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A Note from the Author


Dear Reader,


This is a story about taking a chance on yourself and how love is transformative, and can be found in the most unexpected places.


I pitched this book to my agent as a ‘fun and sexy romcom about depression and anxiety!!!’ – which is exactly the kind of thing a person with depression and anxiety would say, isn’t it?


People experience mental-health conditions differently and they manifest themselves in so many ways that one person’s experience can be entirely unrecognisable from someone else’s. I cannot represent all of depression or all of anxiety in one character or one story. I cannot say whether the experience of Issy will mirror your own or even whether it mirrors mine (apart from all the fun, sexy and impressive bits – those are all autobiographical).


In this book, I reference medication, but it is non-specific and unnamed. This is deliberate. I also reference therapy, but it is non-specific and vague. This is deliberate too.


This book is not about how someone overcomes mental-health problems, but rather how she lives with them. She is not a problem to be solved. I am not going to try to fix her. Although, I can assure you, I do take very good care of her.


If you live with anxiety and depression, there are parts of this book that you might find tricky to read. But there are also parts of this book that might make you feel some hope or even, against all odds, make you laugh out loud.


Hang in there.


Laura









Welcome!


Please take your time, look around, move slowly through my life and soak it in.


It is not possible for me to tell you that this story has a happy ending because it has not ended, it keeps going and going. But I am happy right now in this moment and I hope that my happiness shines through everything you see today.


Isobel Bailey, The Artist
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‘We can’t all be the main character,’ I said, my voice raised, battling to be heard over the sound of the radio and the motorway traffic.


‘What?’


Uncle Pete has selective hearing and he had been selecting not to hear me for most of the journey.


‘I said, we can’t all be the main character, otherwise who would be the sidekick? Or the audience? Or the reader?’


‘What the bloody hell are you on about?’


I sighed. I don’t know why I even bothered trying to make conversation. We were listening to talk radio and there was a woman on as a guest – who two men were shouting over – talking about ‘main character energy’ and how you can ‘manifest’ whatever you want if you try hard enough. And if you buy her book, I guess.


Uncle Pete was the one who had turned up the volume in the first place, trying his best to look meaningfully at me while I stared resolutely ahead.


I couldn’t see him properly because I had a huge cage on my knees, the white metal bars all the way up to the roof of the van. I was extremely aware of him, though, because he kept offering me his bag of mini KitKats through the bars, like he was my keeper at the zoo.


‘I just mean maybe it’s OK that I’m one of life’s observers rather than being an active participant,’ I said. ‘What if I was just fine staying at home, living with Mum, working at Glazed for the rest of my life?’


I was meant to be making a hypothetical point about the dubious premise of this woman’s book, but my heart lurched involuntarily when I said it. The longing for home I had been barely allowing myself to feel ripped through me.


‘Well, it’s a bit late for that, isn’t it?’ Uncle Pete said, his mouth full.


I just knew he was spraying wet crumbs all over the dashboard. I was starting to feel nauseous.


‘You know what your problem is, Issy?’


That I think too much.


‘It’s that you think too much,’ he said.


I clenched my teeth. ‘Maybe you don’t think enough, Uncle Pete. Did you ever think of that?’


He snorted with laughter. More crumbs. More nausea.


‘Maybe that’s why I’m so happy and you’re always in such a bloody grump, Wizzy.’


‘Issy,’ I said.


‘Hmm?’


‘Don’t call me Wizzy. I’m twenty-eight years old.’


‘Our little Wizzy,’ Uncle Pete said, ignoring me. ‘Always bloody grumping about something.’


Always bloody grumping is not exactly the term I’d use to describe, quite literally, clinical depression.


Uncle Pete turned up the volume on the radio again, before I could protest any further, the men now shouting at each other about a political landscape none of them seemed to understand. I wrestled my phone out of the top pocket of my jacket and groaned when I saw that we had forty-five minutes of the journey left. The cage was heavier than I’d realised; I had stopped being able to feel my legs before we reached the motorway.


I rested my head against the window of Pete’s van and let it vibrate against the glass. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about my mum standing in the doorway of our block of flats in Margate, waving us off that morning with her cardigan wrapped around her tiny frame. She had clearly not slept all night. Uncle Pete, her younger brother, had gripped her shoulder just before we left and said something to her, but I don’t know what it was. It might have been, I’ll take care of her, but it could just as easily have been, Get a bloody grip, love.


Just when the satnav was telling us we were ten minutes away from our destination, we drove into the car park of a twenty-four-hour superstore.


‘Careful!’ I yelled, as Uncle Pete pulled into a tight parking space and slammed on the brakes. I clung on to the cage as I was thrown back in my seat.


‘It’s fine, babe,’ Uncle Pete said.


I still couldn’t see him clearly, but I heard the effort of him slithering out of the driver’s-side door, grunting and wheezing, trying not to scratch the car next to us. Uncle Pete is not a small man.


I placed the cage gently on to the driver’s seat and began the process of slithering out of the van myself. Maddeningly, I could hear Uncle Pete wincing, watching as the passenger door knocked against the car next to us, as if he was not entirely responsible for where we had parked.


‘Back in a second,’ I said, through the window I’d left cracked open. The news kept saying it was ‘unseasonably warm’ for September, or, put better, perhaps, by Uncle Pete, it was ‘absolutely bloody roasting’.


‘It’ll be fine,’ Uncle Pete said, slapping me on the back when I emerged from the gap between the cars.


‘Not it,’ I said – ‘she.’


When we got into the shop, Uncle Pete pulled out his phone and a pair of reading glasses with floral frames. He doesn’t think he needs glasses, but pinches Auntie Jan’s every time he leaves the house. He held the phone as far away from his face as he could, and I saw that he was studying an essay-length text. He kept scrolling and it kept going and going.


‘What’s that?’ I asked, straining to get a better look at his phone as he picked up a basket and passed it to me, before taking another one for himself.


‘Shopping list,’ he said, without looking up, but moving the phone further away from me.


‘For you?’ I said.


‘For you, you daft cow. What am I coming all this way to do my big shop for?’


Uncle Pete’s voice was loud, and it carried. I smiled apologetically at a woman who glanced at us in alarm, disturbed from her task of pretending she wasn’t squeezing all the avocados next to the sign asking customers not to squeeze the avocados.


‘I don’t know! But I don’t want a big shop! What if no one else has done a big shop before they get there? I don’t want to turn up with –’ I glanced over his shoulder at the text again – ‘twelve tins of tuna!’


‘Course you do,’ Uncle Pete said, putting a punnet of strawberries in my basket, which I immediately removed because I am severely allergic to them, something he has known my entire life.


I can’t even tell you how many times he has nearly killed me.


‘I don’t like tuna! I’m trying to be vegan now, remember?’


‘Vegans eat tuna,’ Uncle Pete said confidently. ‘I was listening to a programme about it.’


‘Did Mum send you the list?’ I asked.


He paused before answering. ‘Yeah,’ he said, frowning as I picked up a box of posh granola. Not on the list.


‘Is she very worried about me?’ I said, a knot forming in my stomach. More than usual, were the unsaid words we both heard.


‘No,’ he said, firmly. He stopped, slap bang in the middle of the world-foods aisle. ‘She’s not very worried; she’s a normal amount of worried. You’re not to worry about her being worried, do you understand me?’


I nodded. My brain understood. My writhing stomach, my jelly legs, the tingling in my fingertips did not catch on.


My body is always one step behind.


‘Do you think I should just—’ I started.


‘If you say “go home” right now to me, Isobel, I’m putting these Twixes right back. No Twixes for you.’


‘I can’t eat Twixes, anyway,’ I said. ‘I’m ve—’


‘You know what I mean,’ Uncle Pete said, holding the packet dangerously close to the shelf.


I nodded. ‘I know, yes. I know.’


We somehow managed to fit everything into the van. It was quite satisfying, actually, slotting individual boxes and cartons into the perfectly sized spaces between everything I owned. I wriggled back into my seat, pulled the cage onto my lap, and, despite having spent the entire journey desperately waiting for it to be over, I treasured the final ten minutes in the van with Uncle Pete, listening to him swearing at the satnav. It flew by painfully quickly.


*


We pulled up slowly in front of a large terraced house on a tree-lined street in Hackney. There were two front doors very close to each other: 47 (blue) and 47A (yellow). Number 47A was the upstairs flat. A maisonette, it was called in the advert. This was home. The windows were single glazed and their wooden painted frames were peeling, but the front door looked new at least – like, yes, I could probably kick it in with little to no effort, but it had had a lick of canary-yellow paint, which was cheering. There was a bicycle chained to the lamp post outside, with both wheels missing.


‘This is it,’ Uncle Pete said, and, for the first time since this whole ridiculous idea was mooted all those months ago, I watched as his cheerful veneer slipped. A flash of concern. Sometimes, he looked just like my mum.


‘This is it,’ I confirmed.


He peered at me through the bars of the cage, chewing the inside of his cheek, one hand still on the steering wheel as if he might simply restart the engine and drive me away, as if he was fighting every instinct to do exactly that.


‘Right,’ he said. He shook his head slightly, snapping himself out of the moment, then plastered a smile on his face that didn’t reach his eyes. ‘Let’s get you moved in. You got the keys, babe?’


I nodded and patted my top pocket, the keys clinking against my already cracked phone screen. I had picked them up from the estate agent last week and paid fifty pounds for the pleasure.


I’d never actually been inside the flat, but I had done a virtual tour. It was like viewing a doll’s house in a fishbowl, which is to say, unhelpful. I went and stood outside last week, though, and looked in from across the street like a creep. I may as well have been holding a pair of binoculars. I’d clutched the keys in my hand, but couldn’t quite bring myself to use them. It wasn’t my life yet.


Now, I pushed the front door open and called out a tentative ‘Hello?’ into the hallway, but all was quiet. It was eleven o’clock on a Saturday morning – I guess everyone was out making the most of the sunny day. My new housemates had moved in the previous weekend, but Uncle Pete didn’t have time to drive me last week, or perhaps he had taken pity on me, giving me another week at home.


On a normal Saturday, I would have been halfway through my morning at Glazed, the pottery cafe I’d worked at for the past decade, nodding while mothers told me to be careful because their toddlers’ ‘work’ was really ‘very advanced’.


I led Uncle Pete up two flights of narrow stairs. On the first floor, there were two bedrooms, a kitchen, a cupboard-sized living room (probably genuinely once a cupboard) with two pleather sofas wedged in it, and a bathroom. We peered through the open doors of the communal spaces and Uncle Pete made a series of noises that suggested he was not impressed. On the second floor, the loft extension, there were two bedrooms: one was big, with double doors leading on to a roof terrace (we were explicitly told it was not a roof terrace, it was just a roof, but all the photos showed it decked out with furniture), and the other, for the next year, belonged to me.


My room was the smallest one in the house, with a single bed pushed up against the wall next to a narrow window looking out over downstairs’ garden. I suspected that it might once have been an en-suite bathroom for the much bigger bedroom next door, mostly because three of the four walls were tiled. There was a horizontal mosaic accent border at about waist height, and every third one of those tiles was a turquoise fish. I would be sleeping where a bathtub should be.


The existence of the single bed was something that was made very clear to me before I accepted the room – that it was small, for one person, that it was non-negotiable, that it would under no circumstances be replaced, did I understand? I had a single bed at home, I said, and the estate agent had frowned and checked my paperwork again, as if to make sure he wasn’t accidentally leasing the room to a child on stilts rather than an adult. I had always had a single bed. I wasn’t really sure what the big deal was. Plus, the monthly rent was £200 cheaper than the other three rooms in the flat. I jumped at the chance to sleep in the bathroom-bedroom, if I’m being honest.


By the time we’d finished lugging my things up the narrow staircase, my bedroom floor had pretty much disappeared under piles of boxes. I brought the cage up last and placed it carefully next to the chest of drawers in the corner of the room. It looked even bigger in this small space. I’m not sure I’d ever noticed before that it came up to my waist.


Uncle Pete stood with his hands on his hips, his cheeks bright pink, trying to get his breath back. He pulled the papery blind up and down, opened and closed the window, shook the bedframe a little as if to test that it wouldn’t simply collapse under me. He ran a finger over one of the tile fish and paused, seemingly lost in thought. I tried to remember if I had warned him about the room’s past life or not.


Once he’d finished his inspections and nodded to himself, he turned to me and said decisively, ‘I’d better head off or I’ll hit the lunchtime traffic.’ His voice sounded strange. ‘Now,’ he said, covering his mouth with his hand, clearing his throat, ‘I’ve put some money into your bank account.’


‘No, Uncle Pete, I—’


‘I know you’ve been saving, I know, but I had some money put away for if you ever went to, you know, uni or anything like that, and I want you to have it now. It’s not much, but it should help with your rent. Buy the odd pint for your new mates.’


I opened my mouth again to protest.


‘Issy,’ he said, before I got a chance. He shook his head slightly; this conversation was as hard for him as it was for me.


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Really. Thank you.’


Uncle Pete cleared his throat again and pretended to inspect the door frame.


I followed him back down the stairs and out of the front door. I walked him all the way to the van. Neither of us said anything.


‘Will you tell Mum I’m alright?’ I said eventually, not quite to him, more to my feet, to the scorched grass beneath them.


I felt Uncle Pete glaring at me until I was forced to look up and meet his eyes.


‘Are you alright?’ he asked. His voice sounded more normal now, unreasonably loud.


I swallowed. ‘Yes,’ I said.


‘Sure?’


‘Yes,’ I repeated, with a confidence I didn’t feel. I wondered if he thought my voice sounded strange too, as I concentrated on keeping it steady.


‘Then I’ll tell her,’ he said.


He grabbed me and pulled me in for a hug, squeezing me tightly. I would normally have protested, but that day I let him. I squeezed him back, not minding his sweaty T-shirt pressing against mine, ignoring the smell of Lynx and miniature KitKats.


‘We’re very proud of you, Wizzy,’ he said gruffly into my hair.


‘Issy,’ I mumbled into his chest.


He pushed me back, gripping on to my shoulders. He looked into my eyes and I saw that tears were threatening to spill from his.


‘You know you can always come home, but . . .’ He paused and exhaled slowly, gathering himself. ‘Your life is really starting now, so you make sure you enjoy every second of it.’


I nodded, even though I wasn’t really sure exactly what he meant. Or how to do that, even if I wanted to.


Uncle Pete got back into the van. ‘Remember you’re the star of the show,’ he said to me through the open window.


‘What?’ I said. ‘What show?’


‘What they were saying earlier,’ Pete said, ‘on the radio.’


‘About being the main character?’ I said.


‘That’s it,’ Pete said, rummaging around in his glove compartment and producing a pair of wraparound sunglasses that made him look like a fly. ‘You’re Beyoncé, that’s what she was saying, wasn’t it?’


‘I don’t know if she was saying that I’m Beyoncé; I suppose it’s more . . .’


Pete grinned at me and wound up the window while I was still talking. He mouthed Beyoncé at me and gave me a thumbs up, then did a three-point turn without looking at the road, pressed the horn until he was out of sight, and just like that, he was gone. And I was away from home for the first time in my life. Or I was in my new home. Or I was sort of nowhere at all.


‘Hey!’


I turned away from staring down the road after Uncle Pete to see a woman standing in front of me. She had thick, dark hair messily spilling out from underneath a baseball cap. She was wearing jeans and a white T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up. The T-shirt had black fingerprints smeared all over it.


‘Oh, hi,’ I said. I gestured towards the house, to explain why I was standing on the street, staring wistfully after a white van. ‘I’m—’


‘Did you see someone take my bike?’ the woman interrupted. She had a Scottish accent; it might have sounded quite nice had she not essentially been barking at me.


‘What?’ I said. ‘Oh, no, I—’


‘It was literally just here,’ the woman said, indicating the lamp post we were standing next to. ‘I was fixing something and I ran inside quickly, and when I came back out . . . How can you not have seen? I don’t understand. It was right here.’


The woman narrowed her eyes at me and it dawned on me what she was implying.


‘I only just came out here to say goodbye to my uncle . . . I’m sorry, I . . .’ I felt like emptying my pockets for some reason, to prove the bike wasn’t on my person.


‘Jesus,’ she said, closing her eyes briefly. She pinched the bridge of her nose, clearly employing some kind of anger-management breathing exercise.


I took a step back. ‘Do you want me to . . . Do you think we should call the police?’ I asked, tentatively.


She snorted and ignored me. When she pulled her hand away from her face, she had black fingerprints on her nose.


‘You’ve got, um . . .’ I gestured to my own nose and nodded at her.


‘Fuck!’ she said. To my surprise, and I think to hers, she kicked the lamp post. Now that I was properly looking, I could see that the bike lock was still attached, but cut in half. Her eyes widened and I saw her swallow a scream. Her cheeks went bright red. She blinked back tears. It must have really hurt.


‘Are you OK?’ I asked. I took another step back from her. I really didn’t want to meet the same fate as the lamp post.


She ignored me.


I don’t know why I didn’t go inside at that point, remove myself from the situation, but I felt compelled for some reason to keep talking to this clearly unhinged person.


‘Why are you covered in . . . stuff?’ I asked. I rummaged around in the pockets of my jeans and produced a tissue.


Good God, I was really turning into my mother; perhaps I had left home at exactly the right time.


I offered it to the woman, my arm outstretched as far as it would go, like I was handing food to a wild animal. She hesitated, and then took it from me, dabbing ineffectually at her nose.


‘It’s oil,’ the woman said, as if I was the stupidest person she’d ever met, ‘because there was something squeaking on my bike and it was driving me up the fucking wall. And guess what?’


She actually paused, like I was meant to guess.


‘Um,’ I said, ‘what?’


‘I’d just fucking fixed it, after months of fucking squeaking, and now some other fucker is going to fucking get to enjoy it.’


‘I’m sorry I didn’t see anything. I wish I could help,’ I said.


‘Yeah, well,’ the girl said. ‘You didn’t, you can’t.’ She turned to walk up the path in front of the house next door.


‘I’m Issy,’ I said to her back.


As I should have predicted, she ignored me.


Welcome to the neighbourhood, I guess.


I wandered back inside number 47A and closed the front door behind me. The back of the letter box fell off and landed with a clatter on the plastic laminate floor. I put my hand through the place where it had been. Yes, confirmed – I waved into the open air – there was now a huge gaping hole in the middle of our front door.


I had to admit, as hard as I was trying to be an optimistic kind of person, breaking the front door, combined with the bike-theft accusation, did not feel like the best omen for life in my new home.


I headed upstairs, taking in the blue sheets drying over the banisters, the framed, generic prints on the wall, the threadbare carpet and the faint smell of the kitchen bin. I closed the door when I reached my bathroom-bedroom and sat cross-legged in the only space left on the floor, my back against the cold tiles. I reached up to open the door to the cage.


‘Abigail,’ I whispered, ‘you can come out now. It’s OK. It’s just me.’


I waited in silence for a minute. Nothing. I knew she’d punish me for the hair-raising car journey. I wished I could explain to her that it wasn’t my fault Uncle Pete drove like a maniac, and that, if it were up to me, we wouldn’t have left her alone in a twenty-four-hour Asda car park.


I reached into my backpack and pulled out a packet of salted popcorn. I made a big deal of rustling the bag, opening it slowly. I took out a piece and popped it in my mouth, crunching as loudly as I could.


‘Yum,’ I said out loud. ‘My favourite – popcorn.’


I waited another minute, ate another handful of popcorn, and then, finally, a little grey snout poked out of the lovingly decorated shoe box on the second floor of the cage – an area Mum and I had dubbed ‘the chill-out zone’.


Abigail squeezed her ears out of the hole in the side of the box and then wriggled her increasingly round body out. She emerged with a pop, and I made a note that I might need to make the doorway to the chill-out zone a little wider to accommodate her new, larger frame.


I held a piece of popcorn out to her, and she waited a moment before reaching out and gently taking it from me. Once she’d eaten a couple of pieces, I tentatively put my hand inside the cage. She didn’t immediately run away, which I took as a sign that I had permission to gently lift her out. She sat in one hand, a comforting weight, while I stroked her soft bat ears with the other.


I breathed a sigh of relief and passed her another piece of popcorn. Everything was easier with Abigail on my side.


I’ve been fascinated by chinchillas ever since we learned about them in primary school during a dubious ‘South America Week’ in which we also ate tacos, wore sombreros and drew pictures of alpacas wearing rainbow-coloured ponchos.


Chinchillas are famously frosty creatures, until they warm up to you, but when they love you, once they trust you, they’re yours. I loved that – the idea of something so fluffy and sweet looking, with such big ears and soft paws, being picky about who could handle them, about who they liked. Lots of kids wanted puppies and kittens; the less ambitious ones asked for goldfish or hamsters. Mum and I never had any pets when I was growing up, but I knew that, one day, I’d take care of a chinchilla and I would be the person it chose to love the most.


And then, ten years ago, on my eighteenth birthday, my mum brought Abigail home. She crept into my room clutching a small cardboard box and placed it into my hands. I just knew – I knew what it was, even before I took the lid off. Abigail was the size of the palm of my hand, fluffier than a bunny rabbit, ears like Dumbo. I might have laughed at how out of proportion her ears were, how silly she looked, but I wasn’t laughing much then.


Her nose twitched frantically, her eyes wide, taking me in.


‘The man in the shop said she might be shy at first,’ my mum said. She was wiping a tear from her cheek; I remember that because she never cries. But I understand, now, why she was crying then.


Abigail was so tiny and strange, she didn’t seem real. Like holding magic in my hand.


Mum reached out a tentative finger and touched Abigail’s back very gently. ‘So, you need to be patient with her.’


I nodded. I had all the time in the world.


*


When Abigail had eaten enough popcorn, I placed her in front of her water bottle and watched as she drank. When she had finished, she disappeared back into the chill-out zone. She was an older lady now; she took a lot of naps and played less. I sat and listened to her rustling for a moment, but soon there was silence.


I got up onto my new bed, a bare mattress. I bounced up and down a little. It wasn’t as bad as it looked. No springs digging in, firm enough, no creaking. And when I considered the alternative – an actual bath – I was pretty happy with it.


I rolled over and reached down the side of the bed to rip open the cardboard box nearest to me. I pulled on one end of the Sellotape and, as the box opened, handfuls of tiny Abigails began to spill out. I tore open a second box and the same thing happened. It was full to the brim. I tipped the chinchillas – knitted, crocheted, felted – out onto the floor until I couldn’t see the carpet, only Abigails. I lifted two heavy frames from the bottom of the box – an Abigail sketch and an Abigail watercolour – and leaned them up against the wall.


I lay there for a while, in a tiny room in East London, a hundred miles and a world away from Margate, surrounded by Abigails, and my chest ached. I supposed this was homesickness. I’d never had it before. I’d never left home.
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I’m aware that the hundreds-of-chinchillas thing is quite weird, believe me. Let me explain. Ultimately, the chinchillas were why I was in flat 47A in the first place. And there were a lot more of them than the ones I’ve just told you about.


Abigail had a lot to answer for.


I began knitting when I was very small, with bright yellow, blunt, plastic needles. My mum has always knitted – she’s not terribly good at it, but she’s always done it. Jumpers with one arm shorter than the other, scarves that dwindle into nothing and hats which slide off heads are her speciality. But she likes it; it soothes her.


She was a surprisingly patient teacher, my mum, for someone who could barely sit still. It wasn’t long before I overtook her, and the teacher became the student. Some of my happiest childhood memories are of us sitting next to each other on our tattered sofa after Mum got home from work at the local library, not having to speak, with just the sound of the clock ticking and knitting needles clacking together.


Occasionally, my mum would pierce the silence, swearing loudly as she dropped her stitch – the only time I ever heard her swear. I’d take whatever she was making from her and she’d watch me put it back together. When things felt particularly bleak and I couldn’t imagine ever feeling the desire to make something ever again, when I could hear other teenagers shrieking and laughing outside and the whole world was grey, she still sat beside me, persevering.


I’ve worked on various projects over the years, ranging from basic stuff – teddy bears, clothes, blankets – to more ambitious large-scale creations that took me months. Some projects were so big – buildings and landscapes and skylines, my own miniature universe – they’d take up our entire living room once I’d finished. We’d leave them on display for a couple of weeks, but eventually I’d simply unpick them and make something else. I liked knowing that the creations were temporary; everything could be destroyed and given new life.


A few years ago, I started focusing on making Abigails – the Abigail Project, if you will. And I just never stopped making them – it became habitual, ritualistic even. It started with knitting – giant Abigails, Abigails eating popcorn, Abigails the size of my fist, Abigails the size of a fifty-pence piece. Some were soft and fluffy, some coarse. Some were grey, true to life. Some were brightly coloured, multicoloured, luminous. Then I started sketching her and painting her – she lives in tiny notebooks and on huge canvases leaning up against my wall. She is a crude sculpture made of discarded clay from the pottery cafe; she’s a print; she’s a watercolour. Abigail is everything.


I don’t know exactly what compelled me to keep going long after my shelves were full, windowsills heaving, walls covered. Someone I worked with once asked about it when we were on a quiet morning shift, after I’d handed in my notice – a decision inextricably linked to the Abigails.


‘I don’t get it. What’s the point?’


I shook my head. ‘I suppose,’ I said, after a moment, ‘I’m just trying to capture her. I haven’t managed to do that yet, so I’ll keep going until I get her right. Maybe I never will. Or maybe I’m just trying to capture how I feel about her and it’s too much? There may not ever be a way to express that. So maybe I won’t ever stop.’


She laughed at me then. ‘You’re talking about a chinchilla, right?’


I nodded. And then shook my head. What was I talking about, exactly?


The reason that the Abigail Project was inextricably linked to me handing in my notice at Glazed was because of an act of blind faith by a famous artist, Elizabeth Staggs. And because of a brief moment of uncharacteristic optimism by a not-at-all-famous artist, me.


Elizabeth is originally from Margate, the seaside town where I’m from. It’s changed a lot in the past few years, become a tourist destination for Londoners wanting cocktails and small plates by the sea, but parts of it are the same as it’s always been – run down, forgotten, neglected. Bleak and desolate, sad and wanting.


Elizabeth went to the same high school as me, although she left a few years before I started. I swear that school was in special measures before the concept of special measures even existed – a beacon and an icon in the field of failing schools. We had pretty much nothing going for us: the whole place was in a state of desperate disrepair; the classrooms were damp and cold and filled with restless students with various unmet needs. Depressed teachers watched the clock until they could take a break to smoke in their cars and think about their life choices.


And yet, the bleak corridors were adorned with Elizabeth’s work – worth a small fortune probably, now that I think about it – commissioned by the school and gifted with the idea that it might inspire the pupils, inject some hope into an otherwise rather hopeless place.


There were a lot of her trademark abstract works, which not only had the effect of brightening up the beige walls, but of radiating light somehow. I was drawn to one painting in particular, a canvas in the cold corridor I used to walk down to get to double maths. Splashes of every shade of red and pink you could imagine.


To me, it was like the sun.


It reminded me there was a world outside. A world bigger than double maths. Bigger than me and high school and my mum and the persistent ache I carried with me.


When I left school, three years earlier than everybody else, I thought of that painting often – of the sun that hung in the dark, radiating light. I would close my eyes and try to feel the warmth of it on my skin.


Elizabeth had always taken an interest in the community in Margate. She still lives there half the time, in a huge townhouse. Tourists take selfies with the mural painted outside. She sometimes does workshops there for locals, in schools and in community groups – what one might call ‘giving back’, although I’m not sure I’ve ever heard her describe it like that herself. Occasionally she films segments of her TV show – Artistic Licence – there: shots of her walking on the beach with her greyhound, Walter.


So, when I say that my work ‘attracted the interest of’ Elizabeth Staggs, I mean that, on a whim, I entered the Abigail Project, via a series of photographs and a long personal essay, into a competition she was running. Every year, there is a weekend when locals can open their houses to members of the public, almost like every home is its own gallery, and Elizabeth always takes part. She ran a contest last year for a local amateur artist to display a piece of their own work in her home and, by some miracle, I got through several rounds and the Abigail Project landed in front of Elizabeth herself.


The piece that actually won was a lovely painting of the lido reimagined on a sunny day, bright and gleaming, with all kinds of people, dressed both in contemporary and in 1920s swimwear, lounging around in it. It was the perfect smushing together (an artistic term) of past and present, and I loved it. I bought a postcard with the print on, in fact, and pinned it to the noticeboard in my bedroom.


I still don’t know what possessed me to submit my own work, to reach so far outside my little bubble and invite somebody else in. But I’m glad I did – truly, thank God I did – because it led Elizabeth to send me an email, which I, of course, ignored.


In that email, Elizabeth gave me her personal phone number and asked me to call her. She said she wanted to speak to me about something and that it was important. When I didn’t respond, she rang me, but I ignored the calls too. I didn’t think I had very much to say about the Abigails; they were, to my mind, pretty much self-explanatory.


By that time, the flash of optimism that had inspired me to enter the contest had well and truly disappeared. I was embarrassed, exhausted, terrified by the prospect of any kind of disruption to the careful routine that was my life. I was furious with myself for inviting it in.


Elizabeth tried to call me every day for a week, and every day I watched the screen light up and dim again. I never even saved her number.


One day, my mum saw me rejecting a phone call while we were watching Pointless and, when she asked me who it was, I made the mistake of telling her the truth. Her eyes widened. I wished I hadn’t said anything, but I guess the flash of optimism must have still been in there somewhere, a little bit of dormant hope.


‘Oh, Isobel,’ Mum said. ‘You must answer. You have to.’


‘Why?’ I said. ‘I shouldn’t have entered the competition in the first place. It was a moment of madness.’


Mum tutted; she hated it when I called myself mad.


‘Well,’ she said, in a particularly annoying voice that she reserved for when she knew she was about to have a mic-drop moment, ‘I think it’s madness to pass up this opportunity, Issy. So, yes, if that’s what you’re doing, then I agree, it is . . . it is madness.’


I could tell she was angry or frustrated, or something indecipherable that she was finding deeply galvanising. She could barely sit still.


I should have predicted what would happen next.


A couple of nights later, I got home from work after a particularly rough Saturday – two kids’ parties: screaming, crying, someone throwing up in a Postman Pat bowl – and there she was, sitting in the living room, a flash of offensively bright orange jumper against our beige sofa. I stood in the doorway and blinked stupidly a couple of times, trying to place her.


It takes a moment when you see something unexpected like that, like a bird inside the house – so familiar, but, by virtue of its location, totally disarming.


‘You’re a hard person to pin down, Isobel,’ Elizabeth said to me. Her face remained impassive; it might have felt like I was being chastised were it not for the unmistakable hint of playfulness in her eyes – bright blue and outlined in black kohl behind huge cat-eye glasses. ‘I decided to book an appointment with your manager instead. She suggested you might be easier to speak to in person.’


Elizabeth jerked her head towards my mum, who was sitting on the edge of the armchair where no one ever sits. Mum smiled nervously; she’d been gnawing on a hangnail and I could see that she’d drawn blood.


‘I really think you should talk to her, love,’ Mum said to me quietly, as if the stranger two feet away might not be able to hear. ‘In fact, I’ll leave you to it. Let me know if you need anything.’


Mum brushed past me in the doorway and squeezed my arm gently: an apology for the ambush and a pinch to wake me up.


I gingerly walked into the living room and, after hovering in front of Elizabeth for a moment, perched on the opposite end of the sofa, depositing my rucksack with a thump on the floor.


I was acutely aware that I smelled like pottery glaze, but, more pressingly, of sweat and the cheap Prosecco one of the parents had accidentally poured on my trainers earlier in the day. I’d said, ‘Don’t worry,’ before realising she’d not actually said sorry. I’d been on my feet for nine hours and my body ached. Elizabeth Staggs was serene, as if this was her living room that I was visiting, as if I had requested the meeting with her myself.


‘Your mum tells me you’ve always been an artist,’ Elizabeth said.


Ah, no small talk, then. It was a relief, I suppose, not to have to go through the ordeal of telling her about my day. My eyes fixed on a small hole on the shoulder of her jumper. It looked hand-knitted and I wondered if the hole had always been there. If it was someone’s mistake.


‘Yeah, she would say that,’ I said. ‘That’s mums, isn’t it? They think their kids are good at everything.’


Elizabeth just looked at me curiously, ignoring my glib answer. It made me feel silly, although I don’t think that was her intention. I sat up straighter.


‘But you’ve never studied art or textiles formally?’ she said.


I shook my head. ‘No, I’ve never studied . . . anything, really.’


Elizabeth sat back on the sofa, as if to get a better look at me. ‘And you said in your essay, when you entered the contest, that you never finished school? It sounds like you’ve had a pretty tough time. You dropped out after—’


‘Right,’ I said, before she could finish her sentence, my fingernails digging into the palms of my hands. I focused on the hole in the jumper again, imagining poking my finger and thumb through it and stretching it until the threads snapped. ‘Yes.’


She tilted her head to catch my eye. I reluctantly looked up.


‘I didn’t finish school either,’ she said. ‘Did you know that?’


I shook my head, surprised. Elizabeth not finishing was not part of the narrative my high school liked to share about her.


‘I left when I was fifteen,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Things were very hard at home.’ She paused. ‘You know what that’s like.’


She did not say it with pity. She said it as a matter of fact.


I nodded again and swallowed hard. There was normally a cacophony of unwanted sound in our flat – pipes clanging and neighbours’ TVs and dogs barking – but, in that moment, it felt as though the world had gone silent. It was just us.


‘And I was utterly miserable,’ Elizabeth said.


‘At school?’


‘Everywhere,’ Elizabeth replied softly, ‘all the time. You know what that’s like, too.’


I inhaled sharply.


‘But,’ Elizabeth carried on, ‘leaving school, not having qualifications, all of that stuff, it doesn’t have to mean it’s the end.’


‘The end of what?’ I said.


She smiled then, a warm smile that lit up her whole face, as if my answer had taken her by surprise and delighted her. We were both quiet for a moment – me, waiting for her answer; her, looking around the room slowly, curiously, her eyes finally landing on the cage in the corner.


‘The famous Abigail?’ she asked.


I nodded.


‘I suppose she won’t come out to meet me?’


‘No,’ I said, ‘she won’t come out until later. And she doesn’t really like strangers; she’s a bit shy.’


She hadn’t actually met any strangers, it occurred to me. Abigail’s world consisted entirely of me and my mum, and occasionally my Uncle Pete if she was too slow to hide before he came into the room bellowing, ‘You alright, Annabel, my darling?’


‘Of course,’ Elizabeth said.


We sat in silence again, both looking at the cage, as if waiting for something to happen.


‘So,’ she said, after a moment, ‘if I can’t see the real thing, can I at least see the other Abigails?’


I hesitated, although I’m not sure why. She was clearly here to see them; the guided tour was inevitable.


‘I’m amazed Mum hasn’t already shown you,’ I said, getting to my feet, sharp pains shooting up through the soles.


Elizabeth laughed and I felt a flush of warmth in my chest. She had effectively forced her way into my life and yet, still, despite my protestations, there was a part of me that came alive sitting next to her. I wanted to impress her.


‘Oh, she tried. But I wanted to see them with you, the artist.’


It felt absurd being referred to as ‘the artist’, but I already knew better than to correct her or say something self-deprecating. I instinctively knew that, when she’d said it, she’d meant it, and that she was probably not the kind of person who said things she didn’t mean.


I led her up to my bedroom. We stood for a while in silence, very close together because my room was tiny. Cupboard tiny. Elizabeth was wearing a perfume unlike any that I’d smelled before, different from anything my mum would wear. It was heady and rich and like something, I suppose, I’d imagine a man might wear.


Elizabeth inspected the Abigails carefully, as if she were in a gallery and it was a real exhibition. She stepped towards them and bent her head, as if she were reading little plaques explaining them, explaining me.


I wondered if she expected me to say something, to tell her something new or interesting or impressive about them, but I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I just watched her instead. She snapped her head back after a while, turning away from the Abigails and back to me. It was decisive, like she’d seen all she needed to see.


‘Do you paint other things, too?’ Elizabeth asked.


‘Sometimes,’ I said, surprised by the question. I hoped she wouldn’t ask to see my paintings – mostly crinkled, faded watercolours of the beach, discarded because my cheap paint was never going to be able to capture the colours of the sky.


‘Sculpture?’ she asked, politely ignoring the attempts at sculpted Abigails on top of my chest of drawers.


‘No.’


‘Ceramics? Do you often work with clay?’


‘I mean, I work at Glazed, the pottery cafe in town. I make flat whites and put tiles with babies’ handprints on them into a kiln.’


She laughed again and nodded to herself. She shook her head from side to side a little, as if weighing everything up.


‘Why do you do it? What got you making this stuff?’


‘It gives me a purpose, I suppose,’ I said. ‘If I feel directionless, I can make something that didn’t exist before, that wouldn’t exist if I didn’t exist. It makes me feel less like everything is . . . insignificant.’


My cheeks were burning again. I felt quite sure these were not the answers she was looking for – although, at this point, I still couldn’t quite imagine what she was looking for.


I scanned my shelves, packed with well-thumbed charity-shop copies of books about great artists, history, women breaking glass ceilings, and racked my brains for what exactly had inspired me.


I’d missed out on most of the school trips to the galleries in London. Mum and I had never been. I could only think of Elizabeth’s work in my school corridors making the dead space alive, but I couldn’t say that.


So I stayed quiet, and so did she, for a moment; then she sat on my bed and patted the spot next to her. I hesitated before sitting down beside her. I felt the mattress springs creak beneath the weight of us both.


‘I’ve got something I want to talk to you about. And I want you to seriously consider it – I don’t want you to dismiss this, because, let me tell you, I don’t do this often. In fact,’ she said, and she nodded at me until I nodded back, confirming I was listening, ‘I never do this. But there’s something about . . .’ She paused, looking around the room again. ‘There’s something about you that’s really got to me. You remind me of me – I think that’s what it is. And of someone very special who works for me. It’s uncanny.’


I felt like I was dreaming. I realised she was waiting for me to say something, to assure her I understood that something big was happening.


‘Yes,’ I whispered. ‘OK.’


‘Will you promise to take on board what I’ve got to say? To consider what I’m offering you?’


I looked down at her feet dangling over the side of my bed. This stranger.


Her socks were mismatched. I think about that a lot when I remember that moment, which, even while it was happening, I knew was life-changing. It was one of those moments when you can almost feel the shift, the world adjusting in real time to a new reality. This is what I think of: one pink foot and one blue.


‘Yes,’ I said again. I looked up at her. ‘I promise.’


*


So here I am. About to start working for Elizabeth Staggs, an intern in her London office, an assistant in her studio, a student of hers, there to soak in everything I can. And make a lot of coffee, presumably.


A whole year away from home. A whole year of not working at Glazed. A whole year of not living with my mum. It turns my stomach every time I think about it.


*


My plan for the afternoon was to make my room feel more like my own, but actually what happened was, after I had put the real Abigail back in her cage, I curled up on top of my unmade bed and fell asleep. The strange sounds of my new home crept into my dreams, distorting familiar images into something more vivid, darker. I twitched and started, and eventually woke up with a jolt when the front door slammed shut and someone yelled, ‘What the fuck happened to the fucking letter box?’


Shit.


I crept down the first flight of stairs and stood at the top of the second, looking down at the front door, filled with dread. The woman in the hallway didn’t notice me for a moment; she had her back turned, doing exactly what I had done – sticking her arm through the hole in the door.


I took another step down and the creak of the floorboards beneath my feet made the woman spin around. She glared at me and I braced myself for a telling off. I opened my mouth to begin apologising, to offer some kind of explanation for the letter box on the floor, but, before I could, her expression shifted and she smiled at me.


‘Isobel,’ she said, pointing at me. ‘Get down here right now!’


She said it with such feeling, with the kind of enthusiasm you might normally reserve for greeting an old friend, that I found myself grinning back. When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I hovered awkwardly, unsure of my next move, but she pulled me in for a hug. She was wearing so much sweet perfume that it caught in the back of my throat.


‘All four,’ she said, when she pulled away.


‘Sorry?’ I said.


‘All four of us are here!’ she said. ‘You, Robin, Mo and me.’ She slapped her hand to her forehead. ‘I haven’t even introduced myself – I’m Alyssa, obviously.’


She stuck her hand out and I shook it, even though we’d just hugged. I guessed we were doing the business side of things now.


‘I’m Isobel,’ I said, ‘obviously.’


I did, of course, know it was Alyssa, because I’d never been in so much and such intense communication with anyone in my life before her, apart from, perhaps, my mother. But, honestly, they might be neck and neck.


Alyssa had posted the SpareRoom advert that I replied to. There was something about her vibe that I responded to – a sort of no-nonsense, take-charge attitude, combined with an element of being quite unapologetically strange. It felt a little like I might be moving in with a particularly strict schoolteacher or a Brownie-pack leader with a wild side, and I was surprised by how drawn to it I was.




3 spare rooms in a gorgeous flat WITH A ROOF TERRACE in ZONE TWO. I am a 33-year-old woman (SHE/HER) retraining to be a midwife and I’m looking for 3 MATURE people, preferably other older students or professionals to share this flat with me from SEPTEMBER. The contract is for ONE YEAR, NON-NEGOTIABLE.


Must like spending time together, RESPECTING each other, having fun, being quiet, enjoying life, being clean and tidy.


I don’t smoke, but I don’t mind if you want to smoke on the ROOF TERRACE. I drink MODERATELY and it would be nice to share a bottle of wine sometimes or a NON-ALCOHOLIC beverage, no discrimination, I respect all choices and all people from all walks of life.


Absolutely no musicians or people who play musical instruments under any circumstances. NO DJS. DO NOT APPLY.


LGBTQIA+ friendly household, actually preferred (I am straight).


Contact Alyssa for more information.





‘Have you met anyone else yet?’ Alyssa asked, walking through to the kitchen. I assumed I was expected to follow her. ‘Or are they still out?’


‘No, not yet,’ I said. ‘You’re the first one back.’


‘Wait a sec,’ she said, holding up one finger to stop me, as if she hadn’t just asked me a question. She frowned at her phone, rolled her eyes and then started yelling at the top of her voice into it, telling someone that they ‘must be joking’ and that they’re ‘going to live to regret it’.


‘Voicenote,’ she mouthed to me, as if I might not have figured that out.


I watched her as she moved around the kitchen; she held a mug up to me and I nodded. She switched the kettle on and got tea bags out of the cupboard without pausing her monologue about the terrible boyfriend of whoever was on the receiving end of her message. The volume of the monologue was truly deafening.


Alyssa was much smaller than I’d imagined. I don’t know why I expected her to be tall – I suppose because she was a lot via email. She really gave tall-person energy, but I’d say she was at least a head shorter than my five foot seven. She was slight, too, and had dark-brown skin. Her black hair was knotted in a bun at the nape of her neck. She was wearing pink scrubs and, when she turned around to shake a carton of oat milk at me (I nodded), I noticed how tired she looked. She put her phone down on the counter and sighed as she stirred milk into our mugs, and the kitchen fell into silence.


She lifted the front of her scrubs and sniffed, then wrinkled her nose slightly. I didn’t know how she could smell anything other than her perfume, but perhaps that was the point – to mask the smell of her day, of the hospital. I don’t even want to think about what learning to be a midwife actually entails. I’ve seen One Born Every Minute – a horror show, essentially – and that is more than enough information for me.


‘I’m going to go and take a shower,’ Alyssa said, wrapping her hands around her mug as if to warm herself up, even though it was uncomfortably hot in the kitchen. She shuddered slightly. ‘I’m so tired,’ she said. ‘I’ve been at work for, like . . . thirteen hours or something. I think all I’ve eaten is biscuits for about three days.’ She closed her eyes and then snapped them open again, shaking her head, refusing to give in to sleep. ‘A shower will be good, though; I think it’ll wake me up.’


If she were someone else, I might have suggested she try a nap, or even a full night’s sleep, but I got the impression that Alyssa probably didn’t accept advice and so instead I nodded and gratefully took the mug of tea from her.


‘But,’ Alyssa said, ‘I really want to catch up with you properly. I’m so excited that we’re all here. I’ve said to the others that we should hang out on the roof later, about eight p.m.? A little get-to-know-you sort of thing?’


She posed this as a question, but I felt instinctively, in my bones, that attendance was mandatory.


‘I’ll be there,’ I said.


‘Yes,’ Alyssa replied, as if I was stating the obvious.


I drank my tea in the kitchen, the open window letting in the slightest of breezes and the sounds of the street below. There were kids screeching and parents yelling. I looked out on to the park across the road and something pulsed through me. It was so close to homesickness that I felt tears prick in my eyes again, but it wasn’t quite that. Somewhere in me, deep down, was a flicker of excitement. Uncle Pete’s words had struck a chord (something I have never said before and probably will never say again) – maybe life really was just beginning.
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