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People tend to forget that play is serious.

—David Hockney








THE MANTRAS

Preparation Prevents Panic

Prepare Together, Play Alone

No Life-Play in Pursuit of Criminal Goals

No Interaction with Minors During Life-Play

No Harm to Be Caused to Citizens During Life-Play

No Life-Play That Borrows Marginalization of Any Kind

No Life-Play Based on a Person You Have Encountered in Your Root-Life: Real or Fictional

No Cruelty to Animals

Leave No Trace

Play for a Day, and Only a Day

FROM THE LIFE-PLAYER HANDBOOK, P. 1






PART ONE







CHAPTER ONE Cate


The first time I became someone else, it was a spur-of-the-moment thing. I was rushing down Oxford Street in the rain, my Converse soaked through and damp creeping up my jeans. My phone rang, and I tried to get my AirPods out of my pocket, but my umbrella got tangled in my hair, and then I tilted my coffee, £4.70 of lukewarm flat white, all down my wrist onto my shirt cuff, and then I couldn’t make the phone screen work in the wet to answer my sister anyway. And then some dickhead barged into me, and basically I dropped everything, and my whole life fell into a puddle.

As I was scrabbling around on the curb and wiping the wet gray slime off my possessions with my sweater, a taxi pulled up next to me. Not an Uber, or one of those ugly electric cabs, but a proper old black taxi straight out of a classic London film. The driver got out, paused to open a solid, mahogany-handled golf umbrella, seemed to compose himself for a second, then opened the passenger door.

The first I saw of her was her boots. The palest camel suede, the color of golden-hour sand seen through sundowner eyes. They felt soft to look at, but the heel was carved from one smooth piece of wood, sturdy and protective. Next, I saw a hand. It wasn’t a young hand, and the nails were not polished but perfectly uniform, clean, buffed. I could almost smell the expensive balm enveloping the skin. The driver took the hand and gently eased out a woman who matched the shoes and fingers. Everything was shimmery caramel understatement, from her hair to her skin to her dress. She didn’t have a coat, only a tiny, soft, cinnamon bag. The driver, leaving his cab double-parked, escorted her to a doorway, a subtle, pale-green paneled oak affair that I had never noticed before, and rang a small brass bell. The door opened quietly, and she was swallowed inside. She looked back to smile at the driver and to press something into his hand with a practiced motion.

I thought, I want that life—just for one day, I want that life.



Of course, this is an unsophisticated first Life-Lust, and I blush to remember it. Generic-women’s-magazine-quiet-luxury life? Please. It’s embarrassingly clichéd, nonspecific, and uncreative. But it was my first time, and I didn’t know any better.

As Caramel-Woman’s taxi drove away, a hazy plan began to form in my mind. It felt dangerous and intoxicating, but the notion seemed to be rising under my skin, and I couldn’t push it away. What if, what if, I did have that life? Today, for one afternoon.

I looked across the road to Selfridges. I would shop there, if I had that life. My feet turned toward it.

My first name would be something ordinary, sounding, but with a twist. Cate with a C or Luci with an I. My surname would imply family money, but not ostentatiously so. Lauderdale or Macmillan, maybe. I would have an assistant, and she would be the one shopping for me in the rain. She would have one headphone in at all times for my calls.

I unconsciously put in one headphone as I stepped into Selfridges. My feet took me up the escalators to Designer Womenswear. My brain seemed to be splitting, I was imagining Cate Lauderdale, but I wasn’t ready for her; for now I would inhabit her assistant. I walked the confident walk of someone here for work. I wasn’t browsing; I was in a hurry and had a task in hand. Out of the corner of my eye, I clocked a dress that I just knew she would wear. I approached it with an air of bored efficiency, touched the fabric between my fingers. It was the finest thin cashmere, a knee-length sweater dress, which would drape perfectly. The label read, “Butter Midi Lounge Dress—Ochre.”

An assistant approached me with an air of slight suspicion. Before she could speak, I sighed as if I had been waiting forever to be served and pulled out my phone as if to check something. “Is this the”—I paused for effect—“butter midi lounge dress in ochre?”

She smiled. “Yes, that’s the one. Very sought-after this season.”

“Great. I’ll take it in a size ten, thanks.”

She nodded. “Please come with me.”

I followed her through a sculpted doorway to a room where even the floor seemed to be upholstered. She gestured to a dusky-rose velvet armchair, so low it looked like a beanbag. “Please wait here for a moment, and I will have the dress packaged for you.”

That was when I panicked. I had no idea how much the dress cost, of course I couldn’t afford it, what was I doing masquerading here? I would be found out, escorted from the premises, shamed, arrested. What was she thinking? people would say about me. I would later learn that this is why one of the cardinal rules of Life-Play is preparation. Preparation Prevents Panic—it’s a mantra for a reason.

The assistant returned, carrying the iconic yellow bag in which a box nestled among sheets of black tissue.

My Life-Lust returned. I needed to be Cate Lauderdale, and I needed to be her this afternoon. I calmly took out my company’s corporate Amex and waved it over the offered contactless reader. No alarms went off. I promised myself I would pay them back, blame the transaction on bank fraud or something similarly poorly planned and vague that now makes me shudder to remember.

I walked away with Cate’s dress. I had a strange feeling of the stage being set. Adrenaline bubbled up inside me.

I figured this top-tier floor of Selfridges must have some top-tier washrooms to match. I found them and wasn’t disappointed. Fortunately they were empty—after all, it was a Tuesday morning, not peak shopping hours, even for the wealthy.

I sat down on a banquette in front of a mirror. I looked at my face and my straggly, lank hair. What was Cate’s story? Why would she be here? I washed my face in the sink, scrubbing off my smudged makeup. I began to peel off my clothes one by one, shedding my skin, until Beth Greenwood was no more.

Playing a Life successfully is not magic. You have created the character so well and in so much detail that they become real for you and are then projected as real to the world. People think it’s disguise—hiding what you are—but for me it’s the opposite; it’s opening up from the deepest place inside you and letting the world see what’s there, without shame.

I am now Cate. I put on my new dress, feeling it gently caress me, like all my clothes do. For me, texture is the most important thing. I never wear underwear, because I like the simplicity of wearing only one item and of an uninterrupted line around my subtly toned limbs. As I have a blow-dry scheduled for later this afternoon, my hair is twisted into an artfully messy bun. My skin is so radiant and clear from all my expensive treatments that I haven’t bothered with makeup. I am wearing my carefully dirtied cream Converse because I love that “off-duty model” casual vibe, so cool and a little bit ironic. They also remind me of my brief fling with the Britpop bass player, back in that wild summer in Primrose Hill. I smile at my silly younger self. I hope the musician is doing okay. I hear he is finally out of rehab.

I feel light and free, another day of luxurious possibility ahead. I stretch my arms over my head. I arch my back. I reach out my arm, looking idly at my nails, and consider whether my next manicure will be intricate nail art or a classy nude. Maybe I could use a massage. What spas are around here? I always forget. I don’t want to bother my assistant, she works so hard, bless her. A quick google reminds me that Fitzgerald’s is across the road.

I walk out of the bathroom with my phone in my hand and take the elevator downstairs. At the exit, I pull a large, heavy umbrella from the stand. I’m not sure it’s mine, but umbrellas are essentially communal, aren’t they? Dryly cocooned under my enormous canopy, I cross the street and press the little brass buzzer at the familiar pale-green door of Fitzgerald’s spa. I walk in and feel at home.



I had a lovely afternoon as Cate. It turned out she had forgotten to remove the tags on the dress, so I returned to the top-floor washroom later that day, collected the packaging and my clothes from under the sink, folded the dress back into the box, and handed it back to the sales assistant, telling her my boss had changed her mind after seeing too many people wearing it on Instagram. At Fitzgerald’s, sadly, the treatment schedule was completely full, but seeing disappointment on Cate’s usually so untroubled face, the staff had kindly given her use of the relaxation area, where she sipped herbal tea and made gentle easy small talk with other women just like her.

When I returned to Beth, I carried Cate with me. I had gained something. A sense of calm, a notion of ease. I needed only an afternoon of Cate to give me something of hers, not her external trappings of wealth, but the idea that my path through the world could be smooth. My life, I decided, was just a little bit richer and brighter because I had been briefly someone else.






CHAPTER TWO Nikki


My second Life-Play happened much more gradually. I was doodling in my notebook during a call. I’d left my camera off as usual, and while I half listened to the conversation, I started sketching a girl. She was wearing a big travel backpack. That’s odd, I thought. Where did she come from? I began to fill her in. She was wearing harem pants, a tie-dye crop top. I drew beads around her ankles, wrists, and neck. I drew straggly long hair, with a couple of braids, completely matted in places—a life too exciting to brush your hair. I gave my attention back to the meeting, but it didn’t really seem to warrant it, so I looked back down at the girl. What would be in her backpack? I started to draw its contents alongside, like a holiday packing Instagram post. A battered copy of Shantaram, a couple of hammam towels. Several string bikinis, a sarong. She wouldn’t have insect repellent or suntan lotion, they would have run out months ago. She was at the end of her year in Thailand, Goa, Vietnam, Bali. She might have mementos—a shell from the beach where she kissed a boy under the stars, a flyer from a full-moon party where she took psychedelics for the first time. Finally a direct question made me put down the pencil, but this backpacker had gotten under my skin.

I hadn’t mentioned my afternoon as Cate to anyone, certainly not my colleagues. I wouldn’t have, really. In the ten years I had worked as a graphic designer for food delivery giant Eat Now, I had carefully cultivated a practical, strategic alliance with my corporate overlords: I drew brightly colored flying burgers and moved smiling pizzas around a web layout, and they paid me money; I was pleasant to work with; they stayed well away from my soul. They didn’t necessarily know these were the terms of our agreement, but as long as I showed up to Zoom calls and supplied files on time, no one seemed to mind much if they didn’t know who I was dating or the names of any siblings. Raucous work drinks were long gone since Covid had sent most of the design team gleefully into their own homes and pajamas for large parts of the week. Sometimes when people were quietly let go, weeks would pass before we’d notice. An email bounce-back as the only belated goodbye.

Over the next week, the backpacker girl prickled at me. It wasn’t a full-body overwhelming as Cate had been. But she was scratching around my mind all day, becoming more real, like a wispy ghost gradually finding form. Her name, I learned, was Becky, and she was just arriving back from her year abroad, after university. She had used her final student loan installment for the flight, which meant she’d almost starved in the final term and had to bartend all the time she should have been studying for finals. She had no idea what she wanted to do for a career; her arts degree wasn’t terribly helpful. Her pitch for the travel year to her parents had been about thinking carefully about next steps and vague hints at charity work. And the travel year had changed her, she was a new person, she understood things now that she had seen the world.

I did question why I was fantasizing about the life of a gap-year backpacker. Unlike with Cate, I wasn’t jealous of Becky’s life; I was just pulled toward it, with its notes of sadness, regret, and uncertainty, as well as her bright Technicolor memories of drinking bhang lassis from coconut shells on Thai islands. I had never been “traveling”—it wasn’t an option for me in my late teens or early twenties. Having missed this coming-of-age ritual, was I worrying I had never truly discovered who I was?

The Saturday after I’d first thought of Becky, I went to a charity shop and picked up her backpack, her stained paperbacks, her faded jersey slip dresses. Becky was much cheaper than Cate. I became Becky in the Heathrow Arrivals bathrooms and stashed Beth’s clothes in the left-luggage lockers. My hair was salt-sprayed, my skin self-tanned but unmoisturized, so it stretched and crêped as if thirsty from the sun. I didn’t shower and overdressed on the commute to Heathrow, so I was sticky and a bit smelly, as if from a plane.

Becky led me to the travel section of Waterstones Piccadilly, where I met an incredibly cute girl called Helena, who was planning her own gap year. Our coffee turned into drinks and a lingering kiss at the Tube station, under a full moon, like the one I had told her I partied beneath in Goa. We didn’t exchange numbers; she was about to leave the country for a year.

I know, I know—cardinal sin; do not get romantically involved with people you encounter in a Life. And certainly not randomly, unplanned! Sweet Helena could have brought me out of my Life too soon, or I could have wanted to stay too long. But Becky disappeared into the night, and I returned to Beth, with perhaps the slightest lingering sense of an adventure, one I had not quite been on. It left me wanting more. Who else might I be, and what more could these other lives do?



The next day was my Elspeth Sunday, and I arrived to meet my sister with henna still on my arms. We’d met up every other weekend since we moved to London almost at the same time sixteen years ago. Our current tradition was a pub roast at the Anchor and Hope near Waterloo, which we had decided was the midpoint between her beautiful house in Richmond and my shared ownership one-bed in a new development near Hackney Downs. As ever, she was there first, poised and immaculate, drinking a chilled glass of Sancerre. I removed my backpack, noticed yet another bike oil smear on my jeans, and ordered a pint of IPA from the waiter as I sat down opposite her.

“You look well?” I said. Elspeth was like a fairground mirror, reflecting a version of myself that was familiar but, well, glossier. Her honey and ash highlights, my box-dyed bob. Her chocolate cashmere jumper, my Uniqlo hoodie. I thought, suddenly, that perhaps I’d been drawn to Cate because she had something of Elspeth.

“It’s all a façade,” my sister said with a tired sigh. “Honestly, this week has been brutal.”

“Cliff?” I asked. Elspeth had recently separated from her husband. I wasn’t sorry; even before he cheated on her, my soon-to-be ex-brother-in-law had put her through years of hell, and she had always been far too good for him in every possible way.

“Actually, Cliff’s been quiet. I suspect he’s working out some evil master plan for when we finally start divorce proceedings. Or just taking Marisa on holiday.” Her smile did not reach her eyes. “No, it’s this course. I knew it would be hard, but my god.”

If I had been traded in for a younger, easier, more fertile grad-school employee named Marisa, I’d have been in the “get mad, get even” or “set things on fire” school. But Elspeth, entirely on brand, had decided to retrain as a social worker. She was currently midway through an online MA course in psychology and social care at Oxford Brookes University. She had signed up the day Cliff announced he was relocating to Dubai for a seven-figure salary inclusive of a penthouse apartment, without her.

“I did my first placement hours—where you shadow a social worker during their workday. It was so sad. This little boy had showed up at a police station on his own, saying he couldn’t go home. Bruises all over his face. I don’t know if I’m cut out for it. I’m too soft. I’m sitting here in cashmere, drinking chilled white wine! What do I possibly know?”

I took her hand. “Any vulnerable child who gets you as their social worker is the luckiest unlucky child alive. If you see what I mean.”

“I’m the luckiest unlucky sister alive, anyway,” she said, smiling back at me, though her eyes were suspiciously shiny. “Anyway, what’s going on with you?”

I hesitated. I never kept secrets from Elspeth. But… becoming other people for a day? Even she might think it was a bit weird. And I felt, as usual, that my life was so frivolous in contrast to hers. While she rose through the ranks at a City law firm, I designed cartoons for cereal boxes. When she married, I joined Tinder. When she began to long for a child, I feared for the life of a cactus in my care. And for the ten years that she battled against a body she began to see as broken, giving up her job, her friends, laser-focused only on those spots of blood every month, I… watched Netflix?

I thought of all the times Elspeth had confided in me and decided that she might relish a distraction into the absurd. “Well,” I said, “something quite strange has happened to me. Twice. I don’t know how to describe it, but I keep becoming someone else.”

“Er, what?” said Elspeth, fairly.

I tried to explain what had happened with Cate and with Becky, how they took me over, how I wasn’t acting, how I really felt like them.

Elspeth laughed. Then straightened her face. “Sorry. Honestly, if you keep this up, it will be more entertaining than your dating stories.”

I relaxed. If Elspeth thought what I was doing was fine, maybe it was. And was I going to keep doing it? I didn’t actually know. “Whatever,” I said. “Maybe it was some pre-forties hormonal glitch. What else have you been doing?”

She lit up. “Have you heard of JaggaJump?”



The third Life that visited me was emotionally much less complex and handed to me on a plate from Elspeth. She was called Nikki Love, and she was an instructor for JaggaJump, the lockdown fitness craze that went on to be a billion-dollar global industry. Started by a collective of impossibly hot coaches from Venice Beach in LA whose gyms shut down in the pandemic, JaggaJump was livestreamed twice a day. From the outset they went with extremely high production values—presumably there were a lot of out-of-work camera crew and lighting technicians hanging around in LA too. They shot under the palm trees at dawn and dusk, with a sound system that appeared to be borrowed from Coachella. Soon, superstar DJs were flying in on their private jets to perform live sets to the bouncing routines.

After the pandemic, JaggaJump opened flagship gyms in LA, New York, London, Dubai, Sydney. For three hundred dollars a month, you could manifest a little piece of the hot, ripped, happy, and cool lifestyle for yourself. The audio offering was next-level—in London it took two years of redesigning the soundproofing to persuade a noise-terrified Westminster Council into granting a license, a fact that became a top marketing point, of course. The lighting made the smallest of burgeoning abs look like a six-pack, the thirty-dollar smoothies were pitched as if they contained the elixir of life, and the showers made you feel like you were in a particularly steamy music video, with very nice conditioner. Little girls and boys everywhere told their classrooms that when they grew up, they wanted to be a JaggaJump teacher. And apparently, I did too.

To be Nikki Love, JaggaJump teacher, just for one day would take some planning. Firstly, I’d have to get really good at JaggaJump. I started a punishing three-classes-a-day routine, morning, lunch break, and evening, using old pandemic YouTube videos. I shouted along with the instructors, learning the motivational phrases and mimicking the hair flicks and air punches. My muscles screamed, but the lactic acid burn felt like Nikki taking shape within me. Within a few weeks I had abs and glutes of steel. You could see why people got obsessed.

But how could I get into Nikki’s real life? How could I teach a JaggaJump class to a group of real people? I spent hours online looking at all sorts of JaggaJump events and forums, product launches and festivals.

Finally, I found something that seemed promising: a collaboration with record shop Rough Trade in East London, taking place at the Truman Brewery one weekend. The goal was to introduce new artists to a growing young music audience more likely to get their kicks from juice and HIIT than cheap beer and MDMA. Over three days and across the multiple venues in the complex, there were eighty-five JaggaJump sessions, to all sorts of different sounds. One of them, I resolved, would be taught by Nikki Love.

I kept Elspeth informed of my progress, at her request. She thought I was bonkers, but what else was new? She even came around one evening so that I could teach my class to her. Neither of us could stop laughing as we kept trying to twerk in my tiny front room, so unlike a Californian beach. When Smiler—as I’d started calling the self-styled moody artist who lived directly below—came up to complain that we sounded like we were coming through the thin ceiling, we gave up and had a bottle of wine instead.



If I had been concerned about bouncing into a club at 4 p.m. and launching straight into a techno-based JaggaJump routine in front of a hundred health-conscious Gen Zs, Nikki Love completely wasn’t. She was the kind of person people always liked—open, sunny, upbeat, and bursting with feel-good energy. Her glossy blond curls bounced in her high ponytail, and her signature rainbow-sequined sports bra and hot pants couldn’t help but make you smile. If some people were momentarily confused, thinking they had signed up for Brazilian JaggaJumper Renata T, too bad for them: the JaggaJump mega-mantra was Phones down ARMS UP, and Nikki got right into it. Maybe later someone got an earful from Renata’s management; I don’t know. I sent the email telling her the slot wasn’t available from a fake address and never checked it again. Anyway, from the TikTok chatter later, Nikki Love’s slightly unorthodox JaggaJump routine was a highlight of the weekend.

When I had taken off Nikki’s outfit, wiped away her sweat, and had that strange, deflating feeling of coming back to Beth Greenwood again, I slipped out of a fire exit into an alleyway at the side of Brick Lane.

A girl was leaning against the wall right outside the door. She was wearing a big leather jacket draped over an oversize tracksuit and was smoking a very un-JaggaJump rollie. Her dark hair was tied up with one of the JaggaJump branded scrunchies they had been giving out.

She looked at me. “Hi,” she said, her gaze calm and unflinching. It was unnerving. She looked young, or younger than me at least. I realized her hair had a blue tint.

“Er… hi?” I said, feeling suddenly exposed. I couldn’t be Nikki; I was no longer Nikki. I looked completely different, Nikki’s blond curls now discarded in a Truman Brewery bin, her bouncy confidence gone the same way. But what if this girl had taken my class? My stomach clenched in fear.

She stared at me some more, hard. Searching. It reminded me of when I used to draw people. How you have to really look, ignore your preconceptions, see the shapes you actually see, not the summary your brain gives you to recognize your friends.

“You aren’t Nikki Love, are you?” she said, finally.

I answered, truthfully, that I was not.

“Shame,” she said, taking a drag on her cigarette and exhaling. “I thought her class was great.”

She threw her rollie onto the ground and pushed off the wall, stretching, feline. I wondered if she was a dancer. She was petite, but she was wearing so many huge clothes it was hard to tell. I realized I was getting distracted and told myself to focus. Maybe she just wanted to go fangirl on Nikki Love.

“I took it too. So good. I’ll be stiff tomorrow,” I said. “I think she’s still inside if you want to find her.” I was still holding the door open and pushed it wider, hoping she would take the hint.

Her eyes bored into me. “No, I don’t think I will find her in there. Or indeed, anywhere. She’s gone back into the ether, hasn’t she?”

This was exactly how I felt. Nikki had been given her day, and now she had left me. Seeping out of my pores, dissolving into air. But how would this random girl know?

“You are a Life-Player,” she said into my silence. “I just knew it. I’m Leila—don’t worry, I’m one too, your secret is safe. But how did you find out about this? Life-Playing is my—our—invention. How do you know about it?”

She sounded more curious than aggressive, but I had no idea what she was talking about. “I’m sorry, I think you’re trying to be nice, but I really have no idea what you’re talking about. What is a… a Life-Player?”

She looked at me searchingly again. “Wow. You really don’t know what you’re doing, do you? You are a Life-Player. You just Played Nikki Love. She was great. What a great Play. The Becoming must have been brutal—learning all those routines! But how much fun. You really did this all on your own, without any help?”

I nodded slowly.

“Well. Do you want some help?”

And that is how it all started.






CHAPTER THREE Bea


Leila gave me her number and told me to WhatsApp when I was ready. She did not ask for my name—“You give it when you choose,” she said. “Or give a name, doesn’t have to be your Root-Life name. No pressure. When you’re ready, I’m here. We’re here.”

Then she was gone into the shadows, like a cat. I looked down at the slip of paper in my hand. A mobile number and a sentence underneath, in even, loopy handwriting: “I wish you delight in all your Lives.”

I got home, poured a glass of wine, and ordered a pizza. I felt discordant; I remembered feeling the same after Cate and Becky, a slight emptiness where they had been, alongside full-bodied exhaustion. And in this case the DOMS was kicking in from all those squat jumps too; my quads were screaming. But I knew that by tomorrow I would have settled and would have that great lingering feeling of Nikki Love having extended me in some way. I would think about the strange girl, and Life-Playing, after a long sleep.

But the next day I still felt uneasy. I tried to put everything that had happened out of my mind. I threw myself into designs for Eat Now’s next rebrand. I scrolled through Hinge and half-heartedly liked a few profiles. I paced around my two-room flat, taking cups of coffee to my knackered sofa, watching a few things on my laptop, getting up again. I even watered my plants. But I couldn’t distract myself. Every tiny wince of a sore muscle reminded me of the pure ecstasy of being Nikki Love. I realized I didn’t feel simply contented to have been her. I wanted more.

Maybe this Leila was the one to help me. But I was also nervous. Who was she? What did I know about her? Was this… safe? I really wanted to ask Elspeth’s advice, but I knew she was absorbed in her placement; she had been giving me the occasional text update. It sounded emotionally draining and a huge amount of work. And if I was completely honest with myself, I worried she might tell me to leave this well alone; or worse, she would worry about me, and then I would have just put something else on her very full plate.

I tried Google. I searched variations of “Life-Playing”; all that came up were some theater plays with “life” in the title on Wikipedia and some children’s toys (“play with a real-life kitchen”) or activity centers (“sea life play park,” “play zone—a great start in life”). I searched “Leila Life-Player,” but all that came up was an old tennis coaching blog, “Leila Plays.”

I paced around my flat indecisively. In the end I messaged Ethan from Hinge, asking if he wanted a drink in Hackney. He did. We met in The Three Compasses in Dalston. He was a completely forgettable kind of cute and keen to show off all his feminist and pro-consent credentials, while talking entirely about himself and not asking me any questions. After a second pint, I asked if he wanted to come back to mine. His surprised face irked me; surely. “Are you around this evening?” has only one meaning online. But he quickly remembered not to slut-shame me, and followed me home.

We performed our baskets of honed moves on each other, and it was all perfectly satisfactory. But as I straddled him, making sure I gave enthusiastic positive feedback when he hit the right spots, my mind flew far away. Who else could I be? I imagined galloping across prairies as a cowboy, walking out of top-secret rooms in a white lab coat. I imagined lectures at the Royal Society. I imagined discovering a new species of fern as a botanist, and I imagined being a celebrity chef on TV. Each character would have an amazing wardrobe, and I would accumulate skills in high-octane training montages.

Ethan doing a “getting ready to come” sequence pulled me back to earth, and I focused on making that as enjoyable as possible for me too. He was a nice guy really. After the polite amount of glowing feedback, small talk, and postcoital offerings—Drink? Tissue? Shower?—I ushered him out, agreeing that yes, sure, I’d call him next time I was horny, which made him look both like he had won the lottery and like he was concerned that someone might think him a misogynist.

Then I climbed back into bed and grabbed my phone. “Okay, Leila,” I typed. “Tell me more.”



Leila replied immediately, professing unmitigated delight. She invited me to join the next meetup of her “Cradle”—a word that somehow conjured both safety and horror films—but that she assured me was all female, safe, in a public place, with no pressure or commitment. She did not ask my name, but I told her it was Bea. It felt close enough for realism, easy enough to leave behind if required.

She gave me directions to a pub near Kings Cross for 7 p.m. the next evening. I gave her a thumbs-up emoji and switched out the light. I woke in the middle of the night, after a strange, vivid dream of Leila beckoning me down dark alleyways, then turning into a cat, then a bird, then soaring away, with me desperate to follow. After that I tossed and turned, finally passing out properly only to wake up at 10 a.m., due on a call.

The workday was busy, which I was glad about; it kept the butterflies down. As the day ended, I began to feel queasy with nervous excitement. I took it out on my wardrobe. What do you wear to meet a Life-Player Cradle? What impression should Bea make? Is it like “book-group chic” with a silk shirt and lipstick? Or would it be more of an athleisure vibe? Or what about dungarees and Caterpillar boots, if they’re “can-do” DIY-loving women? It was a quandary. I settled, eventually and predictably, on jeans, my least bike-oil-covered sneakers, and a slouchy red sweater.

I put the King Charles I pub into Citymapper and set off on my bike. The pub turned out to be one of those places that are hidden in plain sight—you’re sure you must have passed it before, but somehow never paid attention. It was on a side street off busy Caledonian Road, and outside had all the traditional tropes—hanging baskets full of red flowers, black gloss ironwork, bay windows, dark-green signage, and a dangling faded depiction of an elderly monarch, creaking back and forth in the wind. Slightly more unusually, the timber was painted a bright, welcoming yellow. Inside it was cozy and quintessential: oak paneling, a few polished dark tables, a bar in the middle: clearly a “community” pub, full of locals, in that more-village-than-a-village way London has.

I walked to the bar. I hadn’t expected a place as normal as this, and I felt nervous. The barkeeper looked at me expectantly. “Ummmm,” I said. “I’m here for the… group?”

“Oh, right you are,” he said jovially. “Just through that door over there, love. Want to take a glass up with you?”

I hesitated. Was this the kind of meeting that had drinks?

The barkeeper correctly interpreted my pause and said, “Oh, they’re all drinkers, pet, don’t you worry. This one’s on the house; what’ll you have?”

I ordered a pint of Siren and plastered a friendly smile on my face while I shifted awkwardly from foot to foot as he pulled it. “There you go, love. Have a great evening.”

I took the pint, slightly sloshing froth over my hand as I walked to the door. It opened straight onto a narrow staircase. As I walked up, I began to hear high-spirited chatter and laughter. At the top of the stairs, I paused and took a deep breath, then I pushed open the only door from the landing.

It was a large, cheerful room, with two sash windows overlooking the street. A long sturdy workbench covered in all sorts of detritus took up most of one side. I tried not to look too closely—it felt intimate somehow—but I spied a dressmaker’s dummy next to an angle grinder, some serious sort of high-tech computer equipment, and what looked like an artificial limb.

The other half of the room had been turned into a cozy seating area. Two battered red chesterfields and a few large footstools surrounded a coffee table that was cluttered with all sorts of glasses, half-drunk pints, and open bottles of wine. And here were the four women who were to change the course of my life forever.

It’s usually hard to take in different people properly when you meet a group together. They become a multiheaded Hydra. That’s when you get “Oh, his friends are all so dull, they only talk about football” or “They were all so posh, they all went to private school”—no, they probably didn’t, but the group was too amorphous at first sight to distinguish the individuals.

With these four women, it was immediately the opposite. I have never seen a group who looked, at first glance, so individual, so completely themselves.

Leila leaped up from one of the footstools. “Bea! You came.” She looked less like the otherworldly being from the alleyway. Still clearly petite, she now was wearing a huge, chunky, knitted roll neck, wide-leg jeans, and what looked like moon boots. Her hair had lost its blue tint and was falling straight down her shoulders. Her eyes were still dark and expressive, but in the light there was nothing strange. In fact, the overall impression was slightly “teenage snowboarder who borrowed her older brother’s gear.”

She embraced me in a hug, and I automatically hugged back. When I tried to ease off, she held on. I felt smothered. I told myself not to panic, that some people are just extra-long huggers, even if to Elspeth and me it felt like an affectation—a performance of care rather than the real thing. Finally, she stepped back. “It’s nice to see you as fully Bea, not half Bea, half still in a Play. I’m sorry I approached you during a Transformation; it’s not appropriate.”

“No, no, don’t worry,” I said, shaking my head vigorously. “I’m so glad you did, I’m so curious about all this.”

She took my hand and pulled me across the room. “Let me introduce you to everyone. First, this is Saoirse.”

Saoirse was almost horizontal on one of the sofas. She had long, thin limbs, which seemed to be bent at awkward angles, giving her an insect-like air, as if she might scuttle sideways instead of standing up. She was wearing faded black skinny jeans that were loose on her legs and a faded black T-shirt. Intricate geometric patterns snaked down both arms and up her neck. A centimeter of hair stood up like a halo round a chiseled face, the kind of visible bone structure I immediately wanted to draw. “Saoirse can get you into any closed system, get a key card for any building you need.”

Saoirse rolled her eyes. “Hi, Bea, nice to meet you.” She had a soft Irish lilt, which I wasn’t expecting somehow. “Just a hacker, help out where I can. Only use the powers for good these days, you know?”

Leila ignored her, turning me to the left. “This is Penelope. She’s badass. She welds and she drives like something out of The Fast and the Furious.”

I laughed despite myself as a middle-aged woman with dangly earrings, gigantic boobs, a floor-length floral skirt, and hiking boots winched herself up from a footstool with an “oof,” waddled over to me, and gave me a normal-length squeeze. “Bea. Lovely to meet you, duckie. I’m always here for all your dirty carburetor needs. Car maintenance—big part of the process.”

I smiled back. “Thank you. Er… is that your angle grinder?”

She beamed. “Have you used one? Great bit of kit, isn’t it, love? Get into anything, have you—”

“Oh my god, Penelope, no one ever knows what you’re talking about. Hello, Bea, I’m Erika. I will never, ever talk to you about cars.” Erika was dressed elegantly in a white silk shirt, expensive-looking jeans, and loafers. Her voice was authoritative, someone who thought before she spoke. I could hear the full stops.

“That she won’t,” said Leila, “but she can make you a bespoke suit that passes as vintage Chanel.”

I had never been in a gang, or a crew, or a club at school. As kids, Elspeth and I weren’t even a pair; we were a single entity. Also, we went to a leaky public school near Milton Keynes, not Sweet Valley High, so there was less opportunity to choose between being a cheerleader, jock, stoner, or mathlete. We had no lockers to personalize; we all simply had the same budget backpacks from Sports Direct, tearing under the weight of textbooks as we lugged them class to class. But now I felt like I was about to star in a high school drama, only a much better one where everyone was over thirty and there was a bar downstairs.

We went back to the sofas, and Saoirse folded her legs at an unlikely angle and made space for me. I sat upright on the edge, wondering what to do with my body, feeling self-conscious.

“So, my love, Leila told us your story,” said Penelope. “How wonderful that you discovered Life-Playing—and went through with it—all on your own.”

“Some would call it… evidence,” said Saoirse.

“Christ, don’t start,” said Erika. “She’ll have enough questions without your theories about alternate universes and quantum leaps…”

Saoirse shrugged. “Just saying. If you see, you see.”

I grimaced in what I hoped was a friendly, nonjudgmental way. Quantum leaps, really?

Penelope sighed. “Stop scaring the poor girl, will you two?” She turned to me. “Look, dearie, some of us think that allowing yourself the time to become another character, one who probably has aspects of your personality that are underdeveloped in your Root-Life, is a healthy activity. When you Play properly, bearing in mind all the guidelines, you will grow and find peace and understanding.” She sounded like she had memorized this text, like a kindly Life-Player counselor. I relaxed slightly. I had felt like I had grown a little bit after Cate and Becky. I liked the idea that this was all a wellness hobby I could be proud of and brag about, like yoga or drinking kombucha.

“Whereas others of us,” said Erika, with a pointed look at Saoirse, “have invented a mystical religion where the characters who come to you asking to be played are trapped refugees from an alternate reality, stuck in a burning hellfire between worlds—”

Saoirse glared at her. “Not cool to mock people of faith, actually.”

Erika held up her hands. “Fine, I’m sorry. I just wish more people could enjoy things for their own sake. A mountain can be awe-inspiring and beautiful in itself, not because a god made it. An orgasm is great because it’s hot, not because it’s connecting you to a spiritual, tantric plane…”

Saoirse snorted. “Don’t bring your string of weird dates into it. Not my fault you somehow find the guys who only want to breathe heavily for six hours…”

“Okay, okay, let’s leave the religious warfare till after class, shall we?” said Leila. “There are so many more practical and interesting places to start before we put Bea off completely.”

I realized with some relief they were all excited to have a new person to talk to about their passion, and I decided to be a good student. “Penelope,” I said slowly, “you mentioned guidelines? What are they? Like—rules you should follow when you become a… when you ‘Life-Play’?” The vocabulary felt uncertain in my mouth, as self-conscious as the first time I tentatively joined in an “om” in yoga.

“Now that,” said Leila, “is a great place to start.”

Leila had an air of being their leader, even though she looked like the youngest. Elspeth was always a bit like that too. People had always looked to her for answers, not me, even though I was older. It was why she had risen through the corporate lawyer ranks so quickly, overtaking all the private school Oxbridge kids, before Cliff made her quit. She just had a “team leader” aura. I couldn’t lead a flock of sheep. I never inspired confidence in anyone or made decisions that anyone wanted to follow.

Leila walked purposefully over to an overstuffed shelving unit and reverently picked up a book. She handed it to me with both hands, like a missal. “The Life-Player Handbook,” she said in hushed tones.

I turned the book carefully in my hands; it felt both weighty and fragile. It was a clothbound dark-brown hardback, which might once have been more of a dark red. The lettering was debossed, which meant it was almost easier to see at an angle, when the light caught the edges of the cutaway words. The hand-cut page edges were a glorious faded yellow. I lifted it to my face. It had the old book smell. I suddenly had the sense of being inculcated into an ancient tradition. The plot of a Dan Brown novel began to unspool in my brain.

“This is incredible,” I said, trying to bring myself back from magical ancient artifacts. “So people have been Life-Playing for years? For centuries? That’s amazing.”

They all squealed with laughter.

“No,” said Leila. “We self-published this last year to entertain ourselves. Before that it was just a Google Doc. If you know what to look for, you can find it on Amazon. If you don’t know what Life-Playing is, you’ll never discover it.”

“So far, we’ve had a total of three sales,” said Erika. “I wish I knew who bought them and what they were thinking.”

I wondered what algorithm would direct you to such a book. “So if there isn’t some kind of ancient Life-Playing tradition, how did you all get into it?” I asked.
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