staff in that care home.’

Jack sighed, but an amused sparkle filled his eyes. ‘Just so I’m clear, you’re not prepared to try and find a new agent. But you do want to start a business completely from scratch?’

‘If your sofa’s still up for grabs, I could stay in London until the course starts. We’ll just see how it goes; if it’s profitable, maybe I won’t have to move back home after all.’ If it worked, she wouldn’t have to abandon Jack, she could go on taking care of him.

Jack picked up a beer mat, turned it over in his hand. ‘I’ll keep going to auditions, and if a part comes up—’

‘If a part comes up, I’ll be cheering you on, like always. Promise. But this feels like such a unique idea, don’t you think? We could start our own agency.’

If Lucy managed to pull it off, Jack could be spared the humiliation of the fallow periods, the misery of unanswered calls and the creeping realisation that no one was all that interested in what he had to offer.

Jack drained Lucy’s spare drink, then fished out an ice cube with his fingers, crunching it between his teeth. ‘It sounds more like lying than acting.’ But there was no real energy behind his words and Lucy knew she’d secured his grudging cooperation. What a gift she could offer him. A way to preserve his sense of self, keep calling himself an actor. They’d be able to go on doing the thing they loved most, holding on to the joy of performance. They wouldn’t have to admit they’d failed.




Chapter 2

Lucy spent what was supposed to be her train fare back to Portsmouth on a taxi to Jack’s building in the Docklands, everything she owned squeezed into two suitcases and a plastic storage crate. The flat (an investment property belonging to Jack’s father) was on the fifth floor with elegant wood flooring and a balcony overlooking the communal gardens and river. Beneath them, a cluster of cherry blossom trees was in full bloom, carpeting a neat square of lawn with pink petals. In the distance, Lucy could see the glinting skyscrapers of the city, the jutting arrogance of the Shard seeming to push its way to the forefront.

As Lucy set her belongings down by the fold-out sofa in the sitting room, spring sunshine poured through the balcony door and she felt an unexpected tremor, as though she’d crossed over into a London she was never supposed to inhabit.

This was it. Seven months to see whether the agency idea could make her enough money to live on. She went to the library in Bethnal Green and borrowed a stack of books, titles like Marketing for Dummies and Starting a Business. After a decade spent watching her phone, waiting for good news, now was the moment to take control.

The nursing home housing Jack’s fake grandfather was in a converted mansion near Hampstead Heath. The old man had a pale-blue room looking out across a striped lawn, flanked by tidy rows of daffodils. He was sitting in a tartan-upholstered armchair when Jack bounded in, delivering a peck on the cheek and a friendly rub of the shoulders. Something about this feigned intimacy made Lucy’s insides twist. Performing for the care staff was one thing, but deceiving a dementia patient struck her as unnecessarily cruel. She had to remind herself that Jack’s visits were intended to ensure the man’s comfort and ease. The staff would be that little bit more attentive without really understanding why.

‘Hello, Gramps. I brought a friend along with me today. This is Lucy.’

The man searched Lucy’s face with watery blue eyes. He tried to mask his confusion with a weak smile, his lower lip trembling.

‘Hi.’ Lucy gave him a wave. Her arm felt unexpectedly stiff.

‘Come in, dear.’ He shifted in his seat, straightening his back, as though remembering what it was to have authority, to be a host.

Jack and Lucy sat down on the two-seater sofa opposite the man’s armchair. As Jack launched into bright chatter about how the weeks of non-stop drizzle finally seemed to be over, Lucy scanned the room. There were two large watercolour paintings of sailing boats hanging on the walls; a neatly made single bed in the corner furthest from the window, with tartan pyjamas folded on the pillow. The old man nodded along as Jack described a show he and his girlfriend Emily had seen at the National Theatre, but his forehead remained furrowed and Lucy thought she saw fear in his eyes. For a second she let herself imagine what it must be like, to not recognise the people around you, to feel entirely detached. It was a visceral thrumming that subsumed her body.

A care assistant brought in tea and custard creams on a tray, and shortly after, the old man seemed to collapse into a deep sleep, his head thrown back, open mouth revealing missing molars and receded gums. Lucy felt she was violating his dignity simply by being there. He appeared so defenceless and it was chilling really, to know that she and Jack weren’t who they said they were.

She took her notepad from her shoulder bag, determined to dispel her unease by focussing on her plans. Lucy had decided to spend the bulk of the three grand Jack was lending the business on digital ads; colourful banners that would pop up when people were scrolling. She was learning you could target people by age, income and education level. Even better, in most cases you only actually paid anything if people clicked your link.

She coughed gently, trying to rid herself of the tightness in her throat. ‘I’m thinking we focus on forty plus. Homeowners. We only want clicks from people who can actually afford us.’

Jack gave her a non-committal nod as he sipped tea from a rose-patterned cup with a dainty handle. Perhaps, if he maintained his strict exercise regime, he’d have another ten years or so of convincingly telling himself his breakout role was just around the corner. But he’d seen the end up close and Lucy knew it frightened him. He’d told her he only felt fully alive when he was performing. If the agency worked, he’d have the opportunity to go on doing so for years to come. He might even learn to relish a new identity as a business owner.

‘I still need to nail the copy,’ Lucy said. ‘It’s got to be short. So far I’ve got: Impersonation services available near you. Need someone to stand in as a colleague, family member or partner? Hire a professional actor today.’ She was secretly impressed with her own precision.

Jack wrinkled his nose. ‘Partner makes us sound like an escort agency.’

‘We need it in there, though. There’ll be people looking for plus ones to take along to parties and stuff. That’s probably our biggest market. I was thinking we could advertise on dating sites.’

Jack shook his head. ‘You’re gonna be asked to give extras.’

Lucy laughed, even though Jack hadn’t appeared to be joking. She was aware of a shadowy presence circling just beneath the surface of her optimism. How humiliating it had been, to accept her decade of striving, of dreaming, hadn’t got her anywhere.

‘I’ll screen out the creeps,’ she said. ‘Make it clear we’re trained actors. We’ll create some terms and conditions.’

Jack grinned. ‘No penises will be sucked as part of this assignment.’

Lucy play slapped him on the thigh, but felt her eyes stinging. Jack had never known the life of overdue rent payments, or had his card declined at the supermarket. He couldn’t comprehend how radically different her decade of ‘trying to make it’ had been from his.

The grandfather was still sleeping, achingly vulnerable to the strangers in his room. Lucy felt a prickling beneath her skin. Was Jack experiencing it too? He was sitting back in his chair, legs splayed, no signs of discomfort on his face.

‘We might have to get physical here and there, for authenticity,’ Lucy whispered. ‘I guess it comes down to whether it’s a valid part of the performance. Just like any other acting job.’

Jack leaned forward to pick up a biscuit, wolfing it down with a single bite.

‘I mean, if I need to, I might snog a client in front of their friends,’ Lucy continued, trying to keep her gaze averted from the old man. ‘But I’d insist on being in a public place the whole time.’

Jack threw his head back and laughed. ‘Snog? You’ll do a roaring trade in fourteen-year-old boys.’

Laying her notepad down on the coffee table, Lucy turned to look him in the eye. ‘Look, I’m trying, okay? This isn’t how I imagined my acting career would go.’

She had his full attention now and his eyes softened. ‘I know, Luce.’

‘I’m being pragmatic, trying to build something.’ She nearly added for you as well as me, but thought better of it. Over the years she’d learned to disguise every act of care, to hide her watchfulness.

He sighed, wincing slightly. ‘I just don’t want anyone treating you like a hooker, that’s all.’

Lucy patted his knee. ‘I wouldn’t let them. We might actually have fun. Meeting new people, going to different places.’

Jack curled his lip and Lucy braced herself for a fresh objection. ‘We should get an office. In Soho maybe,’ he said.

This was the first positive sign of interest. Lucy felt a warmth in her chest, even as she recognised the impracticality of his suggestion. It was one of the things she loved most about Jack, this ability to conjure alternate futures in vivid detail, to expand on every aspiration, bringing colour and noise.

‘Maybe, one day. If everything goes well.’

Jack smiled, his eyes darting to and fro. He was picturing it. With an inner lurch, Lucy thought of the anti-depressants and mood-stabilisers piled up in his kitchen cupboard, next to the teabags. He’d told her he didn’t need them any more, that they dulled his creativity. Most of the time she opted to believe him, but there were moments, like now, when she could look at Jack and feel his inner ache with her own body. Thank goodness she hadn’t got that train back to Portsmouth.




Chapter 3

The night of the agency’s first gig, Jack appeared in the bathroom doorway as Lucy was applying her favourite red lipstick. She was listening to ‘I’ve Got a Feeling’ and he screwed up his nose in distaste, reaching for her phone to turn it off right in the middle of George’s guitar slide. Jack preferred listening to obscure, unsigned bands, even though she suspected he took little enjoyment from it.

‘I’m not sure about this, Luce,’ he said.

She blotted her lips on a sheet of toilet roll, making a perfect crimson imprint. ‘Stop worrying. I’ve emailed the client our Ts and Cs. He’s just some lonely old soul who doesn’t like going to parties on his own.’

Lucy didn’t tell Jack she’d already rejected three clients who were trying to procure sex. I’ll be your audience of one, a man had written, and I expect you to work hard at convincing me.

Tonight’s gig looked promising, though. A plus one at a wedding reception with a man who’d seemed very polite on email. Lucy was going to be ‘Eloise’, a nice Home Counties girl with a bland HR job. A dreamer, who loved shopping, who believed in romance and fantasised about the perfect wedding. As she conjured these details, ‘Eloise’ began to instil herself, straightening Lucy’s spine, relaxing the muscles of her face. It never ceased to delight her, this stepping through a membrane into a new consciousness, someone else’s emotions quickening her blood.

‘Text me regular updates,’ Jack told her. ‘I need to know you haven’t been abducted.’

‘I will.’ Lucy checked under her arms for deodorant stains. She was wearing her special occasion dress, a backless purple number that hopefully looked more expensive than it was. With some reluctance, she’d done her roots that afternoon. She’d been planning to revert to the mud-brown of her childhood, but remembered a tutor telling her: blondes get more work.

Jack was still watching her, arms stiffly by his sides. ‘If he tries anything—’

‘We’ll be in public the whole time.’ This wasn’t a moment for doubts. The client had already transferred over the money, hadn’t even tried to haggle when Lucy set a bold rate of a hundred pounds an hour. Perhaps – for once – her optimism wasn’t unwarranted. Maybe she really would find a way to make a living from acting.

The meeting point was a pub ten minutes away from the wedding venue. It was unexpectedly empty for a Saturday, and Lucy spotted her client sitting at the bar, jiggling one knee up and down as he watched the door. He was wearing a charcoal suit with a patterned shirt, flashes of purple and gold looking strangely at odds with his neatly trimmed grey hair.

‘Philip?’ She extended her hand.

He looked Lucy up and down and settled into a more relaxed posture. ‘You must be Eloise. Can I get you a drink while we, uh … ’

Lucy sat down on the bar stool next to him, folding her hands in her lap rather than resting an arm on the bar’s sticky surface. ‘I’m fine, thanks. Is there anything you want to run through, before we head to the venue?’

‘Oh … I hadn’t … should we—’

‘We could go over our cover story, one last time?’

‘Yes. Let’s do that.’

The two of them recapped the cursory tale they’d put together through a couple of email exchanges. Eloise was the niece of a family friend and they’d met at a Christmas party. Their relationship was still in its early stages, so if Eloise didn’t know every detail of Philip’s life, no one would be suspicious.

Philip seemed a little naive, believing his friends would be unperturbed by him arriving with a much younger woman, when they’d likely barrage him with questions. Would he blame her, if people saw through the ruse? For the night to be a success, he’d need to become a kind of actor too and Lucy wasn’t sure he had it in him.

As they headed out of the pub, the evening was entering its golden hour, the light imbuing even Philip’s pallid skin with a healthy glow. A flock of sparrows were noisily taking up their positions in a narrow strip of garden alongside the river. Lucy clasped Philip’s arm, fully in role as his younger, somewhat materialistic girlfriend. This was so very different from the auditions she’d attended, the sets she’d worked on, but she felt the same swelling excitement. She was performing again. Putting on a show. An actor, still.

When they reached the hotel, a man in a scarlet jacket with brass buttons held the door open and Lucy was plunged into a world of gleaming marble. She tried not to gawk at the crystal chandeliers and oversized flower arrangements as she walked along the red carpet running through the lobby. These brushes with the London of the wealthy used to give her an adrenalin rush, a combination of indignation and awe that had her insisting: I’ll have this too, one day, I swear I will.

The disco was underway as ‘Eloise’ and Philip descended into the ballroom. It was an opulent room with floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides and a spacious dancefloor, currently empty aside from a group of three children, around ten or so, giggling as they tried to replicate the moves from a Beyoncé hit. Purple lighting bathed the ornamental columns and plaster swirls surrounding each window.

Most of the couples standing around sipping drinks were a good decade or two older than Lucy; the women dripped with gold jewellery and the men had the tanned, jaunty look that comes from copious leisure time. Lucy and Philip joined the line of evening guests making its way to the bride and groom. The bride was still wearing her wedding gown, layer upon layer of white gauze embellished with pearls, and Lucy saw a flicker of affront directed at Philip for bringing along a much younger woman.

‘So lovely to meet you, I’ve heard so much about you,’ Lucy tinkled as she shook hands.

The party soon gathered momentum, and after Philip fortified himself with a couple of brandies from the free bar, they took to the dancefloor. Lucy played Eloise a little tipsy, gyrating her body to the beat, throwing her hands up in the air. People were looking, whispering to one another, no doubt struggling to imagine this seemingly carefree woman in Philip’s bed.

Lucy couldn’t help enjoying herself. She was being paid to dance, to simulate having a great time. Eloise was having a great time and her endorphins surged through Lucy’s bloodstream.

Philip had taken his jacket off and was bobbing his shoulders up and down to the beat as his eyes scanned the crowd gathered by the bar. His face was flushed and he wore a triumphant smile. If he’d gone to the reception alone, he might have been pitied. But now, his friends were re-evaluating him. Lucy’s business would do more than keep her solvent, she realised; it could help people reinvent themselves, imbue them with confidence.

‘Phil, you dark horse. Who’s this lovely lady?’ A tall man wearing a sky-blue waistcoat slapped Philip on the back. He had thinning grey hair and ruddy cheeks, the collar of his shirt bore a tiny red wine stain.

A moment of pure panic seemed to pass through Philip’s eyes, so Lucy gave a wide smile, presenting her hand.

‘I’m Eloise,’ she said, receiving a wet kiss to the back of her knuckle.

The stranger announced himself as Rod, and he was soon joined by a cluster of older couples swaying to the beat. Lucy felt the cold gaze of scrutiny running over every contour of her body, but Eloise was flattered by the attention. Shoulders back, she pronounced the music really fun, appearing enchanted by descriptions of the wedding ceremony.

Philip remained quiet, so Lucy squeezed his arm from time to time, inviting him into the conversation by offering up a few, doesn’t that sound wonderful type remarks.

She knew she was convincing, performing exactly the part she’d agreed with Philip beforehand. So when he slid his hand down to her backside, Lucy bristled but stayed in role, nodding enthusiastically to a drunk woman listing the Neil Diamond tracks she was about to request from the DJ.

‘You really must bring this delightful creature to Tony’s sixtieth,’ she heard someone say. And the part of her that was still Lucy – that distant observer – was jubilant. Another four-hundred-pound gig would perhaps lead to another. Payment for dancing and laughing at jokes, partying in the kind of venues she’d waitressed in over the years. Poor Philip would be able to maintain the pretence of having a girlfriend, and Lucy could stay in London, being there for Jack.

The conversation was still going on around them when Philip pulled Lucy towards him, planting his lips against hers and forcing his tongue into her mouth. Everyone stopped talking, but Lucy just about managed to keep her disgust hidden. Philip was trying to impress his friends, that was all. Eloise could handle her boyfriend getting a little frisky.

She giggled as Philip pulled away, fighting an urge to wipe her mouth and putting a twinkle in her eye as she surveyed his face. There was something animalistic there, a wildness that frightened her. But they were still in public. Still putting on a show.

‘That’s left me rather thirsty,’ she said with a flirtatious grin. Had Lucy seen that smile on another woman, she would have despised her, but Philip’s buddies seemed awed as she slunk off to the bar.

She needed to steady her racing heart. Right now she was being paid to act, and that made her an actor. Her training had paid off. She was finding a way to continue in the profession she loved.

As she sat down at the bar and ordered a vodka and soda – just one to settle her nerves – Lucy saw Peter. She froze, watching him load empties onto a tray at the other end of the ballroom. It couldn’t actually be him, she knew that. But the shock of recognition did something strange to her body, making her stiff and ungainly. Peter’s slim build and dark hair. The waiter even parted it the same, off to one side, a kind of quiff at the front – Peter had always been pinching Lucy’s mousse. She took a slug of her drink, feeling her eyes fill with tears. Eloise was slipping away as Lucy was there, back outside the university’s theatre on graduation day, ten summers ago, scanning the crowd for Peter’s face as a tannoy announcement told everyone to take their seats. She and Jack had kept returning to the registration desk where a middle-aged woman with a clipboard confirmed that Peter hadn’t checked in or collected his gown.

He was supposed to have returned from his father’s place in Hong Kong a fortnight before the ceremony. But Lucy’s messages had all been met with silence. It was so unlike him.

‘Are you sure he hasn’t texted you?’ she’d asked Jack.

He’d shaken his head.

‘What if something’s happened to him?’ There had been a feeling in her belly, a seeping coldness.

Jack had taken her by the arm. ‘Stop worrying. He’ll be along soon.’

He’d been wrong. By that point, Peter had already been dead for a week and a half.

Philip was in front of her, clamping his hands around her waist. This is my boyfriend, Lucy reminded herself. I’m Eloise. He’s familiar, comfortable. I’m desperate for his friends to like me.

‘I’m not paying you to give me the slip,’ Philip hissed.

Lucy threw her head back, as though sharing an intimate joke. ‘It won’t look right, if we stay glued together all night,’ she whispered. ‘I’m keeping the performance natural.’

Philip bent down, almost toppling her from the barstool as his soggy mouth connected with her neck. ‘Why don’t we see if we can get a room? These things are always tedious. We can order Champagne. Have a party of our own.’

‘That’s not going to happen,’ Lucy said, in a firmer tone. ‘You know the rules.’

Her very first gig, and it was descending into exactly the kind of sleazy encounter Jack had predicted.

Philip furrowed his brow, two angry lines appearing above his nose. Still, he had a hold of her, clinching her tightly, his sour breath against her face. ‘I’ve paid. I’ve got you for the next two hours.’

‘I’ll keep going with the performance. But only if we stay in public.’ Her face was still Eloise’s face – she was wearing an untroubled smile, her eyes alive with a sense of fun. She wouldn’t give Philip any reason to demand his money back, even though he was starting to frighten her.

He stepped in closer, scrabbling at Lucy’s breast. With a swipe of her forearm, she parried him away. People were watching and she could feel a palpable sense of excitement, a barely disguised glee that this strange pairing was about to unravel. She’d let herself believe this could be easy. But really, it was the same old story – her waistline, her buttocks and breasts were what was really wanted. Lucy’s acting skills weren’t important to Philip at all.

Philip placed a hand on his hip, hatred igniting his eyes. ‘Fine. I’ll pay extra, if I have to.’

Somehow Lucy was up, off the stool, looping her bag over her arm. Even the barman had stopped serving to watch the exchange.

‘Call me when you’ve sobered up,’ she said in Eloise’s sweet little voice. She made her way to the exit, not running, not pushing anyone aside.

Outside, Eloise melted away. Lucy folded her arms in front of her as she walked on past the nearest bus stop, heels clicking along the pavement as she took brisk, angry strides. In the distance she could see the towers of the financial district, thousands of lights making the buildings appear studded with gems. Alongside her, buses groaned past in groups of three, their belches and hisses strangely reassuring. She was never alone in the city, never far from help. The likes of Philip needn’t intimidate her.

All the agency enquiries so far had been about female plus ones. Was Lucy really prepared to make a living out of two or three dates a week, trying to steel herself against the moment things turned ugly? If things didn’t change, Jack would disengage with the business; he’d go on waiting for his agent to call, go on being frustrated.

As she continued down the street towards the next bus stop, swerving to avoid a cyclist who unexpectedly mounted the pavement, Lucy recalled the Peter-lookalike and the split-second belief that her friend was still alive. He’d recognise her humiliation at having Philip paw at her. But he wouldn’t judge her for trying to make a living. He’d pity her, and somehow that was even worse.




Chapter 4

Every May, Lucy’s drama class held a reunion. This was how they measured the success or otherwise of careers, through quick assessments of one another’s weight and appearance, an annual audit of roles and near misses. Learning of someone’s bit part role in a film or promising understudy gig could leave Jack listless and withdrawn for weeks. Each year Lucy suggested maybe they shouldn’t go, but Jack wouldn’t hear of missing it.

‘Let’s keep the agency to ourselves,’ Lucy said as they exited Raynes Park Station. The sky was a cloudless blue, and she had to shield her phone from the glare of the sun as she pulled up directions to their classmate Sam’s house.

‘Worried everyone’ll think you’re a prozzie?’ Jack grinned.

‘No!’ Lucy whacked him on the arm. ‘I don’t want anyone copying our idea, that’s all.’

In the month since the Philip wedding, the agency had delivered just three more gigs, all of them requiring Lucy to play someone’s girlfriend. To her relief, these newer clients hadn’t expected anything beyond a peck on the cheek. But it still wasn’t enough to make the business viable. She’d not been able to repay any of the money she’d borrowed from Jack, and there hadn’t been any roles to occupy him. She’d tried to interest him in refining their website, but he’d preferred long mornings in bed, followed by afternoons exercising and pestering his agent. In the evenings they’d watch films together, unless Jack’s girlfriend Emily was over and Lucy felt she had to sit and read outside in the communal gardens.

Jack peeled off his vintage denim jacket, stuffing it into his carrier bag of booze. ‘I’ve got that crime drama I can talk about, that’s something, I suppose.’ Seven months previously he’d played a nosy neighbour, peering through a window and discovering a body. He’d actually auditioned for the lead and Lucy had rehearsed with him for hours ahead of his callback. When he was offered the minor part instead, they’d gone through the ritual of celebratory drinks, even though Lucy had seen the tears in his eyes.

Lucy’s phone guided them onto a leafy street lined with detached houses carefully styled with wooden beams to create a mock-Tudor effect. They could hear children laughing in back gardens, a radio chat show floating out of an open window. Sam hadn’t worked much in recent years either, so Lucy could only assume his parents had helped him and his wife buy a property in such a well-to-do area. As they turned into a cul-de-sac, barbecue smoke drifted towards them.

‘Showtime,’ Jack whispered.

Lucy smoothed her skirt and sucked in her stomach as they crunched along Sam’s gravel drive. Sweat was gathering at her temples; already the forecasters were saying this May was likely to beat all temperature records.

‘Here they are!’ shouted Jasmine Wyatt, emerging from a side gate and ushering them in to Sam’s back garden. A petite woman with a profusion of brown curls, Jasmine had officially given up on acting after her baby arrived three years ago. She put an arm around each of them and Lucy smelled the wine on her breath. ‘Joined at the hip as always. Should I be dusting off my wedding hat?’

Lucy smiled and shook her head. ‘’Fraid not. I’m just crashing at Jack’s for a while.’

‘Of course you are,’ Jasmine winked.

Across three years of uni, Jack had slept with at least half of their female classmates, including Lucy. By the end of their first term, he’d been nicknamed ‘the slut’. Yet Lucy found their handful of drunken fumbles to be unfailingly disappointing. Jack always seemed to be performing for some hidden camera, flinging his body around, his mouth contorted into strange shapes. She remembered Peter walking in on them one time, his mouth dropping open at finding Lucy bent over the sofa, jeans around her ankles as she moaned half-heartedly.

The pace of their university course, along with the need to work four nights a week, had ultimately encouraged Lucy to explore the charms of hook-up apps. One-time encounters, no need for dinners or painful small talk.

‘But don’t you want to be with someone?’ She remembered Peter’s eyes filling with worry as Lucy prepared to go out one evening.

‘I really don’t.’ Her relationship with the boyfriend of her school days hadn’t survived the move to London, but rather than heartbreak, she’d experienced a joyous sense of freedom. ‘What about you? You always struck me as the romantic type. Waiting for Mr Right to sweep you off your feet?’

Peter had laughed, but there had been something raw in his eyes. Why did men always feel it was so shameful to want more than just sex? ‘One day. But not right now. I mean, the course barely leaves us with enough time to masturbate.’

Once Jack had unloaded the beers and vodka they’d brought onto a wooden picnic bench, he veered off to join the cluster of men surrounding the grill. Lucy poured a large vodka and soda into a paper cup, trying to resist the urge to follow. The previous year Jack had noticed her shadowing his conversations. Fuck’s sake, Lucy, I don’t need a minder. I’m not going to fall to bits.

She tried to formulate a friendly question about Jasmine’s toddler. Her eyes stung from the smoke wafting over the patio and her stomach growled as she inhaled the aroma of cooking sausages. She was never sure who she wanted to be when she was around these old classmates. In the early years, Lucy had been one of the more successful ones. There’d been a couple of parts in Sunday night dramas. A few small, but nonetheless speaking roles in independent films. But these were followed by years of fruitless auditions supplemented by bar work and the odd small gig as ‘drunk girl no. 2’ or similar. Did she mind her peers knowing she’d given up? She had until October – less than five months away now – to decide whether or not to take up her place on the teacher training course.

‘Nice place Sam’s got here.’ Jasmine grinned, her eyes meeting Lucy’s and seeming to convey acting couldn’t have paid for this.

Lucy scanned the garden, the long rectangle of parched lawn dotted with picnic tables, the spacious patio. ‘Certainly is.’

‘You had much work lately?’ Jasmine asked.

The perennial question. And the thing was, everyone knew the answer before they even asked it. Keeping up with one another’s careers was a petty obsession they all shared.

Lucy smiled. She could speak of the milk ad, talk of the rapport she had with the producer, hint that she was expecting further work from that quarter. Part of her longed to do so, to perform a version of herself still inhabiting her earlier dreams. But by the time next year’s reunion rolled around, she wouldn’t have appeared in a single thing and her classmates would titter about it. Look at how the teacher’s pet wound up! She’ll be on the murder mystery circuit next year, or working for a corporate training company.

‘I’ve actually decided to retrain as a drama teacher.’ It didn’t feel like the truth, Lucy realised. She was still clinging to acting, to London and her friendship with Jack.

‘That’s great!’ Jasmine’s eyes were soft as she patted Lucy’s arm. ‘It’s such a relief, isn’t it? The moment you think, fuck it, I’ve had enough. I’ve never regretted it. It’s so nice not worrying about my figure all the time, checking and rechecking my phone.’

‘Yeah. I mean, I guess it’s good to be pragmatic.’

‘It is good,’ Jasmine said. ‘It’s degrading how they make us live – traipsing round to auditions and half the time they don’t even bother letting you know you haven’t got the part. Fuck that.’ She drained her plastic cup and refilled it with white wine.

‘There was this one time,’ Jasmine continued, ‘I had to perform an orgasm for a bunch of middle-aged men. They were just sitting behind a desk and I was on this couch, moaning and arching my back. I wanted the part, so I really went for it, you know? Didn’t get it, though. Maybe I wasn’t loud enough for them.’

Lucy responded with a thin smile. Now she’d mentioned teacher training, she’d committed herself to performing Lucy-the-failure, making the best of a bad situation, trying to be happy for her peers when they discussed their understudying gigs, the appearances in hospital dramas, their elation at a callback. The sad thing was, teaching had actually been her original goal; Lucy’s very reason for going to university. Where she came from, becoming a drama teacher counted as making it, entering a professional class, the world of mortgages and nearly new cars. But Jack and Peter had taught her to want more – and made her feel capable of earning anything she wanted.

‘Seen Gracie’s new flick?’ Jasmine asked.

Lucy felt a surge of warmth towards Jasmine for taking them to safer ground. Gracie Dorn was the only one of their cohort who’d enjoyed real commercial success. She’d snubbed these reunions since the beginning.

‘Yeah. I thought it was … ’

‘Sappy as fuck?’

‘Completely.’ Lucy and Jack had been in fits of laughter on the way back from the cinema, with Jack pausing under lampposts to mimic Gracie’s performance, crinkling his chin in dismay, widening his eyes in overblown surprise. Lucy had known it was spiteful to laugh along, but indulging in a bit of mockery always seemed to make Jack a little less envious, more able to cope.

‘Do you ever think she’ll get a role where she doesn’t have to cry for at least half the film?’ Jasmine asked.

Lucy gave a polite chortle. Gracie had been the weakest student, every performance tipping into melodrama. But she’d been beautiful. Thick blond hair and large blue eyes. Legs that seemed far too long for her body. In the end, those were the things that mattered.

Another classmate, Katya Ivanoff, came over and asked Jasmine about her daughter. Out came a phone, a bright carousel of photos. After a few minutes of cooing, Lucy decided to check on Jack who’d migrated to a picnic table further down the garden.

‘ … so far it’s just been people wanting pretend girlfriends.’ Jack saw Lucy approaching and froze, lips apart.

Will Tanner and Sam Greene both welcomed Lucy with a hug, before turning back to Jack. There was a flush spreading across his neck. Will and Sam exchanged a questioning glance as the silence stretched beyond what was comfortable. Was Jack angry at her for checking on him? Or was he just feeling sheepish at having been caught blabbing?

‘You had anything to eat yet, Luce?’ Sam asked.

‘I’ll grab something in a bit – it smells amazing.’

‘Jack’s been telling us about your business venture.’ Sam paused, taking a bite from a glistening burger. ‘Very entrepreneurial. Wish I’d thought of it.’

‘Well, if the bookings keep rolling in we might end up hiring—’ Jack began.

Lucy shot him a warning glance and he fell silent.

‘I’d be well up for a bit of extra work,’ Will said. He’d been the only other state school student besides Lucy in their year group.

‘Could you play a girlfriend, though?’ Jack laughed. ‘That’s where all the demand seems to be.’

‘For the right price, I can play anything,’ Will said. ‘Seriously though, it seems so obvious. Kind
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