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chapter one

Maggie


Dear Mark,

I just thought you might have mislaid my new address, which I sent you a couple of months ago. I know how absent-minded you can be – particularly without me there to keep an eye on you. So here it is again: 17a Sixth Avenue, Hove, East Sussex, BN3 3QU.

I’m sure you’re busy – me too! American Express is a demanding place to work – but as we said all along, we’ll be friends for ever. Hope you’re looking after yourself. You know you’re welcome here on the south coast any time.

With love,

Mags x



I put a copy of the letter inside the cover of my new diary, reading it again, as I do so, to check that the tone is right. It’s too late now; I sent it this morning. I always keep copies of letters. I photocopy them at the corner shop before I send them. That way I can fill a few minutes from time to time, looking back at the entire correspondence, not just the half of it I didn’t write. My half is normally the better component.

I must admit, the correspondence with Mark has been one-sided lately. In fact, without my side of it preserved, there wouldn’t be anything at all. But I know I’ll hear from him one of these days. I am pleased with this letter. I think one sole exclamation mark conveys the appropriate degree of nonchalance, the coolness that might lead him to respond. I have not said that I will love him for ever, that I want to marry him, that if he has ever felt anything for me, he must catch the  next train to Brighton and take me away from this laughable excuse for a life. It does not beg. It does not ooze desperation. It is a masterwork of understated poise.

I put the diary back into the desk drawer, and wander into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. I have four hours until I go to work, and in that time I will think only of Mark. I will not think about the evening’s work ahead of me. Only Mark.

I never felt like this about him when we were living together. It was only after we split up that I realised that in welding my life to his, I had lost myself entirely. We were together so long that all our friends were joint friends, and no one was loyal to me. When I saw that I had to leave Edinburgh, I left them all behind. It seemed that these people all belonged to him. Mark is the charismatic one, and I was his appendage. No one would bother to stay in touch with me, on my own. I have no friends left from school. I don’t want anyone who knows me from that far back.

If they saw me now, those Edinburgh people I thought of as my friends might laugh. My school friends might do the same. They might be horrified. They’d all feel sorry for me.

The kettle blows steam towards my face, and I search for a peppermint tea bag. I don’t drink normal tea any more, because I can’t be bothered to keep milk in the fridge. The smallest carton goes rancid before I finish it, and I don’t feel that foul globs glistening on the surface of perfectly good drinks are an essential component of my diet. Peppermint suffices. Even though it’s unseasonably warm, I shiver, and go to fetch a cardigan, leaving the tea to infuse. One of my many spinsterish habits, acquired since my exile began, is a tendency to walk around my life agreeing with myself in my head. I’ll put on the black cardy, I tell myself, because it’s baggy and cosy. That’s a good idea. Well done. I find it crumpled on my bedroom chair, and snuggle into it. Mmmm. That’s better. Now you’ll be nice and warm.

I miss Mark. I miss Ivan, my first serious boyfriend, stolen by my best friend when I was eighteen. I miss that best friend. I miss someone to whom I could say: ‘Hmm, I’m a bit chilly. Aren’t you?’ I never offer anyone a cup of tea. I never share my food, never check whether the other person wants a bath before I run my own, and never huddle over the TV page  conferring about what to watch that evening. I watch what I like, when I like. I never argue with anyone. Nobody cares what I do for a living. When I go out, I fight my way along the seafront through a gale, and watch the pebbles being washed up on the esplanade. I do not comment. Once, a fish was stranded, large and dead, over the back of a bench. It had been a wild night. I looked at the fish, with its bared teeth, and wanted to tell someone.

I live in an inhospitable basement, in a big old house that is inhabited by three couples, a baby or two, and me. I don’t know any of the neighbours. I wouldn’t recognise them if I passed them on the street, except for a man with a ginger beard. My flat is deceptive. When I first saw it I thought it was lovely. The ceilings are vaulted, as befits a cellar. The doorways are arched. There are funny nooks and crannies all over the place. It had, I thought, character and quirkiness. In my desperation for a home, I overlooked the fact that cellars are traditionally cold and damp, and have no light.

I have a large bedroom, an open-plan living-dining room and kitchen, and a small bathroom. My floors are wood-effect laminate, and I have no need for curtains. This flat graciously receives natural daylight between ten and eleven on mornings when climatic conditions oblige. The bathroom has no windows whatsoever – all the better to avoid looking at the avocado suite – and the windows in the other rooms are close to the ceilings. They look mainly at blank walls.

I ache for my old life. I wish I had fought harder to keep it. Now I struggle to get it back, but in my heart I know that the battle is futile. Mark and I lived in a first-floor flat in Edinburgh. It was everything this place is not. The living-room windows stretched from floor to ceiling. Everything was bathed in natural light. We had a spare bedroom, and a roof terrace. The bathroom was white and blue, and was flooded with sunlight through frosted glass. We had friends, and we had each other. The rent was less than it is on this place. I loved Mark, and I love him even more now I haven’t got him. All the same, I knew all along that the relationship was doomed. I felt it physically, from time to time, and I could never imagine what I would do without him. I never admitted it to myself, let alone to him or to anyone else, but I knew I needed him desperately,  whereas he only quite liked me. I knew that one day he was going to walk away.

I put my hands to my waist. This has become something of a compulsion lately. I feel my jutting hip bones and smile. Your waist is tiny, girl. Why, thank you. Mark was an enthusiastic eater, and we used to go to restaurants more often than not. When we did eat in, it was usually a takeaway. The fridge was always stocked with full-fat milk, and there was often a tub of ice cream in the freezer. As a result I was too curvaceous for my height, and bordered on the dumpy. Mark constantly told me not to be so stupid.

‘Christ’s sake, Mags,’ he’d say irritably. ‘It’s women that care about that stuff. I don’t give a shit. Baby, I don’t notice whether you’re a bit chunky or not. Give it a rest! It’s boring.’


I don’t give a shit. That sums Mark up perfectly. I clung desperately to him, and he didn’t give a shit. He was the sort of man who pulls away, the first time he kisses a woman, to inform her brusquely that he doesn’t want a relationship at that particular time. It doesn’t matter what his situation is: he will say that as a matter of course, as an insurance policy against future trouble; a get-out clause. I met him at university, where I made him laugh by being mean about everyone around us. He appealed to me because he was straightforward and I fancied him. It never went any deeper than that. I needed company - I needed my time to be filled – and he was too lazy for courtship.

Six months into our relationship, I told him I loved him, and waited for him to reciprocate. Against my better judgement, I tried to force him a couple of times over the years. Cornered and irritated, he’d insist, ‘I do love you, Maggie, you know that. Don’t make an issue out of it.’ I’d turn his words in my head all night, until I’d convinced myself that ‘I do love you’ was heartfelt and passionate (if you say it in a different tone of voice, it can be quite convincing), and eventually I persuaded myself that I was happy and lucky and, best of all, that I was ‘in love’.

I pace around the flat, switching lights on as I go. Maybe I’ll watch the telly, I decide. Yes, you may as well see what’s on. I press the red button. My sole extravagance with my considerable wages has been a wide-screen television. Luckily,  it’s time for Countdown. I settle back to stare at the screen.

I don’t even like Mark very much, but I have no alternative but to get him to have me back. He worked as manager of a coffee franchise. I had a job in human resources for a software company. I had friends at work, but they were day-to-day companions, and certainly not the kind of people you stay in touch with if you move to the other end of the country. We rarely socialised outside the office. Mark’s shop had a constant turnover of low-paid workers, many of them young female foreigners who came to Scotland to learn English. Sometimes they unnerved me a little, with their perfect skin and long, slender limbs, but I knew Mark was too lazy to embark on a torrid affair, or even on a lacklustre one.

We were settled. I assumed that the way we lived suited us both, that we would trundle along for the foreseeable future. Then, four months ago, it changed. It was early in the evening, on one of those busy week nights after the clocks go back. My sister, Emma, had just told me that she was pregnant, and I was unsettled. I popped along to the Coffee Café to share the news after work. It had been dark for ages when I left the office at six. I did not want a baby in the family. The vehemence of this conviction surprised me. I was close to tears when I pushed the door open.

Mark looked up at me, and smiled half-heartedly. He was as good-looking as he’d ever been, with his almost-shaven head and big brown eyes, but his body was beginning to lose its definition. He used to take care of himself, but now he was complacent. He had grown a belly, and his face was changing as his jawline softened and his cheeks began to sag. He winked at me, and carried on counting the contents of the till while Svetlana, a Russian student, cleared the tables.

I’d met Sveta before, and found her singularly unthreatening. She was shorter than me, dumpier than me, and spottier than me. She smiled all the time. Despite possessing a Russian soul, she had the inbuilt happiness that I lack. I often wonder whether I might have grown up with a sunny disposition if things had been different, but I will never know. I pulled myself together, smiled, and sat down at a big wooden table, to chat. The light bulb immediately above us blew out at the moment I sat down.

‘Sveta,’ I asked her, ‘how do you say “Can I have another light bulb, Mark” in Russian?’

‘Dayt-ye drooguyu lampach-koo, Mark,’ she said, earnestly.

I laughed. ‘That sounds so beautiful. How about “My name is Margaret”?’

‘Myen-ya zavoot Margaret.’

‘I hate my name, Sveta. I hate it so much. Margaret. Bet there are no Margarets in Russia.’

‘Why do you hate your name?’

I twisted in my seat and looked at her in the half-darkness. I was distracting myself. ‘You’d heard the name before you came to Britain, hadn’t you?’

‘Of course. Everybody in my country knows Margaret Thatcher, the lady of iron.’

‘Lady of irony, more like,’ interjected Mark, meaninglessly, as he locked the front door and prepared to let us all out of the back. That was typical of him: he would always say something that he thought sounded amusing, just for the sake of it.

‘Well, exactly,’ I said, ignoring him. ‘That’s one reason why I hate it. She was called Margaret and she was called Maggie. The only version of my name that doesn’t have Thatcher after it is Mags, so that’s what I call myself. I tried Meg at one point but it didn’t catch on. Everyone thought my name must be Megan.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Sveta with a sweet smile. ‘I call it a pretty name. I like it very much.’

Mark threw his apron down and grabbed his leather jacket.

‘Come on, Thatch,’ he ordered. ‘Stop gossiping. Time to go.’

I raised my eyebrows at Sveta, and followed him out of the shop. I never went there, or saw Svetlana, again.




I can see him now, sitting in the smoky pub that night. His big jacket was over the back of his chair. His hair was at the right length, the one where it was soft and fuzzy to touch. I didn’t touch it. He was wearing a blue shirt with a small coffee stain next to the third button down. And he was baffled by everything I said.

‘I don’t want a baby,’ I insisted, when I saw his face. ‘Christ, don’t think that. That’s not the problem, at all.’

‘So what is the problem? You’re not up the duff as well, are you?’

‘No, I am not up the duff. I’m fine. I’m just, I don’t know, not feeling great. You know, it makes me think of stuff. From the past. I don’t want Emma to have a baby. I really, really don’t.’

Mark put his glass down and held his head in his hands.

‘Oh God, Mags,’ he said, peering through his fingers. ‘Please, I beg you, don’t do the crazy thing. Everything that happened - that was years ago. I thought you were over it.’

‘Well, it’s not the kind of thing that exactly goes away,’ I told him angrily. He knew I didn’t talk about what had happened, and on the rare occasions when I alluded to it, he was supposed to be sympathetic. He knew that. He was breaking the code.




I make an effort to regulate my breathing. I’m not supposed to be thinking about Grace. I sit back and let Countdown flow over me. You could clearly make the word ‘arse’ out of these letters, though I’m sure no one will mention it. With a bit of concentration, I form a seven-letter word: lathers. This is good.

I take myself back to that last night with Mark.




I remember putting my glass of wine down and looking at him in exasperation.

‘Well, no, whatever,’ he said, sounding distinctly uninterested. ‘Sorry. Look, Mags, I can see you’re unhappy. And I don’t think it’s because of Emma’s baby. That’s too easy. You always imply some bullshit about how everything bad stems from your other sister. I know your game. It gives you an easy way out.’

I was outraged by that. ‘But I never mention her, ever ever ever.’

‘I know. You don’t actually say it but it’s always hanging there.’

‘It is not!’

‘And I’m sick of it. You know what’s really wrong with you? Us. We’ve been hanging on to this thing we’ve got even though it’s crap. It’s not fun any more, is it?’

I was astonished. ‘It is!’ I remember grabbing the edge of the table, for support.

‘It’s not,’ he replied calmly. ‘I’ve been giving it some thought, and it’s really better all round if we give it a break for a while.’

‘A break?’

‘OK, not a break. Call it a day, that’s what I mean.’ He didn’t look me in the eye. ‘Six years, Mags. Time to move on.’

The panic began to overwhelm me. I tried to take control. ‘Mark,’ I told him firmly, ‘there is no way on earth that I’m going to let you leave me.’

As it turned out, I couldn’t stop him. Mark left me so I left Scotland. A week after I moved, when I had just decided to catch a train to Edinburgh and woo him back, he sent me a text message to let me know that he’d moved in with Freya, one of the Norwegian students.

I slide off the sofa and on to the floor to sip at my cup of peppermint tea. I perform the necessary sums with the Countdown numbers, and reach the target of 489 without difficulty. Both contestants do the same. Today is Friday. I’ll go for a walk along the seafront, buy a bottle of wine on my way home, and write a letter to Emma before I go to work tonight. I must make a huge effort to keep up the myriad of pretences as I write. There are many things that Emma doesn’t know. Number one: I wish she wasn’t pregnant and I’m fairly sure that her baby will die. The thought of that happening turns me inside out. Number two: I have not a single friend in Brighton. Number three: I have no fat cells left. I am skin and bones and my skin is dead and grey. Number four: I do not work at American Express, but, rather, at a dancing establishment named Vixenz. Apart from those minor details, I can be completely honest.

I washed up in Brighton like that dead fish. I chose it randomly. Mark came here on a stag weekend once, and returned proclaiming: ‘it was full of way cool stuff – we should live there, one day.’ I thought that moving here was a stroke of brilliance. I expected him to follow. I imagined Brighton to have a better climate than Edinburgh. I liked the confident way I told my workmates: ‘I’m moving to Brighton.’ I liked the envy in their reactions. In my head, Brighton became paradise. I would, I imagined, be happy here. This is a holiday town. I would walk along the sandy beach and clear away my cobwebs. If Mark  didn’t come after me, then I would find someone else: a man who would love me back. We would walk along the esplanade hand in hand. I would take him to France to meet my parents. We would have a small perfect wedding, and no children. We would be wrapped up in each other, for the rest of our lives. He would take care of me.

In real life, the beach is stony. Sometimes it’s so windy that I can walk and walk without getting anywhere. The lovely-looking men who might save me from myself are gay, or else they’re married. I should have gone to London, instead, where all the other lonely people are also watching Countdown, and feeling empty.

‘I’m going out,’ I tell no one. I know, now, why lonely women surround themselves with cats. They give you a reason to speak. I have been tempted, but I’m not allowed pets under the terms of my lease, and besides, I don’t want to succumb to the craziness. I am not going to be like this for ever. Soon, I will come back to life, get a new job, and move on. I squeeze my big cardigan under my jacket, and wrap a scarf three times round my neck. Then I shut the door, and step out into the salty air, under the pale January sun.




chapter two

Maggie – Friday evening


Dear Sir or Madam,

I am writing regarding my council tax bill, which I received yesterday. Although I have spoken to the department on numerous occasions about the fact that I live here alone, I have still not been given the relevant discount. I am entitled to 25% off. You know that and I know that. I am therefore enclosing a cheque for the correct sum.

Yours faithfully,

Margaret Wilson



I posted the letter on my way to work, and as I change, I’m running through it in my head. I’m glad I signed it ‘Margaret’. It makes me sound formidable. I write a lot of letters. If I had a computer at home, I’d send emails instead. Maybe I’ll buy one this month. There has to be some compensation for this work I do.

I’m changing in the crowded back room, jostling with the other girls. It smells of sweat, in here, and hairspray. I don’t know any of my colleagues very well. Most of them are younger than me. They range from Tina, a single mother of two who lap dances to feed her babies, to Amy, a student with a background even more middle class than my own. Amy claims to think this is, in her own words, ‘a fun way to supplement my loan!’ I give her one more week. She clearly has self-esteem issues. I expect we all do. This is not fun, and we all know it.

Vixenz is not the most upmarket establishment. It is basic, and small. Drinks, laughably expensive ones, are served at a brightly lit bar. There are stages, walkways and poles. Spotlights  and disco balls. The music thuds relentlessly. Topless women look at the punters with feigned lust, or undisguised contempt. Men push notes into the tops of our stockings, into our thongs. They do not, however, lay a finger on us. They would be out on the street in seconds. That is why I stay. That, and the novelty of never having to worry about money.

I nudge Tina out of the way to get a look in the mirror. My ribs look like piano keys. The shade between them is deeper every time I look. My breasts have all but vanished. I don’t think I am remotely sexual, but the other girls envy me.

‘Christ, Mags,’ says Tina. ‘You look amazing. Do you do carbs or fat?’

I look at her, and frown. ‘Do I what?’ I shake my hair loose, and assess its state tonight. It’s wild, as ever. I start smearing it with gel.

‘Carbs or fat? I cut out carbs once, and the weight just fell off.’ Tina is curvy and dark-haired. She takes off her bra and looks critically at her body. ‘Trouble is, I couldn’t keep it up. Couldn’t keep my hands off the kids’ chips.’

‘I don’t do anything. I suppose I just don’t eat much.’

She makes a face. ‘I hate people like you. Don’t stand next to me.’

‘I look horrible. I’m scrawny. I’m amazed anyone will pay to see me naked.’

But they do. I stand in front of about a hundred men, and rub my barely noticeable breasts. The music thumps through my body. Friday nights, like tonight, are among the worst. The place is full of stag parties. Copying what I’ve seen the other girls do, I tilt my chin back as if I’m in the throes of passion, and moan slightly. Mark probably came here on that stag weekend. I hold the pole, and rub myself against it. Oh, I mouth, this is amazing. I hope Mark doesn’t come down here again. Imagine if he saw me. I must remember to buy the baby monitors for Emma. Only my practical little sister would allocate useful items she wants to be given before the birth. Most people just settle for teddies when the baby arrives. I wonder if Amy wants to share a cab back to Hove later. She doesn’t live far from me, and occasionally I pass her in the street, but we don’t stop to chat. We just look at each other, smile wanly, and look away. I rub myself a bit more. I wonder whether letters to the  council signed ‘Margaret’ are more effective than they would be if I had a normal name. It makes me sound much older than twenty-eight. Margarets are over fifty. They are staid and respectable. No other pole dancer is called Margaret. I wish they’d called me Emma or Grace. The first-born should get the best name, not the worst.

A man beckons me over and pushes a note into the top of my stocking. His hand hovers for a moment, then he retracts it. I stand in front of him, inches from him, and slowly remove my knickers. I can’t think about what I’m doing. I used to wonder whether these men’s wives knew they were here, but now I don’t care. I concentrate hard on remaining in my head.

I hope I don’t have to do many private dances later. Often I don’t. I’m too skinny to be particularly sought after. There’s nothing on me to fantasise about; nothing to grab hold of. This is one of the reasons why I don’t eat. I like it that way. It’s easy to ignore an audience, but when it’s one on one, I am being paid to look them in the eye and feign desire. I hate the pretence of intimacy. I know, at times like this, that I am completely and utterly degraded, that I can barely sink any lower. I’ll drink the rest of the wine when I get home. I have to drink half a bottle to get me to work every evening, and the rest to relax me when I get back.

The music is louder, now. I wriggle around, like I do every night. This isn’t the career move I was planning. I thought I’d find something interesting here. Brighton is supposed to be hip and lively. I applied for a human resources job at American Express, and told Emma I was confident they would offer it to me. I didn’t get an interview. I couldn’t bear to relay this news to my sister, so I pretended they had complimented me on my interview manner and my interesting CV, and asked how soon I could start. I almost think it’s funny, now, when I tell people I work for American Express. I’m sure a percentage of my audience hails from those quarters, so in a roundabout way I am telling the truth. My lies do no one any harm, and at least, this way, Emma and Jeremy respect me.

So do Mum and Dad. As I step away from the pole for a minute and look longingly at a few misogynists in the audience, I feel a familiar jab of pain. If I could phone my mum and wail about the crap turn my life has taken, I’d almost feel all right.  Normal women can do that. I’d love to tell her about Mark, about my miserable flat and the job that’s too awful to be acknowledged. It would be the beginning of the end of the horrors. Mum would be warm and comforting. She would insist on my leaving Brighton immediately. She would call me back within the hour to tell me she’d bought me a Eurostar ticket, which I could pick up at Waterloo first thing tomorrow morning. They know I love the train. Once I arrived at their stone house overlooking the most beautiful valley in Provence, I would be nurtured and cosseted. We would go to markets and for walks. Mum would want to buy me clothes at agnès b., and take me to look at art with her. They’d want me to stay for weeks, and months, and for ever. In a way I can’t imagine anything more seductive. I can picture them now. Mum in her baggy linen, Dad with his sleeves rolled up, in the garden. They both look sad.

I have no right to make them fear for another of their daughters. That is why I can’t let them know that I’m not coping. I can’t let them worry about me, at all.

I slink off stage, and immediately feel naked and vulnerable. I rush to the changing room and put on a T-shirt. Amy is sitting in a corner, her dark hair sprayed into a solid helmet, her make-up garish and grotesque. She is staring at her reflection.

‘Want to share a cab afterwards?’ I ask, perching on the table next to her.

‘I can’t do this,’ she replies. ‘I feel like a lump of meat.’

‘We are lumps of meat.’

‘How long have you been here?’

‘Three months.’

She looks up. ‘How do you do it? I want to keep at it. I need the cash. I thought it would be a laugh, but it’s so not. I wish I could do it, because the money’s so great, but I just can’t.’

I touch her on the shoulder. I rarely get to touch anyone, these days. My whole life is about not touching. ‘So leave,’ I tell her. ‘Amy, you don’t have to do this. Fuck the money. No amount would be enough, you know that. Get dressed now and walk out.’

She smiles sadly. ‘Come with me?’

I consider it. I could easily live off my bank account for months, but the prospect of idling around without even my  vile job to break up the days is horrific. ‘No,’ I tell her, with a degree of regret. ‘I think I like the money more than I hate the work.’




The next morning, I wander around the shops, buying random items. I pick up a couple of scented candles for my bathroom; a scarf; a selection of non-gender-specific baby clothes and the set of monitors. Brighton is busy, and I lose myself in the crowd. For a while, I sit in the window of a café in the North Laine and watch people passing. I am invisible. I watch boys with piercings and girls on huge platforms, which I thought went out of fashion five years ago. I see chic mothers pushing babies who are covered by zebra-print blankets. I follow the progress of a couple of swaying alcoholics down the street. I enjoy being an observer. I look nondescript enough to be ignored. I don’t look anything other than normal. Everyone has brown hair. Everyone is five foot four. No one would look at me twice. I blend in, and I love that feeling.

After two cappuccinos, I wonder whether to go to Jigsaw and buy myself some quality clothes, but decide that I can’t be bothered. I’ll only end up taking them off. The only clothes I buy are work clothes, and I haven’t the stomach for that, right now. I do, however, call in at Debenhams to stock up on make-up. I never wear it except when I’m working. Then I plaster on as much as I can. I paint my own mask.

I walk home, along the busy main road, enjoying the tang of salt in the air. The clouds are gathering, but I think I’ll make it back before it rains. I am almost contented, when I see a man pass by, look at me, and do a double-take. I accidentally make eye contact, and he smiles gleefully, and winks. I hate it when that happens. I speed up my pace, and dodge into Waitrose to make sure he’s not going to follow me home. After five minutes in the vegetable section, I leave, empty-handed, and hurry to the flat. I have no friends, but that man has seen my breasts. I may well have gyrated, nude, inches from his face. I always wonder who my audience are in real life. Do they think I’m enjoying it? Can they really not see?

I run down the stone steps and through my front door, slam it shut, and double-lock it. Then I walk from room to room, blinking back tears. This has been happening a lot, recently.  I don’t know what’s wrong with me. In a blurry fuzz, I thrash around for something to do. I decide to take the baby monitors out of their packaging. Why don’t you check they work? I ask myself. Then, if they happen to be faulty, you can take them back to Mothercare tomorrow. You’re desperate, I add. There is nothing on the telly, you don’t want to phone your sister and pretend to be happy, and you’ve got nothing to read. You don’t feel comfortable or safe in your own home. Your life is crap.

I have to create some kind of task for myself, because otherwise I’ll call Mark’s mobile and beg him to have me back. To give me a job in the Coffee Café, if nothing else, and to let me move in with him and Freya as a lodger. I have no dignity. Strippers don’t.

I open a can of Stella, and take the monitors, still in their box, to the bathroom. With my drink balanced on the loo, I try to follow the multilingual instructions. Eventually, I switch on the ‘baby unit’. My little kitchen radio goes next to it, tuned to Radio 4, which is offering the news. I used to listen to music stations, but I find speech more soothing, these days. It gives the illusion of company. Sometimes I hope the neighbours hear voices through the floorboards in the mornings, and assume I have company. Mark and I always had a CD playing, with the volume turned up. He kept them all, as well as the stereo. Men like stereos a lot more than women do. Keeping the stereo was a huge issue for him, but I couldn’t have cared less. I picked up a fifteen-pound radio from Argos, and I was fine.

I close the bathroom door carefully, and take my Stella and the ‘parent unit’ across the living room and into my bedroom. When I switch it on, I am greeted immediately by the rather crackly information that ‘To address any of the topics raised in this week’s Any Questions, call Any Answers.’ Great, I tell myself. It works, then. Before I conclude the experiment, I flick a switch on the side, changing to Channel B. I don’t know why I do this. Just to keep me away from the TV for a few more seconds.

‘Yeah, no, you’re right,’ says a woman’s voice, loud and clear. ‘A great big smelly poo.’

I freeze, my can of lager halfway to my mouth. The first, absurd, thought I have is ‘Grace.’

‘Here, I’ll do it,’ says a man. He sounds as if he’s in my  bathroom, but I don’t think he is. ‘Look, my darling, it’s going to be all right. It’s going to be brilliant. Look at it this way – we can make this situation the best thing that’s ever happened to us. It is up to us. Can you imagine? South America? It’s just so cool. I can’t wait.’

‘You stupid tosser,’ says the woman. ‘We’ve got a bloody baby here, in case you hadn’t noticed. We can’t go backpacking around the Inca Trail, can we? Hey?’

‘Of course we could. We need to do it now, while he’s so portable.’

The woman moves out of range and I can’t hear what she says.

‘Peanut allergy?’ the man replies. ‘Since when has your peanut allergy ever stopped you doing anything? Take an epi-pen. We’ll talk later. Want to go to Pizza Express, or is that too adventurous, too? Ooh, they might have nuts.’

I can hear him clearly, but I know he’s not in my bathroom. This is not a radio play. Why are these people talking about babies and peanuts and the Inca Trail? It makes no sense. They are not on the radio, because they would certainly not feature on either Any Questions or Any Answers.

I cannot stop myself getting excited. For a few seconds I am convinced that I have strayed into some magical realm, that I am listening to Grace in the parallel universe where she is still alive. I am certain of it. I am breathing rapidly, and I shiver with excitement and shock.

I don’t move, in case she can hear me, too. I barely breathe. I am hearing my sister through the baby monitor.

Within moments, I realise what has happened. I forgot myself for a few seconds. Someone nearby has the same type of baby monitor tuned into the same channel. I have been eavesdropping on an innocent family, inadvertently, but they have no idea that I’m here. Of course I couldn’t hear her. I am mad. The monitor crackles, and is silent. I sigh.

Then I am intrigued. I might leave it switched on, in case they come back after lunch.




While I wait, I try to picture these neighbours. I am fairly sure that the man with the ginger beard lives with another bloke. Beyond that, I cannot differentiate people who live in this  building from any of the other happy, fertile couples I see on the seafront. Brighton and Hove are full of them. They are in their thirties, trailing little girls in stripy tights and boys clutching wooden toys. Often, they are calling ‘Daisy!’ or ‘Josh!’ at the tops of their voices. These women have never stripped to pay their rent. Occasionally, couples like this will turn up at Vixenz together, under the misapprehension that they can have fun in some kind of ironic and open-minded way. I find those dances the most demeaning of all. Dancing for a horny man at least allows me to feel that, to some degree, I’m in control. We both know the real score, but I allow him to pretend that I’m doing it for pleasure. Dancing for a man and a woman, so that I can be a dinner table anecdote, disgusts me. It makes me feel utterly degraded and filthy. I used to be a guest at dinner parties. Now I am the entertainment.

I knock back the rest of the lager, and wonder whether I should seek out these people and warn them that they are vulnerable to surveillance. It would, I realise, be a ridiculous idea. I do not have a baby. I had no reason to be using the monitors. I was bored, that was all. I was taking my mind off the fact that it’s about to be Saturday night, the very worst night of my week. I will pack the monitors up again, and post them to Emma in the morning.

On the other hand, she’s not due for eight weeks. I want to know whether they’re going to go travelling or not. Going backpacking with a baby seems like a ridiculous idea. The baby’s bound to get ill. I hope they don’t go.

Listening to my neighbours a bit more would be harmless, and I’m sick of watching the television.




chapter three

Libby – the following Monday

Libby hasn’t thought of herself as happy for a long time. She lives in a flat in a good street in Hove, with the sea at the end of it. Before they had Charlie, she and David oversaw its complete renovation, and they now walk on stripped and polished floorboards, and watch their widescreen television against pale blue walls adorned with original artwork that has been selected to fit the colour scheme. Watching television is something she does rather a lot. When it gets dark, she closes the shutters. She doesn’t like the idea of the people coming home from work idly looking through the window, and seeing her in all her sloth. It is, she has discovered, important, stylistically, to have shutters rather than curtains.

The flat is, in estate agents’ terms, a maisonette. It has an upstairs. Three bedrooms and a tiny bathroom upstairs, living room and large kitchen downstairs. Until he was given a compulsory year’s sabbatical on the grounds that his firm had no work for him, David was pushing her to let him put the flat on the market. He wanted to move to a house. But Libby, unhappy, lonely, bored, likes the presence of neighbours above and below. Even though she doesn’t know them, has never said more than a cursory ‘hello’ to any of them, she finds their presence reassuring. From time to time she hears voices or the muffled sound of the television from downstairs. A woman moved in there a couple of months ago, but they’ve never met. There are often footsteps overhead. Two men live there. They come home at six in the morning on Saturdays and Sundays, and put music on. As she lies awake, waiting for Charlie to wake up for the day, Libby hears the thud thud thud of the bassline. She ponders a life in which six o’clock is a time to  finish the day, rather than to begin it. Her life was like that, once. Not so long ago, really.

The Monday after the fights began, Libby is sitting, as usual, in the living room. She is parked solidly on the sofa, wearing a designer silk kimono over a grey nursing bra and a pair of big bobbly knickers. She was dressed earlier, but then she had a bath during Charlie’s nap, so she didn’t bother to put her clothes back on. She’ll dress for when David gets in. Alternatively, now that she’s so angry with him, perhaps she won’t. Maybe she’ll allow him a glimpse of the real Libby. Show him the monster he married.

She hates herself as a housewife. She is fat and self-indulgent and humourless. Her son, Charlie, is gorgeous. She still rolls that phrase around her head. ‘This is my son,’ she says aloud. She doesn’t feel eligible to have a son. ‘My son, Charlie. Charlie, say hello.’ Charlie will not, of course, be saying hello for some time yet. He is not a conversationalist. He sleeps, eats puréed vegetables, and sits in his chair. Whereas Libby sleeps, eats chocolate, and sits in her chair. Charlie sucks Libby’s nipples. She has attempted the same manoeuvre herself, purely to see how breast milk tastes. To her amazement, she was successful (such is the size of her breasts these days) and, to her further surprise, the milk was sickly and sweet. It didn’t taste like milk, at all.

Charlie, Libby suddenly sees, has brought her down to his level. Before he emerged, she was a lawyer, and a remarkably successful one. She was dedicated. She was happy to sit at her desk from seven in the morning till eleven at night. She loved the way her earning power made her feel. Shamelessly competitive, she felt she was better than almost everyone else. More successful, prettier, thinner, richer. She loved spending money on herself, and making herself look stunning. She suffers from many allergies, and covering rashes was a part of her daily routine. Now she slaps on a little foundation if she’s going to the shops, and that is all. The days when she turned heads wherever she went are gone. She is thirty, and that part of her life is over.

Libby throws down her magazine, and puts the television on. It’s Countdown. She hates everything about being a housewife. It was David’s idea. She would be back at work if it was up  to her. She would have been back in the office, in new, larger suits, the moment the baby hit three months. A nanny would be far better at this than she is. But David didn’t think it was right for both of them to commute to London. ‘Our child should be cared for by its parents,’ he said soon after she discovered she was pregnant. ‘Don’t you hate the idea that it might think some nanny is its mother? And that we’d be sixty miles away if there was an emergency?’ When he put it like that, she did hate it, and so she agreed with him. David has always occupied the moral high ground. He forced her to become a full-time mother, and just as she’d decided she couldn’t possibly get any more miserable, he decided they have to move to Latin America. Moving to real America she could cope with. Moving to Brazil or somewhere like that is unthinkable.

She sits up straight. ‘Unthinkable!’ she says. It’s such a dreadful idea that she laughs. On the screen, Richard Whiteley laughs with her. Of course they won’t move to Chile, or Paraguay, or Mexico. They live in Brighton. David wants to learn Spanish. He is fixated by the idea that it will help his career. Libby knows that his firm has recently opened an office in Madrid, and suspects that his bosses have been hinting that David could be posted there when the year is up. They know David too well. They are, she is sure, taking advantage of his unsuspecting nature to sedate him with unsubstantiated hints. David has lapped it up.

No. Libby will go back to work, they will find a nanny, and David can go to Spanish classes in Hove. If he wants to practise, they will spend three weeks in Spain over the summer. It is obvious. Bumming around Latin America is something that a single guy could do with his enforced holiday. Not a married father. David is being immature. He’s refusing to grow up, and her job is to rein him in.

She sighs. It is always her job to rein him in. Without fail, he comes home on Friday night with a plan.

‘Listen to this!’ he said last week as soon as he stepped across the threshold. ‘Eurostar are doing a special deal. I saw a poster on the Tube. We’ll go up to Waterloo in the morning, get to Paris by lunchtime, and we don’t have to come back till Sunday afternoon. What do you reckon?’

She kills his plans every single time, yet he retains his  enthusiasm. ‘What about Charlie?’ she said blankly. ‘What about his routine? How are we supposed to do anything in the evening if he’s in a hotel room? It’ll only mess him up.’

‘But he’ll see Paris!’ David remonstrated. ‘He’ll be the most cultured baby in Brighton. And they love kids in Europe – the hotel will provide a babysitter.’

‘No they won’t. It’ll be one of those listening services. I don’t trust them. Charlie doesn’t need to see Paris until he’s old enough to remember it.’

The same is going to happen with this Latin plan. It is inevitable. She just hopes it happens soon.

The baby monitor sits on top of the telly, so it’s usually in her line of sight. She sees the lights flickering before she hears the wail, and gets up to fetch her son. She takes the stairs two at a time in a futile effort to regain her former slender thighs. They never felt slender enough at the time. If she ever gets them back, she will appreciate them. She will tend them with the finest moisturisers, and she will keep them sleek and hairless. She will worship them.

Charlie has rolled on to his stomach. He is trying to push himself up with his arms. His fine blond hair is ruffled at the back. Libby is suffocatingly proud of the way he learned to roll so early, but worries about him sleeping on his front.

‘If you’re strong enough to roll,’ she tells him in a baby voice, ‘you’re strong enough not to suffocate.’ She thinks that’s probably true. He grimaces at her, and puts his head back down, resting his rosy cheek on the sheet.




By the time David gets home from work, Libby is wearing a forgiving pair of wide-legged trousers and a loose white shirt. She has pulled some gel through her hair, applied copious layers of lip gloss, and poured them both a glass of wine. Charlie has surpassed himself by eating a whole pot of organic sweet potato and courgette, washed down with breast milk. He has had his bath and is lying on the hearth in a white babygro. His cheeks are pink and his blond hair is drying in tendrils that have sprung away from his head. He is sucking contentedly on a towelling frog. The television is off, and Morcheeba are on the stereo. She has, she hopes, created a mellow atmosphere. The whole ensemble is designed to remind David of his priorities. 

When she hears the key in the door, Libby stands up, but doesn’t go to the hall to meet him. She lets David find them, so he appreciates the tableau she has prepared.

David stands in the doorway, a quizzical expression on his even features. She stands and looks at her husband. He shrugs off his overcoat. Libby feels suddenly shy.

‘You look gorgeous,’ he says, putting an arm where her waist used to be. She squirms. She hates it when he feels her fat.

She points to Charlie. ‘So does he.’

‘I know. Come here. Give me a kiss. Are we speaking?’

She pecks his cheek, then pushes him away. ‘The first thing is, we need to get this thing sorted out. Don’t we?’

David rolls his eyes. ‘Where’s your spirit of adventure?’ he demands, deliberately provoking her. ‘We always said that having a baby wouldn’t stop us.’

She laughs, and kneels next to Charlie. ‘You said that. And we also said that having a baby wouldn’t affect our social life. Or our sex life.’ She picks Charlie up. ‘Things change, my love. Babies affect everything. And talking of things changing, your son needs a new nappy before he goes to bed.’ She is aware that she’s barely controlling herself. She wants to shout at him, shout at him not only for making such a preposterous suggestion, but for everything else, as well. For making her give up the thing she was good at to devote herself to something which she cannot do at all. The fact that she is an excellent lawyer and a terrible mother does not, she fears, make her a very nice person.

David obediently unpops the babygro and takes Charlie’s nappy off, wincing at the smell as he does it. Libby passes him wipes and a new nappy.

‘But the thing is,’ he says suddenly, turning to her, ‘it would just be so brilliant. Don’t you see that, even a little bit? People have children in those countries. Diplomats go there, and expat workers. We’d have enough money. We could give Charlie clean water and safe food. He only eats vegetables anyway.’

Libby takes over the nappy. ‘But he’s got such an excellent routine--’ she begins. David cuts her off.

‘For once, please will you shut up about his bloody routine!’ he says bitterly. ‘We never, ever do anything at weekends, apart from walk along the seafront, because anything else is  going to mess up the holy routine. Routine is boring! He really doesn’t have to sleep in his cot three times a day. He can doze in the car, or the pushchair. Let the lad live a little. Christ, let me live.’

Libby looks at Charlie, who is staring at his father with an unfathomable expression. While she watches, he sprays an arc of urine across the room. It hits the far wall, and droplets cover her hand. Without thinking, she lifts it to her mouth, to lick it.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ David grabs her fingers. They both look at her hand, and laugh.

‘Blimey,’ she says. ‘No one tells you that motherhood fucks your brains.’ She watches David giggling, and is suddenly struck by how handsome he is. He has honey-coloured hair and big eyes with thick black lashes. She remembers that she does love him. But on this issue she cannot compromise. It is another of David’s whims. She will not give in.




chapter four

Maggie – the following Friday


Dear Mark,

Thanks – I suppose – for the postcard. I was glad to hear from you after all this time, although clearly you are still upset by the end of our relationship and the fact that I moved away.

Look, I am getting on with my life. You have no right to suggest that I’m not. I am very happy here and have a good job and plenty of new friends. I just wanted to keep in touch with you. So don’t you dare tell me not to contact you any more. I was trying to be friendly! I know you have a new relationship. As it happens, so do I, but I don’t force that fact down your throat, do I? In fact, you wouldn’t believe the amount of attention I get from men these days.

You were the one who insisted that we’d always be friends. I made the mistake of thinking you meant it. Sorry for believing you were more mature than you actually are. I won’t be in touch again. Believe me, this is your loss, not mine.

Margaret



I am fuming. It is beginning to rain, and I notice the sea rising up over the railings. The wind is fierce. I ram the letter into the postbox, and reconsider giving up work. I press the button on the pedestrian crossing, and wait for the lights to change. I’m going to walk along the seafront, rain or no rain. My life wouldn’t be empty, any more, without work. I could stay indoors on my own all day, and listen to Libby going about her business. It wouldn’t take much for me and her to  become friends, I’m sure of that. I could create a pretext. Even a one-way relationship with her is the most rewarding thing in my life. She is the closest thing I have to a friend, and I’ve never even met her.

The cold air hits my lungs. I am pitiful. No one cares. Mark thinks I’m some kind of crazy stalker. Libby doesn’t know I exist. Amy has not been back to Vixenz, so I know I’ll never see her again. Mum and Dad think I work at American Express and enjoy a lively, fulfilled life by the sea. Ivan is long gone. Emma is the only person I have left.

That’s why I’ve invited myself to stay with her and Jeremy. I felt empowered when I demanded Friday and Saturday off work. We are supposed to take time off during the week. I suddenly realised, however, that since I didn’t care, I would get away with it. They want me working more than I want to be there. Women are not exactly beating on the door pleading to be allowed to replace me. This means that they have to let me do what I like. I wonder whether they’d let me keep my knickers on, too.

I cross the road, turn the corner, and am hit by the full force of the gale. It takes all my strength to walk into it, and I barely cover any ground. I will miss my neighbours. I am gripped by their lives, and particularly by the ongoing argument over South America. I wish my life contained those sorts of dilemmas. Neither one of them has any concept of how lucky they are to be agonising over whether to live as expats for a bit, or whether to get a nanny. I hope they don’t go, because I’ll miss them. I hope Libby goes back to work. Then, as long as she keeps leaving the listener on, I’ll be able to monitor the nanny. I’m sure that will be more than amusing.

I try not to think of it as spying, though frankly I don’t care that much. Nothing I do is normal, or socially acceptable. I love huddling over the monitor and following their arguments. I generally get a good half-hour in before I go to work, because that’s when David comes home, and they get together in the baby’s room for a quiet, yet vicious, argument. Poor Charlie seems to have a regimented life. He goes to bed on the absolute dot of 7.45, every single night. One day I might leave my monitor on all night, by my bed, to find out whether he wakes up.

I am a spy. It is harmless. I like it. It is an unexpected, and immensely rewarding, turn of events. I haven’t brought the monitors away with me, because I have no intention of surrendering them before I absolutely have to.

My weekend bag keeps being flung into the backs of my knees. It contains the little baby clothes, and my own bits and pieces. Emma and Jeremy are expecting the monitors. I really should grow up and go back to get them. Emma will fuss. She’ll end up buying some herself. She already thinks I’m unreliable. I hesitate.

I can’t face turning back. I have made some hard-won progress along the seafront, and if I go back, I’ll end up giving up and catching the bus instead. I want to be out here in the elements. Emma’s due in less than two months, so I’ll have to give up my compulsive new habit by then. I’ll post them to her next week.

I’m starving. Nothing is going right. I didn’t have any breakfast, because the bread was covered in fluffy green mould. It looked fragile and rather beautiful. All I had in the cupboard was a tin of chickpeas. I bet David and Libby have cupboards full of Alpen and Frosties, plus a bread machine. I bet David cooks a fry-up at weekends. I’ll get something at the station, probably. I’m walking as fast as I can, in an attempt to work off some of my feelings about Mark, and about my life. I am stamping my lack of joy into the esplanade.

The tide is high. From time to time a wave spills across the wide esplanade, but I know I’ll manage to dodge them. There is something a little exhilarating about the mass of churning water; I can see that, through my fury. The wind whips against my cheeks, and I put my hands into my pockets and lean into it. Feathery clumps of spindrift pull away from the water and dance in the wind before settling gently on to the tarmac. Gulls shriek, almost inaudible in the gale. I can see the cars moving on the main road, across the grass, but I can’t hear them. The wind is making the tips of my ears cold. My nose is beginning to run. My hair flies across my face, and I reach into my pocket for a band and tie it roughly back. I pull my bag higher on my shoulder, and head for the route out of town. I’ll be a state by the time I get on the train, but I don’t care.
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