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More praise for My Lover’s Lover:

‘Absorbing, beautifully written . . . a sensual celebration of language . . . this book warns against the blindness of falling in love’ Mavis Cheek, Daily Express


 



‘A gripping and passionate double love story . . . supremely well done . . . It is a hard task to capture precisely the elusive, slippery nature of love but [O’Farrell] achieves this with writing of such simplicity and honesty that passion is left unobscured by unnecessary words’ Literary Review


 



‘Lily is a twenty-first century equivalent of du Maurier’s Rebecca and of Jane Eyre too . . . O’Farrell is so good at exploring the most inscrutable aspects of relationships, and those who lure us into them, that it would be almost a crime for her to stop’ Independent on Sunday


 



‘A mixture of metropolitan satire and ghost story . . . a stylish take on the supernatural’ Christina Koning, The Times


 



‘Brilliantly evokes the raw pain of breaking up - and the pure relief of moving on’ She


 



‘Part chiller, part love story, with lurching twists and poetic bravura, this is Vertigo for the What Lies Beneath generation’ The Face


 



‘What begins as a ghost story soon becomes scarily real. The book seems to be saying that nothing in our imagination can be quite as unsettling, or destabilising, as the potential chaos we invite into our lives every time we connect with another human being’ Observer


 



‘Set once again in relationship territory, O’Farrell brings her  emotionally acute writing into play with good effect . . . a novel full of spine-tingling intrigue’ Glamour


 



‘Another remarkable work, part gothic ghost story, partly a story of romantic loss’ Yorkshire Evening Press


 



‘Mingles the suspense of a ghost story with the impact of a thriller . . . The dark themes of obsession and passion are compellingly gothic; the modern setting only heightens the book’s contrasting and compulsive sense of unease’  The Big Issue


 



‘Maggie O’Farrell explores with great panache the gothic-horror potential of relationships, the haunting severed-limbs of love’ Times Literary Supplement


 



‘The intensity of O’Farrell’s prose style sucks you into this story of obsession . . . spookily sexy, and gripping from the start’ Marie Claire


 



‘She is undeniably skilful, a good plotter and a confident stylist, and she is brave to write about love and sex with such passionate conviction’ Financial Times


 



‘O’Farrell is an insightful and passionate chronicler of human emotions. It’s compulsive and thrilling stuff’ Amazon.co.uk


 



‘This is contemporary literary fiction at its best’ Bookseller


 



 



And for After You’d Gone:

 



‘Maggie O’Farrell’s first novel, After You’d Gone, had me so gripped I had to feign illness in order to devote myself to it entirely. It’s a beautifully constructed story of family history, religion, separation and death, all held together by  an unashamedly passionate love story’ Esther Freud, Guardian  Books of the Year

 



‘Unputdownable, beautifully written . . . with compassion and humour [After You’d Gone] brings to new life a traditional story of three generations of women, their silences and betrayals, their domino effect on each other. A sharp, fresh talent to watch’ Michèle Roberts, Independent Books of the Year

 



‘Such an accomplished performance’ Shena Mackay, Daily Telegraph


 



‘O’Farrell is a born novelist . . . After You’d Gone is gripping, delivered with clarity, care, generosity . . . supremely moving’ Ali Smith, Scotland on Sunday


 



‘Incredibly affecting . . . a devastating debut’ The Face


 



‘This tense, involving and disturbing read . . . kept me up half the night, unable to put it down’ Mail on Sunday


 



‘A writer of rare insight with a feel for language that renders her love story both tender and tragic’ Financial Times


 



‘Love in many guises - romantic, familial, unwilling, redemptive - powers the novel . . . it’s passionate, tender, and portrayed with a refreshing lack of cynicism . . . a compulsively readable and accomplished first novel’ Lesley Glaister, Independent


 



‘Riveting . . . O’Farrell has a gift for storytelling that makes the reader long for her next effort’ Erica Wagner, The Times


 



‘O’Farrell is blessed with a tender, solicitous intelligence . . . Honest, moving and wise beyond its author’s years’ Time Out
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now that I’m nearly gone, I’m more here than I ever was

ALI SMITH


 



 



good lovers make great enemies


BEN HARPER




part one


As I was going up the stair,
 I met a man who wasn’t there.
 He wasn’t there again today;
 I wish that man would go away.



 


ANON


She steps from the taxi, pushing at the metal weight of the door,  clutching cigarettes, change and the thorned stems of roses. Sarah says something to her over the taxi roof and she half turns. She’s aware too late of her foot catching on the granite curve of the kerb, and the next moment she is airborne, falling upwards.

Lily sees the world swivel on its axis, her hair, lighter than her, flowing past her face, her fingers shedding roses and spinning discs of coins. As she arches through space she sees, walking along the pavement towards her, a man. It seems odd somehow that he should be alone because he strikes her, in that split-second shutter-snap moment, as the kind of person who is rarely without others. He walks with a peculiar emphasis, as if trying to leave an imprint of himself on the air. Then concrete and grit smack against her body, and the skin is flayed from her hands.

At the touch of fingers, tight as ivy on her sleeve, she looks up. His eyes are a surprising, unambiguous blue. The flowers are crushed beneath her, seeping yellow pigment into her clothes. He is helping her upright, speaking to her, asking her are you all right, are you hurt. Her hands feel  scalded, raw, and when she looks at them she sees beads of blood springing from the skin in neat rows. Then Sarah has made it round from the other side of the taxi and is holding her arm, pressing tissues to her grazes, thanking the man. When Lily looks round, he’s vanished.

‘My God,’ Sarah says, peering at her. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Yeah,’ she says, laughing now, embarrassed, ‘I’m fine. Don’t know what happened there.’ And they walk through the night air, towards the party. A repetitive, thrumming pulse of music is stretching at the walls of the building.

Inside, the rooms and corridors are crushed with people and hung with heavy nimbuses of smoke. It’s the exhibition launch of a friend of Sarah’s, but no one’s looking at the art - photo-realistic paintings of people and animals being consumed by fire. Lily has the sensation of wanting to stretch up to the ceiling where there might be more air. Her injured hands feel sensitised, peeled like eggs.

She leaves Sarah in the main room, talking to a girl in a turquoise dress. The dress is rimmed with silky, frail fur, strands of which cling to the moistness of the girl’s skin like seaweed. The people all seem to be of a type, or wearing some kind of uniform. The girls are small and gamine with cropped hair and dark-kohled eyes. The men are brash, filling their clothes complacently, gripping cigarettes between meaty fingers. Maybe it’s the fall, or the pain in her hands, but she can’t get over how distant everyone seems, as if she’s looking at them down the wrong end of a telescope.

At the drinks table, she picks up a fragile-feeling plastic cup filled with acidic pale wine. Next to her, a woman is  fanning herself vigorously with the exhibition catalogue, her cup-rim stained with a simulacrum of her violent crimson lips. Holding her drink above her head, Lily starts pushing her way through groups of people and cross-currents of conversation, towards the back and shoulders of a man she knows. She hears the rub of her black corduroy trousers as her legs move under her - a sound of secret, velvet friction. She had a lover who’d been obsessed with these trousers. ‘Cor-du-roy,’ he would say as he eased them off her, separating each syllable in a fake French accent, ‘cord of kings.’

A hand darts through the crowd and seizes her arm. It’s brown-skinned, crooked-fingered, with silver nails. She stares down at it, surprised, then leans around the back of a thickset woman with bristly hair to see Phoebe, Sarah’s friend who works at the gallery. ‘Hi,’ she says. ‘How are you?”

‘Come and talk to us.’ Phoebe tugs at her. The abrasions on her palms and wrists ache, threatening to split apart. ‘This is my cousin, Marky Mark.’ Phoebe moves to one side and Lily sees the man who’d picked her up off the pavement. Phoebe holds out her hand, flat, palm up. ‘This is Lily.’

Lily steps forward. He looks different in the light. His shirt, hectically patterned, is rolled up at the sleeves, one higher than the other so that she can see the line of his tan. The curve of his bicep is a pale, milky white, his forearms a deep brown. His fingers are stained with green ink and he has the heel of his right shoe balanced on the toe of his left.

‘Marky Mark?’ she repeats, when she is close enough for him to hear her. ‘That’s a funny name.’

‘It’s Marcus,’ he murmurs, lifting his glittering blue gaze  to hers. He scans her face for a second or two, then smiles. ‘How are your hands?’

Lily holds his gaze. She refuses to be intimidated by flirtatious men. ‘All right, thanks.’

‘What’s wrong with your hands?’ Phoebe is saying, but neither of them replies.

‘Can I see?’ he asks.

She holds out her wrist. He transfers his beer can into his other hand and reaches out for her arm, curling his fingers around it. His touch is surprisingly hot. Around the pressure points of his fingertips, her skin empties of blood.

‘Hmm,’ he says, leaning close, ‘nasty. You should get it cleaned up properly.’

Lily retracts her arm. ‘I’m sure I’ll live.’

Again, he smiles. ‘I’m sure you will.’

‘What happened? What happened?’ Phoebe twitters.

‘Lily fell,’ Marcus replies, still looking at Lily. ‘Outside. Tell me, do you make a habit of falling -’

‘Not really,’ she cuts across him.

‘- at people’s feet?’

There is a pause.

‘No,’ she says again. ‘No, I don’t.’

‘Marcus,’ Phoebe begins, in a strident, bossy voice, obviously put out, ‘I want to hear about you.’

Lily raises her eyebrows at Marcus, but then becomes aware of a shift between the three of them. Marcus looks at Phoebe quickly, moving his mouth as if about to speak. Phoebe is gazing at him intently and he is staring back at his cousin with a strange, wry, almost pained expression, one hand pressed, oddly, to the centre of his thorax.

‘How are you doing?’ Phoebe’s voice is nearly a whisper. Something private, hidden, is being referred to. Lily looks from one to the other, suddenly wanting to be away from them both. Whatever this is, it has nothing to do with her.

‘Well, I--’ He stops. Slowly, he rubs his nose with his knuckle, managing to keep his beer can upright at the same time. Someone passes in the corridor beyond the kitchen door, saying, ‘And she never knew, never found out.’ Marcus sniffs in a deep breath, seems to be examining the lino on the floor. Lily sees in horror that he might cry. But then he grins and says, ‘I think I need a new flatmate.’

He and Phoebe collapse into sudden hysterics. Phoebe hoots with laughter, leans on Marcus while the two of them giggle and snort and hiccup and wipe their eyes. Lily smiles at them both and turns towards the wall of people and sound. As she walks away, she hears Phoebe, behind her, ask: ‘What on earth happened?’

 



Last night, the radio he’d thought long broken sputtered into life. Suddenly, a woman’s voice, in the cracked vowels of a language he couldn’t fathom, was sliding down the spiral staircase of his ear.

Aidan flicks over a page of the magazine, and takes a tentative sip of his tongue-flayingly hot coffee. He’d lain there for a while, listening to the sound of a distant radio station, broadcasting from somewhere, surfacing in his room. He hadn’t been able to get back to sleep and half an hour later he’d been sitting on the edge of his mattress, screwdriver in hand, the radio in pieces around him, trying to find the loose connection.

The magazine is one he found in the café. It’s about ‘lifestyle choices’, it tells him, and is full of soap stars he’s never heard of in their underwear. He spends a few minutes doing a ridiculous questionnaire entitled ‘So you think you’re immune to love?’, and scores dismally low, putting him at highly infectious. He does it again, fiddling his answers, until he gets cross with himself and turns instead to an article about a testicle festival in Montana.

He’s been to see a movie and he knows he won’t sleep for a while, so has found this late-night coffee bar. He had to go out, had to leave the flat, had to pretend he’d had other plans all along. He’s supposed to be at Phoebe’s exhibition launch, but just couldn’t face it.

He sits on a high stool with an iron rung for his feet and a mirror in front of him. He avoids his own eye and looks instead at the room behind him. The people under the white strip-lights look pallid and vitamin-less. Cigarettes balance between fingers or in ashtrays, legs are crossed, feet dangling in the air, napkins are concertina-folded against the table surface. No one talks much. The Italian men behind the counter mutter monosyllabically to each other and gaze at the large TV screen where two teams zigzag up and down a lurid green pitch. Outside, late-night crowds drift past the glass door.

Without warning, a huge yawn overtakes him, and his jaw hinge cracks - a startling, inappropriate noise that from inside his head sounds like a gunshot. He suppresses an urge to laugh, and glances about him to see if anyone else has heard it. What would he say? Sorry to have disturbed you, that was just my malfunctioning mandibular joint. A man  brushes past him, putting on his coat. The waiter flaps a tablecloth free of crumbs at the door. Someone standing in the corner lets a cup of coffee slip from their fingers and it shatter-smashes, a hot, dark lake of coffee spreading over the neat chess-squares of lino.

 



Lily slips into the back stairs of the gallery, in search of another bathroom. There’s a toilet on the ground floor, but a long queue of people is snaked around its door. The sweat she’s broken out in from being crammed in a room with too many people cools on her skin. As she climbs the flight of stairs she imagines she’s leaving a swirl of water molecules in her wake.

The gallery is in one of those Victorian terraced houses that stretch in rows all over the city. They are all roughly the same layout, but where the bathroom usually is - at the back of the house on the first floor - Lily finds a small office smelling faintly of wet coffee granules.

She leans on the spiralling banister and looks down. From this distance, the mass of voices sound like frogs, high-pitched and regular. Then she hears something else - heavy footsteps of someone descending the staircase.

The floor judders as Marcus comes down from the upper floor. She straightens up, turning towards him in the half-light. But he moves nearer and, without speaking, slides one arm around her shoulders and the other around her waist. The length of his body rests against hers. He bends his head and presses his lips to the dip just below her cheekbone.

Lily is so shocked she does nothing. She stands in the  cage of his arms, breathing in the scent of his hair, his skin, the wool of his sweater, the wine on his breath. His face feels damp, as if he’s just washed it.

Then she feels something else entirely. A movement of air, tiny, imperceptible, a slight disturbance in the atmosphere. Someone else is there. Someone else is with them, watching them. She pulls away from him, twisting her head round. No one there. She cranes her head past him. No one there either.

She looks back at him, slightly thrown. It’s in her mind to ask him a question, but she can’t quite form what it is. The moment see-saws between them, and it’s one of a peculiar, febrile clarity: she can hear the blood-throb of his heart, the static shift of her shoe-soles against the carpet. There are textures everywhere: he scratches his head and hair-shaft crackles against scalp, nails against follicles. Their clothes, moving on their bodies, are bonfires of silk against cotton, wool against denim.

He is rooting for something in his back pocket. ‘I’ve got something to show you.’ He makes an elaborate circling movement with his hands, like an illusionist revealing the final apparition of a trick. He opens his palm, flat, and holds it out to her. In its centre is a slip of paper. ‘It’s a piece of paper,’ he says.

Lily reaches up and touches the place where his lips had been. ‘I can see that.’

‘Do you want it?’

They look at it together, a tiny runway on his outstretched hand. She keeps her face serious. ‘Not really.’

‘How about if I write my phone number on it?’

Lily laughs.

‘Well?’ he says.

‘No,’ she says, an inexplicable belligerence taking hold of her, ‘still don’t want it.’

‘That’s very rude,’ he says. He stretches the paper between his hands and snaps it against the air. ‘Didn’t your mother ever teach you any manners?’ Leaning on the banister, he scribbles on it with the narrow lead of a propelling pencil. ‘Here,’ he says, pushing it into her pocket. ‘Promise you’ll call me.’ He keeps his hand in her pocket, pulling her to him. ‘Promise?’

And because she doesn’t want to give him what he wants, or at least not yet, doesn’t want to let him have things his way, she asks, ‘Are you really looking for a new flatmate?’

He blinks. The hand in her pocket moves, tenses, then withdraws. ‘Maybe. Why?’

‘I know someone who’s looking.’

‘Who?’

‘Me. I’ve been living at my mother’s for two months and it’s driving me mad.’

He studies her face with such intensity that she knows he’s thinking about something else. ‘You,’ he says, as if weighing the word on his tongue. Then he swallows. ‘Yes,’ he says, ‘yes I am. You have to call me now,’ he shouts, as he thunders down the stairs.

 



 



Seconds pass. Lily stares up at the shut, opaque windows, waiting. Nothing.

‘Marcus!’ she calls again, scanning the brickwork, as if expecting it to register some kind of reaction. The narrow-mouthed courtyard, surrounded on three sides by wide-windowed warehouses, swallows the impact of her voice, leaching it of decibels. She sighs and glances at the scrap of notepaper to check the street number he’d given her, before stepping up to the door again. There are four separate bells and beside the top one is written ‘Sinead + Marcus’. The bell didn’t work, he’d said; she’d have to shout up, he’d said. He’d come straight down.

She steps back, away from the door, shading her eyes against the dull glare of the sky. The top windows look blank, impervious, throwing back reflections of their counterparts opposite. She looks out beyond the mouth of the courtyard and down the street. Two elderly people in beige mackintoshes are crossing the street at a painfully slow pace, followed by an arthritic-looking terrier in a tartan coat. She could just go. She could just walk away, get on the tube, go home, take off her makeup and tights, which are cutting  into her middle, and sit under the flickering blue gaze of the television. She could just forget the whole thing and go. She jiggles keys inside her pocket, considering this idea.

But then she inhales deeply, imagining her alveoli filling out, darkening with oxygen. ‘MARCUS!’ she bellows. It comes out much louder than expected, and she giggles in surprise and a kind of private pleasure at the noise she’s capable of making. His name bounces off the wet cobbles, the polished panes, the windscreens of the cars hunched along the pavements. Then, above her, a window swings open and a man appears. It’s not Marcus. He’s got black hair. He’s also frowning. They examine each other for a moment.

‘He’s not here,’ he calls down, leaning with one hand on the sill, the other holding his hair out of his eyes. He looks as if he’s been interrupted from a deep sleep.

‘Oh,’ Lily says. ‘Do you know when he’ll be back?’

The man shakes his head and shrugs.

‘I was meant to meet him here at seven.’

The man looks at his watch. Lily doesn’t look at hers. She knows it’s about ten past.

‘No idea.’ He gazes down at her. Lily waits. ‘Maybe you’d better come in.’

‘Thanks,’ she mutters.

Moments later, the heavy grey door opens on to the street. It swings outwards, the man pushing it with his foot. Lily has to duck in under his arm. ‘Thanks,’ she says.

He is examining her curiously, unsmilingly; she beams back at him. Sulky people always make her want to do this - annoy and irritate them out of their glumness. Then he  lets the door slam closed and they are plunged into complete darkness. Lily starts and puts up her hand to feel for a wall, a surface. She would never admit it to anyone, but she’s never liked the dark. She is locked into the foyer of a large warehouse in darkness with a man she’s never met. She has a dim memory of seeing some stairs climbing up and turning a corner, but are they to her left or to her right?

‘Dark, isn’t it?’ she hears herself say to the grumpy bloke, but her voice sounds high and thin.

There is no response. Lily shuffles her feet towards where she thinks the stairs might be, holding her arm outstretched. The floor surface feels grainy. Something crunches underfoot.

‘This way.’

The voice is very close to her ear, and on the other side of her head. He must have moved around her and she didn’t even notice.

‘Is there a light?’ she says, turning her face towards the direction of his voice.

‘There’s one up here.’

His voice is further away now, higher up. He must have started climbing the stairs. An inexplicable fear infiltrates her like a chemical, her head hot, her breathing fast. She is telling herself off for being stupid, but salted water is prickling at her eyelids when there is a burst of light like a flashbulb going off: the front door opens, and someone - Lily is too blinded to see who - comes in. The door slams shut and a light is snapped on, and in front of her, holding a bicycle helmet under his arm, is Marcus. His hair is wet, velvet-short, holding webs of drizzle.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he says. ‘I’m late, aren’t I?’ He pushes back the cuff of his jacket to see his watch. ‘I am. I’m really sorry. I got held up by this idiot person I work with and I couldn’t get away and . . .’ He comes close to her, so close that she can smell the rain off him, seizes her arm, and pulls her towards the stairs. ‘Let’s go up. We mustn’t waste another second. Did Aidan let you in? Where did he go to anyway? How come he left you standing in the dark?’

She follows the backs of his shoes - different from the ones he’d been wearing at the party - up the stairs. The stairs are rickety, narrow and steep: thin, bendable boards and a wooden handrail slippery with cheap paint. They go up two floors, three, four, and on the fourth is a door left ajar. Marcus pushes it, and holds it open for her.

‘There you go, Lily.’

‘Thanks,’ she says, and they inadvertently catch each other’s eyes as she passes close by him in the doorway.

But she isn’t thinking about that because she’s looking around the room she’s been shown into. She would never have imagined that such a worn, dirty building could contain something like this vast, echoing space. Scrubbed, polished floorboards stretch away from where she is standing to a kitchen in one corner, a big table in another, to huge windows at the other end. Red lampshades hang from the double height of the ceiling; the wall from the door where she is standing to the kitchen is painted a pale green; the rest is white, with shelves and shelves of books.

Marcus has walked in, and is taking off his coat, slinging his bag into a chair. Lily advances across the boards, her shoes clacking on the polished wood.

‘Lily’s come about the room,’ Marcus says.

Aidan, standing at the long kitchen counter, drops something. ‘The room?’ he snaps, his head jutting out as if Marcus has said something obscene. ‘What do you mean?’

His anger pulls her up short like a dog that’s reached the end of its leash. She looks at Aidan and then Marcus.

Marcus says nothing, levelly regarding the other man. Then he shrugs. ‘Well, you know, we need someone to help pay bills and stuff.’

‘Oh.’ Aidan picks up an ice tray and cracks it between his hands. It steams as he slams it against the rim of a pint glass of water. Lily hears the ice cubes splinter on contact. ‘Do we.’

Marcus seems unconcerned by the venom in Aidan’s voice, rubbing his palm over his head. They watch as Aidan snatches up the glass and strides across the centre of the room. He then opens some heavy double doors and disappears like a magician’s assistant into a box.

‘Don’t mind him,’ Marcus says, searching for something in a drawer.

‘Where’s he gone?’ she asks.

‘Gone?’

‘Yes, gone.’ She points. ‘Through those doors.’

‘Oh,’ he laughs, ‘that’s the lift shaft. It’s his room.’

‘The lift shaft?’

‘Yeah. It’s quite big. About twelve by fourteen.’

‘Oh, right.’ She has no idea what size that is.

‘Have you never been in a warehouse before?’

‘No. Seen pictures of them, but never anything like this.’

‘When we found it,’ he has moved into the kitchen area now, and is putting the ice tray back into the steel-fronted fridge, ‘it was just a shell.’

Lily leans against the other side of the counter. ‘A shell? Really? None of this,’ she waves her arm, taking in the kitchen, the lights, a small area boxed in by glass bricks that she assumes is a bathroom and, down past Aidan’s lift shaft, near the windows, two doors leading off the main space, ‘was here. You built all this?’

‘Yeah.’

‘You and Aidan?’

‘No.’ His voice drops, diving down to sound low in his body, making her look up. There is a pause. Marcus runs his finger along the side of the counter, his head bowed. ‘Me and my girlfriend.’

The words make Lily feel as though she is standing on a floor made of rice paper. He has a girlfriend. He has a girlfriend. The fact turns over and over in her head, and, aware that he is looking at her, she has to smile and nod when she actually feels as if she is missing a skin. ‘Sinead?’ she asks, and the word feels odd in her mouth. She’s never said it before, she realises, her lips and tongue have never conspired together to perform this series of shapes.

Marcus looks at her and the blue of his eyes is like the thickest, coldest block of ice. ‘Yes. How did you--’

‘It’s on the bell.’

‘Oh. Oh, yes. So it is,’ Marcus says, his voice still unsteady. Lily feels confusion swarm at the back of her head. He stands up straighter, seems to push something off his shoulders. ‘Why don’t I show you the room?’

She walks after him, deeper into the flat, and as she does so she builds an image in her head. She’d be Irish with a name like that, so Lily gives her flowing skeins of burnished red hair and quick, green eyes. She is small, neat and petite, and her skin is the colour of buttermilk, with a snowstorm of freckles. She has a soft, full, voluptuous body. She says his name with a soft, drawn-out R. Lily is trying to assemble these elements in her head but somehow the image won’t meld, won’t coalesce.

When he stops at a door right at the other end of the warehouse, Lily sees that a partition has been built, floor to ceiling, across what would have been an alcove. She turns her head and sees that there is another room, built in exactly the same way, directly opposite the one they are about to enter.

‘You’ve done a lot of work, haven’t you?’ she says.

‘Yeah, we did. But it’s not too difficult for me,’ says Marcus, ‘I’m sort of . . . in that line of business.’

‘You’re a builder?’

He shakes his head. ‘An architect.’

She is working up to asking what Sinead does, but she steps into the room and for a moment she can’t say anything. It is rectangular and the ceiling seems even higher in this enclosed space. The outer side is dominated by an expanse of glass. The curtains are drawn right back; and across the courtyard, Lily can see into a room where a woman in a lilac dress is leaning on a computer, talking to a man with his back to them.

But it’s not the space or the dimension or the aspect or the deep indigo blue of the walls that stuns her, but  that this room is obviously still very much lived-in: there’s a half-open wardrobe from which a tangle of clothes - female, from what Lily can see of their texture and shape - is strewn on the floor. The desk is covered in a tumble of loose sheets of paper and piles of books; nail-varnish bottles are lined up on the window-sill, their iridescent colours of blue, orange, purple, green, deep red glinting like cats’ eyes. The bed looks as if whoever it is has just got up, the sheet whipped up into peaks, the duvet flung back, the pillows with rounded indents, crumpled tissues scattered across the mattress. Up on the walls are black and white prints of Marcus running with his arms outstretched along a beach, of an older woman with a hissing tabby cat tucked under her arm, of Marcus again, this time balancing on one foot on the roof of what could be this building. A glass of water stands by the bed, and a book with a pen stuck in to mark the reader’s place. It seems as if someone has just left it for a moment, to fetch something from the kitchen or to answer the telephone. Lily feels uncomfortable, as if this person will at any moment return and find them standing there and ask, ‘What are you doing in my room?’

Marcus moves, and Lily sees him take two steps into the room. He stops by the desk and takes a leaf of a succulent plant between his finger and thumb. The tendons in the back of his neck arch up through his skin.

‘I don’t understand,’ Lily bursts out. ‘Is this the room? I mean the room you want to rent?’

He nods.

‘Then why - Whose is all this stuff ? Whose room is this?’

Marcus goes to fold his arms, but he seems rather to wrap them round himself, his hands tucked under his arms, his fingers clutching at his own ribcage. ‘It’s . . . it was . . .’ his voice is barely audible ‘. . . it was Sinead’s.’

‘Sinead’s?’ Lily repeats, before she can stop herself, before she realises the import of his words. ‘Oh,’ she says, thrown, ‘I--’

‘I’m sorry . . . all this,’ he gestures around him, ‘is still here. I intended . . . I thought it would be . . . cleared away by now. But . . .’ He trails away, touches the plant again.

‘She . . . she . . .’ Lily attempts to take hold of the situation, to steer the conversation away, but her throat is blocked. Part of her wants to touch him, and the other part wants to get the hell out of here and never come back. Whatever it was that had made this girl leave in such a hurry could not have been good.

‘What?’ he says, and his face seems weirdly altered in the bright light from the bulb.

‘She . . . er . . . she painted the room a good colour.’

‘Yes.’ Marcus presses his hand to the vertical, vibrant blue slats. ‘She did.’

 



They shut the door behind them with the pressure of both their weight, and as it clicks into its frame, they move closer to each other.

‘So, you like it?’ He touches her shoulder, but doesn’t draw her near, the space between them the width and length of a third body.

‘The room?’ She presses her lips together. It disturbs her, unsettles her; she wants to ask what happened, why  did she go, when did she go. What on earth could make someone leave in such an evident tempest? What could end a relationship so quickly that you don’t even take your clothes with you? The room feels to her like the scene of an accident - perversely compelling to look at, but not something you’d ever want to be a part of. His face, close to hers, is tense, waiting for her answer, and his hands, pressing hot on her arms, confuse her. Something is telling her to leave, leave now, walk away down the stairs, through the mouth of the courtyard and never come back. ‘I love it,’ she hears herself say.

‘Then you’ll move in?’ he says, a smile breaking across his features. ‘You’ll come and live here?’

‘Yes,’ she says, nodding, more for herself than for him, ‘I will.’

He leans his forehead to hers. They don’t kiss, but their hands move over each other, slow and tentative, like skaters unsure of the ice.

 



 



When Aidan was a child, he stopped speaking for a year. Not for any reason - he just wanted to see if he could. One morning he woke up and decided that this was how it was going to be, his lips shut over his teeth, his tongue flat and still, a white, pure silence around him, and the clamour in his head just his, private, shuttered up.

His parents turned like litmus paper from exasperation to anger to concern. He wrote them notes in blue pencil on a notepad held together with a metal spiral. He was sent to a psychiatrist who asked him to write down what personalities he thought colours had. The children in his class at school called him ‘spaz’ and ‘mongol’ until his sister Jodie gripped fistfuls of their hair and rattled their heads like maracas. And when the year was up - he remembered the date, but nobody else did - he sat at the breakfast table and felt the words rising up in him like the thin thread of mercury in a thermometer.

 



Aidan sits in a chair, one leg resting on the other, one hand supporting his temple. He is regretting not taking off his jacket like the man suggested: he always forgets that the  air-conditioning in this country isn’t as fierce as it is in the States. The chair is soft, with hard plastic arms, and is digging into the space between his shoulder-blades. He can’t find a way to be comfortable in it. Which is ridiculous, he reflects, because an orthopaedic specialist probably spent months working on the optimum ergonomic design for this swivel-based, seat-adjustable, back-supporting contraption.

Wardour Street hums, six floors below. He is sitting in the personnel office of the company for which he’ll be working. In front of him a man on the other side of a desk is talking. The human brain is capable of decoding up to forty-five different speech sound units per second. Maybe, Aidan thinks, this man is talking at twice the normal speed because he’s not hearing anything he’s saying; his voice is reaching Aidan as a low, incomprehensible drone. The man is trying to persuade him to sign the contract between them on the desk. He has got Aidan to drop in here discuss this. But Aidan isn’t going to sign it. Don’t you have anything better to do? he wants to ask him: take off your suit, go out, meet some people, have some fun.

Instead he makes an elaborate looking-at-my-watch gesture, and is surprised. He’s meeting his sister in fifteen minutes for lunch. The movement has caused a clink of metal against metal in his pocket. The keys. He’d almost forgotten.

‘I really must be going,’ Aidan says gently, edging forward in the uncomfortable chair.

The man looks alarmed. ‘Well,’ he says. ‘Thank you for coming in at . . . at such short notice.’ He picks up a pen and proffers it hopefully.

Aidan smiles and shakes his head. ‘When you’ve made the changes,’ he gestures at the pages filled with tightly spaced type, ‘I’ve marked them in pencil, we’ll talk again.’

‘Oh.’ The man looks crushed, fingering the silky nap of his tie. ‘Oh. OK. I’ll let them know.’

Aidan nods. ‘Thanks.’ And he walks away, out through the sprung-hinged metal door, taking the stairs down to the street.

 



Lily is processing photographer payments at the agency where she works. A pile of unfolded papers sits next to her left wrist. She picks them up, one by one, types a number in a column, hits the return key and waits as the sluggish hard drive turns over. In one hand she fiddles with a paperclip, unwinding it from its tightly set form. Across the office, a woman wrenches open and slams shut the photocopier doors, swearing.

Lily doesn’t believe in careers. She had a ‘proper job’, as her mother referred to it, or the beginnings of one a few years ago, working as an interpreter, translating the strange desires, beliefs and objections of diplomats and politicians. But - and she hadn’t admitted this to anyone - she’d found that after a few weeks she’d become unable to switch off the translating synapse in her brain. Like a tap left running somewhere, it became the constant background noise to her life. Having conversations with her friends, watching TV, listening to the radio, some small, inaccessible, ungovernable part of her mind would persist in translating whatever she heard into French. And when the translating devil within her began to give a running commentary on each and every tiny  act in her life (Ouvres ton porte-monnaie, prends les pièces - tu as la monnaie? oui - et mets les l’une après l’autre dans la machine, appuies sur le bouton, et maintenant ou vas-tu encore? it would crow at her as she stood in front of the ticket machine in the Underground station) she decided she had to take some drastic action. These days, she has it largely under control; only occasionally does her inner interpreter start whispering to her about herself in French.

So she has three jobs - none of which she cares about and none of which invades and colonises her mind when she’s away from it - which she does from nine until six, six days a week. Monday to Thursday she performs various administrative and organisational tasks for a group of actors’ agents; Friday she has charge of a mostly silent toddler, Laurence, from Stoke Newington so that his mother can attend her yogacise and pottery classes. Lily is supposed to be teaching him French, but there is a limited amount of conversation to be had with an eighteen-month-old, French or otherwise. On Saturdays she works as a bra fitter in the lingerie section of a big department store with Sarah, who is supplementing her weekday incarnation as an art student.

Lily tells her mother that she’s saving to do an MA. Sometimes, she tells herself she is saving to go travelling. Or for her own place. Or for a computer. Or for some course that will train her to do something brilliant and interesting. She’s saving for something, she knows that, some indistinct future as yet unformed in her mind. When whatever it is presents itself to her, she tells herself, she’ll have the resources to do it. And, besides, the jobs have a way of soaking up time, giving life a structure, a momentum.

Lily’s phone rings, making her jump.

‘Hi, it’s Reception. There’s a man here to see you. He says he’s got a key for you.’

Marcus. It’s Marcus. Lily sits still for a moment, her pulse thudding past her ears. Then she saves her work and gets up. In the smoked glass of the office wall she is bleached black, walking in the opposite direction to herself, moving towards a head-on collision with a darkened doppelganger.

At the front desk, under the candid stare of the receptionist, stands Aidan, a large bag on the floor next to him. Lily stops where she is. ‘Hi,’ she says. Aidan seems taller, broader than she remembered him. He’s not skinny, as the image she held of him in her head, but well-built, with shoulders that obscure a large section of the room behind him.

‘All right,’ he says, raising his chin in a kind of nod.

The receptionist taps a biro against her nails, grins at Lily and winks. Lily ignores her.

Aidan holds out his hand, palm up. ‘I brought these for you.’ Hooked around his middle finger is a ring of keys.

Lily moves towards him and slides them off. ‘Thanks.’

‘The big one’s for the outside door. The silver one’s for the top lock. And the other’s for the . . . well, the other.’

‘OK. Great. Thanks a lot.’

He shrugs, reaching for the bag.

‘So . . . where are you off to?’ she asks, hoping to stall him. It seems odd for him to leave just like that. They are going to be living together, after all.

‘Japan.’

‘Oh.’

‘For work.’

‘Right.’ She is gripped suddenly by an urge to laugh and has to pretend to cough, putting her hand over her mouth so that he doesn’t see her smile. She is aware that for some reason, this man has taken a dislike to her, and she wants him to know she knows. And that she doesn’t care. She decides to keep asking him questions, to prolong his agony. ‘What do you do?’

‘I’m an animator.’

‘What do you animate?’

‘Er . . . adverts.’

‘Yes?’

‘Music videos.’

‘Oh?’

‘And some films.’

‘That must be great.’

‘It’s . . . well, yeah . . . it’s all right.’

Lily smiles at him effusively. He looks away, at his feet, at the pavement outside, at the veneer of the reception desk. She decides to let him off the hook. He’s suffered enough. ‘Well,’ she passes the keys from one hand to the other, ‘I suppose I’ll be seeing you when you get back.’

‘Uh, yeah. See you then.’ He backs away and out of the door, his bag held awkwardly over his shoulder.

‘’Bye!’ She waves at him until he disappears from view.

As she returns to her desk, she is accosted by Sonia, the woman who had been swearing at the malfunctioning photocopier. ‘Who’s the GLM?’ she demands, hands on hips, blocking Lily’s path.

Lily suppresses a sigh. Sonia has an irritating habit of  giving everything an acronym. GLM meant Good Looking Man.

‘Who was that?’ another woman shouts from her desk. ‘He is gorgeous.’

Lily laughs and sits down in her chair. She glances to where she and Aidan had been standing, as if she might see some after-image of him there. ‘He’s my new flatmate.’

‘Nice,’ Sonia says, shuffling pages around, dropping some to the floor, ‘very nice. Can I come round for dinner?’

‘Sure,’ Lily says, picking up her next payment form. ‘But he’s not a GLM. He’s an RPITA.’

Sonia looks up. ‘A what?’

‘A right pain in the arse.’

She must have moved, jerked her arm or shifted in her seat or something, because the keys suddenly fall from the desk to the carpet. Lily bends to pick them up and for the first time she wonders if they were once Sinead’s.

 



Aidan walks away, the white level light of the low winter sun obscuring his view of the street ahead. The air is still today, unmoving, cold, amplifying the sound of his footsteps, the crack of a car engine further down the street, the staccato shout from a window above. He shivers inside his clothes.

Outside a shop, he thinks he might go up to the men’s department to buy a shirt. He stands in front of a display of identical shirts in twelve different colours and finds he is unable to make a decision. A wordless version of a pop song trickles from speakers hidden in the suspended ceiling. He  circles a stand of ties and touches a pair of socks. Then he takes the escalator down, surrounded by tourists and rich, jobless women with expressionless faces.

 



The warehouse is empty when Lily arrives. She struggles up the narrow stairs, a rucksack on her back, heaving at the handrail, the suitcase banging against her leg. Her mother, Diane, had offered to drive her there and help her ‘settle in’ but Lily couldn’t think of anything worse. After the flat she’d been renting had flooded, she’d been forced to move back into her mother’s, shrinking herself down to fit the life she’d had as a teenager, living in the house in which she’d been born - ‘Right there in that bed,’ Diane was fond of saying to almost anyone who would listen. Her father had left them, in what Lily always considered a flagrant disregard for male cliché, for his secretary, years ago.

She’s forgotten, or failed to pay any attention to, Aidan’s lesson on the keys, so spends ages at the door, fiddling with locks and latches.

Inside, it seems unnaturally quiet and still. The fridge trembles, notes pinned to its outer skin. A mercuried bead of water collects on the kitchen tap. The red lanterns overhead cast the room in a hellish, kiln-like glow. Her footsteps on the boards make a crashing, echoing sound as she walks towards the room that is now hers. She pulls at the handle, but nothing happens; she tugs harder. The wood seems to have swollen into the frame. She puts the keys in her pocket and pulls with both hands. Then she is falling back on to the floor, landing hard on the base of her back. Lily sits for a moment in agony, rubbing her back, cursing.  Then she stops, because she can see through into the room. Slowly, without taking her eyes from what she sees beyond the doorframe, she slides her rucksack off her shoulders and staggers forward into the doorway, clutching with one hand at her injured back.
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