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Chapter 1 The cancelled dinner


Jake and I are having a special meal together tonight. Or I thought we were. But I have just spent my lunch hour shopping for food and wine when he phones to cancel me.

What a horrible word to apply to people – cancel. As if you no longer exist.

‘What’s the problem?’ I say into the phone. I’m in the lift by now, going back up to the office. My shopping is heavy in my hand and I know there’ll be a painful red mark across my palm.

‘We’ve got a crisis with a job the new bloke has to deliver in the morning,’ Jake sighs. He often moans about junior IT staff at the college where he works. ‘He’s just told me he’s struggling to get it done and I can’t just leave him on his own. You know how it is, Simone.’

Well, I know how it was. When we first started going out, Jake would happily leave younger co-workers to fend for themselves. It’s six months since he moved into my flat and I feel as if we’ve grown further apart, not closer.

‘Okay,’ I tell him, nicely, though I’d like to drop the groceries to the floor and stamp on them. I feel a rash rising on my neck like a nettle sting. ‘I might see if Paula wants to go for a drink after work.’

Paula is my cousin and the only member of my family I’m still in regular contact with.

‘Good idea,’ Jake says.

The lift doors open, and I step into the lobby of the housing charity where I’ve had a job in admin for as long as I can remember. Normally, I’m happy here, but suddenly I can’t bear the thought of a long afternoon doing the same old thing.

‘Don’t wait up if you’re back home first,’ Jake says before he hangs up.



Paula isn’t free after work and so I go straight home, arriving with my shopping at the usual time of a quarter to seven. My flat takes up the first and second floors of 17 Lyle Road, a quiet, red-brick street in Woking. I bought it when my dad died and left me enough for the deposit. I try not to think of how I owe my home to him, because that upsets my view that he ruined my life. I don’t like to think he is what makes me lucky.

That’s what the couple downstairs called me when they moved in. ‘You’re so lucky to have that big place all to yourself. We’re totally jealous!’

They’re called Gus and Alina and they are the perfect couple. They’re younger than me – early thirties, I would say, and very good-looking. They are also very selfish. When they built their kitchen extension, they didn’t once say sorry for the mess and noise. They acted like the whole house was theirs.

It was down to me to approach them. I chose Gus, because I’d taken an instant dislike to Alina – and she to me. ‘I hope you’ll make sure your builders only work the hours permitted by the council,’ I said. He didn’t even know what those hours were. So I printed off the page from the website and left it on the narrow table in the hallway.

There was a full year after that of vans parked at the gate, lorries pulling up and a dirty skip sitting right outside. Then, when it was finally finished, I had to put up with the smug way Alina asked friends in to show the place off. ‘Come and see what our architect has done!’ Like she was the Queen of Sheba.

She’s never once invited me in.

Gus is away on a work trip tonight. I saw him getting into a taxi for the airport this morning. He is a consultant, Alina told Jake – though I have no idea what he consults on. ‘That’s right, Terminal Five,’ he said to the taxi driver, so loudly I heard him from the bedroom. Even at six in the morning in an empty street, he feels the need to act busy and important.

Alina is in. I know this even though the blind is closed on the bedroom window at the front. It is always closed, even at weekends. As I open the front door, I hear the clubby electronic music she likes. The beat of it is like a human pulse and makes me feel a bit sick.

I also have the start of a headache. For this reason, I wedge the bag of shopping in the fridge without unpacking it and go straight to the top floor to run a bath.

I’m the only one who uses this bathroom. Jake uses the shower room on the floor below – we agreed this when he moved in. It was my only condition, because it makes me ill to find other people’s hairs in the bath or basin. Or tissues stained with bodily fluids on the floor by the pedal bin.

As I run the bath, I keep the light very low because my doctor says dazzle could affect my headaches. Also, I can see through the window better when there’s no reflection from light inside the room. I peer down now into the skylight in the roof of Gus and Alina’s extension – it’s a huge stretch of glass, still all clean and new. There is no blind on it and the room is lit up, as it always is.

Directly below the skylight is a small white dining table. Every morning, when I’m brushing my teeth and washing my face, I only need glance down to view the couple’s breakfast choices. Alina is a healthy eater and always has fruit and a bowl of muesli. She often reads the packets as she eats, no doubt checking her calorie count (she’s very thin). Gus eats a fry-up or eggs on toast or other fattening things. I’ve seen her offer him the muesli box, put out an extra bowl and spoon for him, but he’s not interested in her rabbit food.

It gives me a secret thrill to watch him defy her.

Because of the skylight, I know the tops of their heads better than their faces. The stripes of Alina’s highlights running down from a centre parting. The way Gus’s hand passes over his thinning hair, as if his touch will make the hair grow thick again.

There are no heads to see yet, but the table is already laid for dinner, a jug of pink roses at its centre. Alina must be having a friend over – God forbid she should be alone for a single evening. They have people over all the time, she and Gus. On weekends, you see their friends squeezed around the table, dishes of food pushed from person to person. You see arms reaching into the middle and wine glasses meeting. To us, I imagine them saying. To our perfect life.

I should explain about the skylight and how they don’t notice me watching. From down there, the glass in my window does not look clear. It has that one-way privacy film you often see on street-level windows – you can see out, but people can’t see in. Gus and Alina don’t realize this, but I actually think they’d like to know they are on display, their life in a spotlight. They’d be pleased to be openly envied.

Jake doesn’t know either, in case you’re wondering. As I said, he never uses my bathroom. It’s my one condition.

Besides, if he knew I was spying, he would only tell me not to do it.



I usually like my bath very hot, but tonight I keep the water cool because of the headache. I don’t want to faint and drown. That was the thing I disliked most about living alone, the risk of not being found if you had an accident. As I slide my shoulders underwater, I hear the ring on the doorbell below and then the slam of the front door.

You can’t hear voices from up here, but it’s easy to imagine Alina greeting her guest. ‘So fab to see you! Let’s crack this bottle open!’ Next time I look, I’ll see one of her silly girlfriends at the table, sloshing back the wine. Like her, they work in the fashion industry and dress in clothes that are fluffy or metallic or crinkled. The kind of outfits the rest of us wouldn’t be seen dead in.

This thought makes me look down at my naked body in the bath and I think, We all die. This body will one day be a corpse. Morbid, I know. I should enjoy every minute of life while I have it. Life is the most precious thing in our universe and we must respect it above all else. That’s what it says on the websites Paula recommends. Manage your mind, Simone Have a positive mental outlook.

No more negative thoughts, I decide. If Jake has to work and miss our special dinner, that’s that. No big deal. If Alina is young and pretty and popular, good for her.

I pull myself out of the water and put on my bathrobe. Maybe I’ll clean my teeth and go straight to bed. Sleep off the headache. But first I make a final check on the scene below.

As I expected, two figures are now at the table, both holding glasses of red wine. The roses have been moved and there is a platter of vegetable batons in their place, plus the wine bottle. Alina is in her usual spot, facing out to the garden. Her blonde hair is piled on top of her head and her shoulders are bare and tanned, even though it’s a winter evening.

My gaze moves to her guest. He is sitting in Gus’s seat, his back a little stiff, like it’s a date. As he tips his head up a little, I can see his glasses, the curve of his cheekbones and his rosy skin. Alina must have said something funny because he’s laughing.

Laughing harder than he ever does at anything I say.

What’s so funny, Jake?






Chapter 2 The first time


Once I stop gasping with shock, I try to think of a simple reason for this. Maybe Jake finished work earlier than expected and decided to surprise me. He bumped into Alina in the hallway, and now finds himself sitting at her table against his wishes. He is itching to escape her healthy snacks and come upstairs to me.
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