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About the Book

In a hospice in Bury St Edmunds, a man called Daniel is slowly fading away. His friend Maggie sits with him every day; she holds his hand and she listens to the story of his life, to his regrets and to his secrets. And then he tells her about the children he has never met and never will. He talks of them wistfully. His legacy, he calls them.

Lydia, Dean and Robyn don’t know each other. Yet. And they are all facing difficult changes. Lydia is still wearing the scars from her traumatic childhood and although she is wealthy and successful, her life is lonely and disjointed. Dean is a young man, burdened with unexpected responsibility, whose life is going nowhere. And Robyn wants to be a doctor, just like her father – a man she’s never met. But is her whole life built on an illusion?

Three people leading three very different lives. All lost. All looking for something. But when they slowly find their way into each other’s lives, everything starts to change …
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1979

GLENYS

Glenys Pike was thirty-five years old. She had long dark hair and a neck like a swan. Her husband was called Trevor and was five years younger than her. The idea was that he would keep her feeling young. The truth was that the fact that he had not yet reached his thirtieth birthday made her feel about as old as her grandmother. Trevor meanwhile still had all the swagger and sway of a young man, his hair a fat plume of mahogany, his stomach as smooth and hard as set cement. He lived like a young man, too; still went to clubs with his mates until the early hours; last summer he’d even taken a Club 18-30 holiday, just because he could. Trevor was fit and strong and smoked a cigarette like a cowboy. Trevor was a god.

But Trevor was also, Glenys had just learned, shooting blanks.

Well, she didn’t know that for a fact. God, no, Trevor Pike would never wank into a jar, not for anyone, least of all a female doctor. But she had to assume it because there was nothing wrong with her. Nothing whatsoever. Five years they’d been trying to make a baby, five years of phantom symptoms and two-week waits and false hopes and lying with her bloody legs in the bloody air after bloody sex, and nothing. Not even a miscarriage to show for it. And this morning she’d been to see a doctor up at the fertility unit for some results and there it was, plain as your face: Perfect Working Order.

‘What about your husband, Mrs Pike, has he been to see us for tests?’

Glenys had snorted laughter out of her nose. ‘God, no,’ she’d said, ‘I don’t think my husband even knows that there’s such a thing as male infertility.’

‘Macho man?’ asked the doctor.

‘And some,’ agreed Glenys. ‘Party animal. Good Time Guy. Carouser.’

‘Well,’ the doctor had sighed, and leaned back into a chair as though she’d heard it all before a thousand times, ‘in that case I suggest you try and change his lifestyle. If he’s living that kind of life, it’s probably not doing his sperm any good. Does he smoke?’

‘Forty a day.’

‘Drink?’

‘Forty a day.’ Glenys had grinned. ‘Just kidding. Though some Saturday nights, probably not far off.’

‘Healthy diet?’

‘Chips? Are they healthy?’ Glenys winked at the doctor who just blinked back at her unsmilingly. ‘No,’ she continued, somewhat unnecessarily, ‘I’m just kidding with you. He does like his chips, but he likes pasta, too. His grandmother was Italian. Says it’s in his blood. And he does like two veg. Peas. Potatoes. Carrots. He always eats his veg.’

‘Exercise?’

‘He is fit, I’d say. He plays football of a Sunday. He walks to work. He’s got amazing stamina, you know, when we’re at it.’

‘Well, anyway …’ The doctor ignored the unwanted insight into her patient’s love life. ‘It sounds like there is plenty of room for improvement. Try a bit for another six months or so, no smoking, no drinking, and if there’s still no change, we’ll have to get your husband in for tests.’

‘Six months?’ Glenys had squeaked. ‘But in six months I’ll be thirty-six. I thought I was going to be a grandmother by the time I was thirty-six! I can’t wait six months! My eggs—’

‘Your eggs are fine,’ the doctor had reassured her. ‘You are fine. If you can just get your husband to change his lifestyle. Oh, yes, and no tight trousers, no tight underwear, you’ll need to get him some cotton boxers.’

Glenys had snorted again at the thought of her Trevor in cotton boxers. Trevor was proud of his packet. He wanted people to be able to admire it, not cover it up in baggy old vicar knickers. And rightly so. ‘You know,’ she said to the doctor, ‘I know my husband. And I know for a fact that he won’t go for any of this stuff. He won’t go for baggy pants and no fags. In fact, it’s the tight pants and the fags that make him feel like a man. Without them he’d feel like, well, he’d feel like a nancy. You know.’

The doctor leaned across the desk towards her. ‘Well, then,’ she said, ‘you might need to start thinking about some other options.’

‘Options. What sort of options?’

The doctor sighed. ‘Well,’ she said, ticking them off on long fingers, ‘fertility tests for your husband, lifestyle changes, those would be the first things to think about. But after that, well, there’s adoption, sperm donation, IVF …’

‘Sperm donation?’

‘Yes.’

‘What, like, some fella just gives you their sperm, like?’

‘Well, no, he doesn’t give it to you. Not directly. He donates it to a fertility clinic and the clinic matches the right sperm to the right recipient.’

‘And, golly, how does it … you know?’

The doctor sighed again. Glenys knew she was just a silly girl from the valleys, she hadn’t given much of her life over to thinking about the big, wide world. She didn’t really follow the news or anything like that, just lived in her lovely little bubble of Glenysness. She’d heard about a woman in the next village who’d stolen some sperm from her boyfriend, sucked it out of a used condom with a turkey baster and blasted it up herself. Got pregnant but the baby didn’t catch. Almost like it knew it was the result of some badness. But this, men giving away their sperm to strangers, this was news to her.

‘It’s inserted vaginally, using a syringe. Obviously when a woman is at her most fertile.’

‘Wow, a strange man’s sperm. And my egg. Fancy that. So, how do they decide whose sperm to give me? I mean, how do they choose?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t say they choose. But you are given a few salient details about the donor. Height. Hair colour. Eye colour. Nationality. Education.’

Education. Glenys liked the sound of that.

‘What, like, they could be a professor or something?’

The doctor shrugged. ‘In theory. Though more likely to be an out-of-work actor or a student.’

Actors. Students. Professors. The very thought of it. She did love her Trevor. She worshipped her Trevor. He was the sexiest guy in the world. He was cool and handsome and rough and tough and everything a man was supposed to be. Every time he looked at her she got goose skin. But he wasn’t clever, her Trevor, not in that way. He knew a lot about the things he liked, like rugby and cricket and football and fish. He could even speak a few words of Italian. ‘Ti amo, mi amore.’ Made her want to stick her hand down the front of his trousers and just grab him when he said that to her. But in some ways, well, it pained her to say it, but in some ways he was really quite stupid.

She hadn’t been able to shake the idea of another man’s sperm from her consciousness after that. Walked around for the rest of the day, imagining herself on a white bed, legs in stirrups, introducing the fruit of a stranger’s loins to the darkness of her waiting body, imagining the eager little things scurrying their way up there towards the golden light of her radiant egg. Then she thought of Trevor’s sperm. Drunk sperm, too busy showing off to each other to find their way through the gloam. She imagined them squaring up to each other: D’you want some? Well, do you? Stupid sperm. Stupid, lazy, macho sperm.

By the time she got home from the clinic she was really quite angry with Trevor and his sperm and had all but made up her mind that she was going to do it, she was going to go to a sperm clinic and ask for some sperm from a nice, clever teetotal man. But there he was, as she walked in the door of their cosy little flat just outside Tonypandy. He was filleting a fish on the kitchen counter, wearing his silly apron, the one with the picture of the naked woman on it that his brother had bought him for Christmas the year before, and his face lit up at the sight of her and he was so gorgeous and so silly and so damn perfect, she couldn’t help it, she just wanted to cuddle him and kiss him and not talk about sperm or babies or cotton boxer shorts.

It wasn’t until she woke up four mornings later and felt the wetness between her legs, the arrival of another monthly curse, that she began to feel angry again. What use was a man who fired blanks? What use was a man who could fillet a flounder and kick a ball into the back of a net if he couldn’t even stop drinking for long enough to let his sperm sober up?

That was the morning that Glenys Pike decided that she wanted a baby more than she wanted a man. That was the morning that Glenys Pike decided to do it herself.


RODNEY

Rodney Pike had been in love with Glenys since the very first day he’d laid eyes on her. It was in his mum’s front room, the day before Rodney’s birthday. Not that that was why Glenys was in their front room. She was just waiting for Trevor who was upstairs fiddling with his hair in front of the bathroom mirror. There was often a girl on the sofa waiting for Trevor to finish fiddling with his hair. Usually they were blonde, trendy-looking types with fringes and cheap plastic earrings. But this one was different. She had sleek black hair, and a long, elegant neck. She was wearing plain clothes; a white shirt with a belt round the waist, sky blue cotton trousers and silver shoes like a ballet dancer might wear. And she sat very straight, as if someone had taught her how to do it properly. He’d expected her to open her mouth and talk like Audrey Hepburn, but she hadn’t. She had a broad valleys accent and when she smiled her face turned into a caricature of itself. But for that first formative moment, Rod had looked at Glenys Reeves and thought that she was an exotic creature sent from another world to steal his soul, and he never quite lost that feeling.

Trevor showed more intelligence in the thirty seconds it took him to propose to Glenys Reeves a year later than he’d shown in the rest of his life put together. Rod had nodded approvingly when Trevor and Glenys had sat on that same green sofa and he told the family: ‘I’ve asked Glenys to marry me, and, well, you’ll never guess what – she’s said yes!’ He would have been mad not to. The girl adored him, that much was clear, and not only was she the prettiest girl that Rod had ever seen, she was kind and loving too. And you didn’t stumble upon a girl like that every day. Rod had never stumbled across a girl like that. He’d never stumbled across any girls at all really. He was too small for most of them. Welsh girls liked big men and Rod was not a big man: 5′ 6″ and built like a forest imp. He had the same even features as Trevor, just on a smaller scale. He’d always assumed he’d grow to be as big as his elder brother, but it wasn’t to be. Stuck the size of a schoolboy forever more.

Over the years Glenys had always done Rodney the great service of flirting with him mildly. She’d say things like: ‘Oh, maybe I married the wrong brother,’ and always insist on sitting next to him in pubs and restaurants. Rodney, unlike his brother, was not stupid. He knew she was just being kind. He knew that she knew how he felt about her, and he knew that she knew how he felt about himself and was just trying to give him a little confidence boost, a little fillip. It worked. Rodney always felt about 5′ 8″ when he was with Glenys.

And so, when she came to him one morning in early 1979, elegant as ever in a tailored skirt and frilled chiffon shirt, and put her hand over his and said: ‘Rod, I need you to help me. I’m desperate,’ he’d known already that whatever she was about to ask of him, he was destined to say yes.

It hadn’t made any sense at first, what she was saying to him.

‘It’s Trevor … It’s his sperm. They’re no good. That’s why we haven’t had a baby yet, Rodney.’

He pushed his glasses higher on his nose and peered at Glenys through them. ‘What do you mean, they’re no good?’ He found it very disconcerting to be in a room alone with Glenys and for her to be using the word ‘sperm’. He’d never heard her using dirty language before. It made him momentarily deaf to the essence of what she was trying to say.

‘They’re duds, Rod. He’s firing blanks. You know, a Jaffa.’

‘Oh, my goodness gracious.’ Rod slapped his hand to his mouth, realisation dawning. ‘Are you sure?’ he said next, because really and truly, how could Trevor be a Jaffa? You only had to look at him to see how virile he was.

‘Well, yes, I’m pretty sure because I’ve been up to the clinic at Llantrisant, like, and they turned me inside out and upside down and hung me from the ceiling and there’s nothing wrong with me and it’s been five years, Rod. Five years, and it’s not, well, you know, it’s not for lack of trying.’

Rod blinked slowly, wanting the image of Glenys and his brother ‘trying’ gone from his head.

‘And the doctor up there said it’s his drinking, you see. And his smoking. And I can’t tell Trevor he’s not to drink and smoke. And the tight trousers. I mean, imagine Trevor in baggy strides? Really.’ She shook her head sadly. Rodney shook his head, too.

‘Have you told him?’ he asked.

‘Oh, my goodness, no! Can you imagine! He’d be apoplectic. I don’t think he’d ever forgive me, do you?’

Rodney nodded slowly. She was right. Trevor was not the sort of man who would take a suggestion that he was not fully the man he thought he was very lightly. Rodney caught his breath. There was something massive coming up, something seismic attached to the end of this conversation. He could feel it in the air and see it in the tight contours of Glenys’ lovely face. He tried not to let the obvious thing take root, it was too mind-blowing. There was no way in a thousand, million, trillion years that Glenys would ask him to father her child. Absolutely no way. He shook his head subconsciously against the thought. No, that would mean either betraying his brother or getting involved in messy mechanical stuff with tubes and syringes and God knows what and, really, the thought made Rod feel quite queasy. He and Glenys were of a like mind, he knew that. Gentle people, they were, wholesome you might say, not given to swearing and talking about filth like some. Glenys wouldn’t countenance it and neither would he. So he sat and he waited to find out what she would say next.

‘I’m going to a sperm bank,’ she said eventually, ‘I’m going to a sperm bank, in London. And I want you to come with me.’

Rodney had heard about sperm banks, even thought about donating a few years back, when he was out of work and desperate for some quick cash. But then he’d thought about it again: little Rods running around the world, cursing him for their skinny bodies and their fine hair and their poor eyesight and, really, what woman would want his sperm when they were told that it had been donated by a myopic 5′ 6″ tree surgeon from Tonypandy?

‘Right,’ he said, rubbing his chin gently with his fingertips. ‘I see. You’re not going with Trevor, then?’

Glenys threw him a look which he immediately understood.

‘No,’ he said, ‘of course you’re not.’ He stared at the floor for a moment, considering the request. Then he glanced up again at Glenys. She looked hard. No, not hard, resolved. She had no doubt at all that this was what she wanted to do. ‘So, you’ve thought about this then, have you?’

She nodded, firmly.

‘And if I don’t go with you?’

‘Then I’ll go on my own. But I don’t want to go on my own, Rod. What’ll they think of me? They’ll think I’m some kind of crazy woman, showing up without a husband, demanding a baby. I mean, what sort of person would do that? I need you, Rod. I need you to come to London with me and sit with me and pretend that we’re married.’

‘But, if I do that for you, Glenys … and, believe me, I really would like to do it for you … it means lying to Trevor, to my brother.’

She nodded, her eyes wide with desperation.

‘Gosh, Glenys. I don’t know …’

‘Think about how happy your brother will be, Rod. Think about when he holds that baby in his arms. When he can call himself a man.’

He blinked and gulped. She had him cornered. When she put it like that, well, she had a point. Trevor would never say so but Rod knew that it galled him that he hadn’t made a baby yet. Everything came so easy to Trevor and he’d assumed that a baby would be the same. He talked about having four or five. But then he also talked about the joys of his child-free life, the clubs and the holidays and the nights out at the pub. But maybe that was just talk, thought Rodney, just macho bluster to keep away the demons of self-doubt.

‘So, will you?’ Glenys stared at him beseechingly. ‘Will you come?’

‘Where is it?’

‘London,’ she said, ‘Harley Street.’

‘Well, I never …’ he mused.

‘Don’t want to do it near here. People talking, and that. And you never know, could turn out it’s someone I know. Imagine that! Imagine it, having a kid who turns out looking like the guy in the electrical shop!’

They laughed then, extra loud, to blow a hole through the nervous tension. Once the laughter petered out, Rodney sighed. ‘I’ll have to think about it.’

‘Yes. You will. It’s a big deal, Rod. I know that. And I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t trust you.’ She laid her hand over his and brought her face close to him. ‘I wouldn’t ask you, Rod, if you weren’t the man you are.’

Rod smiled and inside him something expanded and grew and he knew that he would do anything for this woman, even betray his big brother.


1998

LYDIA

Lydia Pike wrapped her arms around her knees and closed her eyes against the hot sun. The dog sat alongside her, tall and panting, overdressed in his thick coat of hair. The grass was long, longer than she’d ever seen it before, and the air in this little dip on the disused railway track was thick and sweet with the scent of cow parsley. Lydia brought the dog here every day, it was part of her regular walk from the flat to the shops and back again. Usually she kept walking, at other times of year this place was dank and unwelcoming, but now, after six weeks of summer, the hottest summer in recent history, the earth had dried to a gentle crust and butterflies ornamented the wild flowers that burst from the banks. A ladybird crawled up Lydia’s wrist and she brushed it gently to the ground. The silence was absolute. She lay back with her head in the soft grass and felt it wriggling beneath her hair, alive with the creatures of summer. She closed her eyes and the big sun strobed through her eyelids, a golden-red symphony.

A few moments passed and then Lydia sat up again, felt inside her rucksack and pulled out the quarter bottle of vodka. It was already half empty, she’d had the rest on the way here, tipped into a bottle of Diet Coke. She brought the bottle to her lips and drank from it thirstily. The alcohol brought even more piquancy to her situation, here on the banks of a long-dead railway line, escaping from home, escaping from life. The sense of loneliness and desperation whispered away, and Lydia felt colour return to her soul. She put her arm around the big German Shepherd; girl and dog, side by side, as they had been for the past ten years. Her dad had bought her the dog, to keep her safe. Not because he was the sort of dad who thought only of his child’s safety, but because he was the sort of dad who couldn’t be arsed to do the job himself. Arnie had been Lydia’s sole responsibility from the age of eight. She had fed him, walked him, groomed him and slept with him at night in her single bed. Arnie. Her best friend.

People thought she was weird. Lydia pikey they called her: of course they did. Lydia was also the Goth with the Dog. Not that she was a Goth. She just liked black. She wasn’t pierced or tattooed, but still, she was the Goth with the Dog. And the Grunger. That seemed more fitting. She did like Nirvana, she did like Alice in Chains and Pearl Jam. It had been Greebo before, when she was fourteen, fifteen. She preferred Grunger. Greebo made it sound like she was into Motörhead and Whitesnake. Made it sound like she hung around with smelly fairground boys and never washed her hair. But nobody knew, nobody really knew, what Lydia really was. Lydia barely knew what Lydia really was. She was eighteen. She lived in a third-floor flat in a small village outside Tonypandy with her father who was forty-nine. Her mother had died when she was three. She’d just sat her A levels and was fully expecting three A grades (another reason to hate Lydia, she was clever, too). She had a big dog called Arnie. She wanted to be a scientist. She drank too much.

An hour later Lydia returned to the small block of flats where she lived with her father. Outside the flats was a playground. In these high days of summer, halfway through the school holidays, it was full of teenagers; girls in crop tops and baggy jeans huddled on to swings, boys in singlets and combat shorts. Some of them were smoking. One of them had a beatbox on his shoulder. ‘The Boy Is Mine’ by Brandy & Monica, the soundtrack to their summer but not Lydia’s. She’d known most of these kids since they were toddlers, been to school with some of them, even pushed one or two of them around the estate in their buggies while their mothers sat and gossiped. But none of them was a friend.

Lydia braced herself, but the teenagers were distracted by themselves, not looking for that moment outside their own immediate circle for entertainment. Lydia pulled the dog’s lead closer to herself and the two of them walked, fast and quiet, past the playground and towards the flats. Lydia’s eyes dropped, as they always did, to a patch of tarmac just below her flat, a smudge of pink paint, containing within it the merest outline of a hand, the curl of a finger. And Lydia’s nose filled, as ever, with the scent of paint, thick and noxious and terrifying.

She walked on, around the corner and into the concrete well of the external staircase. Two teens turned their faces briefly towards Lydia as she passed by, making room for her and her dog, too interested in the contents of small plastic bags clutched in their fists to care much about the girl in black making her way to the third floor.

She turned her key in the lock of her door, number thirty-one, pushed it open, held her breath. Her father was attached to his oxygen tank. He was suffering from chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, which was hardly surprising given that he’d smoked forty cigarettes a day since he was fifteen. The oxygen tank was a new development and he was attached to it for fifteen hours a day. It frightened Lydia to see him like that. He looked bizarre, oddly perverted, like a character from a David Lynch movie.

He glanced up at her as she walked in and smiled wanly. ‘Hello, love.’ He’d pulled the mask from his mouth.

‘Hello.’

‘Nice walk?’

‘Yeah, bit hot.’

‘Yeah,’ he said, his gaze drifting towards the window, ‘yeah.’ He’d been indoors for thirteen days now, on that sofa for most of them. If he wanted, he could sit on the balcony, sit in the sun, but Lydia’s dad had locked the door on to the balcony fifteen years ago, locked it and never opened it again. She made him a cup of tea and brought it to him. He held out two big hands, thin-fleshed and cold as a reptile’s. Lydia asked him if he needed anything else, and when he said he didn’t she took her mug of tea and her dog into her own small bedroom and sat on her single bed and tried not to feel guilty about leaving her dad like that, out there on his own, dying for all she knew. She battled the guilt for a moment or two but then she remembered the man he’d been before his lungs had caved in and his body had started to collapse. Not a bad man, but not a good father. But he was nice to her now, nice now that she was all he had.

Lydia stared around her room, at the grubby magnolia walls with the hint of cyclamen pink skulking beneath. Her father had painted Lydia’s room only a few days after her mother died. She’d watched in despair as the dun-coloured paint had been slopped over the bright pink. It was as if he was painting away her happiness. Nowadays the magnolia suited her. She found it hard to imagine she’d ever been the kind of little girl who would have wanted her bedroom to be pink.

Lydia was almost four when her mother died. She could remember very little about her. Dark hair. The little silver swans she would make for her daughter out of the lining of her cigarette packets. A skirt with blue roses on it. Long fingernails up the back of Lydia’s top, scratch-scratch-scratching away an itch for her: ‘Harder? Softer? There? There? Ooh, let me scratch that away for you.’ Her name was Glenys. Lydia remembered music, Terry Wogan on the radio, a sink full of washing up, a cigarette left burning in an ashtray, the smell of chips in a fryer, the bars of a playpen, a cardboard box big enough to hide in, the TV Times on the coffee table, shows circled in blue biro, and a little yellow bird in a cage that pirouetted with joy every time Lydia’s mother looked at it. After her mother died these things disappeared, one by one, like stars going out in the night sky. The yellow bird, the TV Times, Terry Wogan, the chips, the back scratches, the delicate silver swans, the pink paint in the bedroom. All that remained was the ashtray.

Lydia heard her father coughing next door. She tensed. Every cough sounded like it could be his last. The thought left her feeling torn between joy and panic. If he died she’d be all on her own. All on her own. She wanted to be alone. But she didn’t want to be all on her own. She glanced at her dog, at his big strong skull, his soft ears. She wasn’t all on her own. She had her dog. She closed her eyes against the sound of her father’s rasping, the thoughts of her future, and let herself fall into a deep, vodka-induced slumber.


2009

LYDIA

Bendiks hoisted Lydia’s leg over her shoulder and ran his hands up and down her calf muscles, squeezing as he went. A fine thread of sweat trickled from Lydia’s hairline, down her temple and into her ear. She stuck a fingertip into her ear and rubbed away the itch.

‘How does that feel?’ said Bendiks.

Lydia clenched her teeth together and smiled. ‘That feels great,’ she said, ‘absolutely great.’

‘Not too much?’ asked Bendiks, his oddly beautiful face softening with concern.

‘No,’ she said, ‘just right.’

He smiled and lifted her leg a little higher. Lydia felt the latticework of muscles behind her knee pulling against the movement and winced slightly. Bendiks had one knee at her crotch and his thick black hair was almost brushing her lips. Gently he lowered Lydia’s leg and rested it on the floor.

‘There,’ he said, ‘finished.’

Lydia smiled and sighed. Bendiks stood above her, his hands on his hips, smiling down fondly. ‘You did good today,’ he said, helping her to her feet. ‘Really good. You want we do it in the park on Thursday. Yes?’

‘The park?’ said Lydia. ‘Yes, why not?’

‘Great.’ He smiled at her again. Lydia smiled back. She tried to think of something witty or conversational to say but, finding nothing inside the cavernous cathedral of her head that seemed to fit the job, just said, ‘See you on Thursday,’ then turned and walked away.

She saw Bendiks’ next client, loitering in her field of vision. It was the Jewish woman, the one with the overstretched Juicy Couture trousers and the fake tan. Lydia knew she was Jewish because her name was Debbie Levy. From behind she looked like a cheap sofa and Lydia despised her, not for her resemblance to a cheap sofa but because of her slinky way with Bendiks.

‘Morning, gorgeous,’ she heard the woman growling behind her, ‘are you ready for me?’

She heard Bendiks laugh, slightly nervously, and then Lydia pushed through the swing doors towards the changing rooms, her personal training session over for another day.

Lydia Pike lived not far from the exclusive health and fitness club where she was trained every other day by a beautiful Latvian man called Bendiks Vitols. The club was so exclusive that it was almost impossible to guess it was there, tucked away up a small St John’s Wood mews, looking for all the world like someone’s rather pretty house. Lydia only knew it was there because it was where Bendiks worked. She’d read about him in a glossy magazine that had been slopped through her letterbox three months ago. ‘Want to get fit for spring?’ said the by-line. ‘We talk to three local fitness experts.’ And there was Bendiks, a head-and-shoulders shot, thick dark hair in a side parting, a black fitted t-shirt, smiling at a third party out of view as though disturbed by a cheeky comment. At the time Lydia had dearly wanted to get fit for spring. She’d wanted to get fit not just for spring, but for summer, autumn and winter too, and the moment she saw Bendiks’ face she knew that she’d found the person to do it. It wasn’t just that he was beautiful, which he was, but there was a softness to his features, a sort of humour about him. She knew he’d put her at her ease. And he had.

From her external appearance you might not imagine that Lydia was in much need of fitness training. She was lean and spare, there was no extra meat on her, except perhaps for a little softness around her belly button. But Lydia knew the truth about her body. She knew that it was a shell behind which ticked a time bomb of unnurtured organs and neglected arteries.

Lydia dropped her gym bag in the hallway and said hello to Juliette, her housekeeper, who was halfway up the stairs with an armful of freshly laundered clothes. She stopped when she saw an Ocado delivery man approaching the front door. ‘You want me to take care of this?’ asked Juliette.

‘No, no, it’s fine. I’ve got it.’

Juliette smiled and continued up the stairs. The man from Ocado unpacked Lydia’s shopping on to her kitchen table while Lydia fingered the contents of her purse for a couple of pound coins with which to show the Ocado man her appreciation for sparing her the inconvenience of doing her own shopping. After the man had left, Lydia began to sort the goods into her kitchen cupboards. Lydia rarely dealt with her kitchen cupboards. She had a vague idea what each cupboard contained, had herself allocated each unit a function during the unpacking process, but really, some of them were slightly mysterious. Where, for example, she wondered to herself, do I put rice vinegar?

Juliette came upon her, a moment later, wafting vaguely around the kitchen with a packet of rice noodles in her hand. ‘Here.’ She took them from Lydia and placed them deftly in a pull-out cupboard next to the fridge. ‘Let me finish.’

Lydia acquiesced and pulled a bottle of sugar-free Sprite from the fridge. ‘I’ll be in my office,’ she said in the strange new tone of voice she’d developed for talking to the woman she paid to deal with her domestic affairs; it said, ‘I am not your friend, no, but neither am I the kind of heartless, overpaid St John’s Wood resident who sees you as nothing more than a paid-for slave. I know that you are a human being and I am aware that you have a meaningful and real life outside my home, but I still do not really wish to discuss your children with you, or to find out what brought you from the palm-lined shores of a Philippine island to our dirty old city. I am a nice person, and I too have travelled a long way to get where I am today, but I would like to keep our relationship purely professional. If that’s OK with you? Thank you.’

Lydia had only had a housekeeper for a few months. It hadn’t been her idea. It was her friend Dixie’s idea. She’d been happy with having a cleaner once a week, but Dixie had taken one look at Lydia’s over-sized new St John’s Wood palace and said: ‘Housekeeper. You’ll have to.’

Lydia’s office was at the top of her house. It was painted white with an eaved ceiling and a small Velux window from which, if she stood on her tiptoes, Lydia could see the cemetery and the otherworldly white bulges of the Lord’s Pavilion. It also looked out across a playground, and sometimes when the wind was blowing in her direction Lydia could hear the shouts and calls of small children playing down below, and for a moment would be transported back to another time and another place, far, far away from here.

She twisted open the bottle of Sprite and drank it fast from the neck, thirsty after her workout. The sky seen through her window was densely coloured and strangely mottled, almost like a framed piece of marbled Venetian paper. On her desk was her mail, left in a neat pile by Juliette while she was out. Also in her office was a green plant of some description, and two abstract paintings that rested on their frames against the walls, waiting for nails and pieces of string. She’d been to an ‘affordable’ art fair just after she moved into the house and spent £5,000 on art. In fact, the whole experience of moving into her first home had involved alarming amounts of expenditure. A lamp at a price of £280, which in the context of Lydia’s life pre-house might have seemed offensively expensive, in the context of having spent nearly £4 million on a house seemed something of a bargain: that little? Wow! I’ll have two! Spending £5,000 at an art fair had felt a little like grocery shopping, throwing things into a metaphorical trolley, barely glancing at the price tags.

Lydia had taken a giant leap up the property ladder, from a flatshare in Camden with Dixie, to a St John’s Wood semi, almost overnight. The flatshare in Camden could have gone on indefinitely; neither woman could see any point to mortgages and space and rooms they didn’t use. But then Dixie had met Clem and very quickly she had got pregnant and clearly neither of them had any interest in sharing the joys of parenthood with a flatmate. And Lydia did have a stupid amount of money sitting in her bank account. Most millionaire entrepreneurs did not share flats in slightly scuzzy Camden back streets. She was nearly thirty. It was a sign. It was time. She would have liked to have stayed in Camden, oddly comforted as she was by the proximity of kebab shops and drug dealers and places to get drunk in at three in the morning. But St John’s Wood seemed a sounder investment, a surer place to lump her money, a place that had never been fashionable so could never be unfashionable, just a big, clean, comfy place for rich people to live.

It wasn’t Lydia’s fault that she was rich. She had not intended to be rich. It had happened to her purely by accident.

The kitchen smelled like a Shanghai back alley. Juliette was making rice noodles with seafood and a chicken and cashew nut stir fry. Not for herself, for Lydia. And Clem. And Dixie. And Viola. Not that Viola would be eating noodles and chicken, she was only five days old. Lydia had offered to come and visit them and their new baby in their own home but Dixie had said: ‘I’ve seen enough of my own home these past five days to last me a lifetime. And I’m sick of eating frozen lasagne. Please can we come to you?’

Lydia could not cook. She had tried. She could make a fairly decent breakfast, particularly scrambled eggs, but after 11 a.m. she floundered. She hadn’t even had to ask Juliette if she would prepare occasional meals for her; Juliette had taken one look at Lydia and said, ‘I cook for you, too, yes?’

‘Smells great,’ Lydia said now appreciatively.

‘It is great.’ Juliette smiled. ‘Delicious. Taste.’ She waved a fork in Lydia’s direction.

Lydia speared some flaccid noodles on to the fork and popped them into her mouth. ‘Mm,’ she said, ‘mmm, mmm, mmm. Amazing.’

‘And, please don’t mind me asking,’ said Juliette, patting her hands against her apron, ‘but have you bought a gift for the baby?’

Lydia puckered her lips and her brow. ‘Er, no, actually.’

‘No,’ Juliette insisted, ‘you must have gift for the baby.’

Lydia shook her head. ‘I, er … God.’ She ran her hand across the crown of her head. ‘I didn’t think.’

‘It’s fine,’ Juliette smiled at her, reassuringly. ‘BabyGap is just here,’ she indicated the back of the house, ‘one-minute walk. Pink.’

‘Pink?’ repeated Lydia.

‘Yes. Pink. Or even white. But not blue.’

She turned her back on her employer then and faced the sink to wash her hands. Lydia shuffled from foot to foot for a moment, hoping for further instructions, but none came so she found her shoulder bag and then headed from the house towards the High Street.

Luckily, Lydia felt, she had some basic statistics to work with. The baby was female, so yes, as Juliette had suggested, blue was to be avoided; also the baby was five days old which fell, it transpired, into a size range referred to as nb, or ‘newborn’. So at least Lydia knew which ones she should be looking at. It was also the middle of January, so warm clothing seemed the order of the day. Finally, after a long and rather discombobulating traverse of the shop, Lydia arrived at the cash desk holding a small pink cardigan and a pair of pink fleecy trousers decorated all over with tiny teddy bears.

‘Is this a gift?’ said the sales assistant.

‘Er, yes,’ said Lydia, resisting the temptation to say: No, they’re for me, don’t bother wrapping them, I’ll wear them out. It then occurred to her that the asking of the question signified that the sales assistant thought that perhaps the garments were intended for Lydia’s own child. The thought stunned her momentarily. Did she actually look like the sort of woman who might recently have brought forth her own child into the world? Did she actually look like a mother? It seemed unlikely. She was so far from the reality of motherhood – the concept sat on the horizon, strange and unattainable – that the idea that someone could look at her and imagine for a moment she was that type of person made her feel disturbed and oddly flattered all at the same time.

She took the boxed-up gift in the blue carrier and headed back home, stopping on the way at the smart wine shop on the corner where she spent £27.99 on a bottle of Gewürztraminer on the recommendation of the salesman. In Camden she would have expected a minimum of three bottles of wine for that amount of money. It was almost, Lydia contemplated as she typed her pin number into the salesman’s machine, as though money had lost its context, had been stretched out of shape. This, she assumed, was what it was to be rich.

*

An hour later, Lydia paced the kitchen fitfully, peering down the hallway towards the opaque glass of the front door every few moments until finally she saw their outlines. She breathed in deeply. Not only was she unused to entertaining, she was unused to entertaining people with new babies. She pulled open the door and smiled at her friends. ‘Hello!’ she exclaimed. ‘Come in!’

She knew that somewhere in the midst of her friends there was a baby, but as neither of them appeared to be holding one in any easily observable manner Lydia ushered them through, accepting the usual citrus-noted kisses from Dixie and an avuncular slap on the back from Clem, taking coats and steering them towards the kitchen. It was only as they began to seat themselves at the dining table that Lydia could see that they had brought in with them a moulded plastic car seat containing a small sleeping infant. She immediately felt a sense of social unease. It was as though Dixie had arrived with a new facial scar or a malodorous fiancé, something new and permanent about which Lydia was obliged to say something positive and encouraging. She set her face to soft and eyed the contents of the car seat. ‘So this is little Viola?’ She smiled.

‘Vee-ola,’ Dixie corrected.

‘Sorry, Vee-ola, yes, I did wonder. Vee-ola. Well, hello, aren’t you small?’

Dixie snorted. ‘You wouldn’t say that,’ she began, ‘if you’d had to push her out of your body single-handedly. Without any drugs, of any description.’

‘Well, no, I’m sure …’ Lydia wrinkled her nose and trailed off. This was exactly the sort of thing she’d been worried about. Talk of pushing and drugs and, soon, no doubt, of bowel movements and putrid milky burps.

The baby appeared to be involved in a very vivid and involving dream, her eyes pressed shut as though against her will, her face twitching occasionally, her hands held out claw-like in front of her body. Lydia remembered that she was supposed to say something complimentary. ‘Well,’ she said after a moment, ‘she’s sleeping, that’s good.’

Clem smiled and eyed the infant fondly. ‘That’s all she does,’ he said, ‘sleeps. Dreams, feeds, shits, sleeps. She’s an angel.’

For a short while all three adults sat and smiled fondly at the oblivious Viola until eventually they recovered themselves and Lydia turned her mind towards drinks and snacks.

Dixie, she was surprised to notice, as she handed her a glass of sparkling water, still appeared to be pregnant. She was dressed in a kind of smock top and narrow-legged jeans and, as far as Lydia could tell, didn’t look all that different from how she’d looked the last time she’d seen her, two weeks ago, before they had their baby. Lydia wondered about this, and felt worried for a moment that maybe her friend had something wrong with her, a tumour perhaps, but thought better of asking about it.

She passed Clem a can of Grolsch and a glass and poured herself one and then sat down with her friends.

‘So, is this the first time you’ve been out, since she was born?’ Lydia began.

They both nodded and Dixie said, ‘I mean, I’ve taken her out to the corner shop, but this is officially her first car ride and her first dinner party.’

‘Well,’ said Lydia, ‘I must say, you both look great. I mean, a bit tired, but still, great.’

She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting; skulls for faces, sick-splattered clothing, empty expressions, drained of anything that had previously made them what they were. But, no, they seemed jolly and bright and reasonably normal.

‘Knackered,’ agreed Dixie, untying the laces of some rather battered Converse plimsolls and kicking them off beneath the table, a relaxed and somewhat untidy gesture that betrayed their previous incarnations as flatmates. ‘Though she’s in our bed so at least I’m not getting up and down in the middle of the night to feed her.’

‘And it is rather brilliant for me,’ agreed Clem, ‘as I don’t have to wake up at all!’

Dixie threw him a withering look. ‘Your time will come,’ she said. ‘Once she’s off the boob, you will be getting very familiar with the bottle steriliser and the Cow and Gate, I can assure you.’

Clem smiled wanly and stroked his beer glass. Lydia got to her feet and lit the gas beneath the two woks on the hob, as per Juliette’s instructions. ‘Well,’ she said, smiling across the hob towards her friends, ‘haven’t we all come a long way? Seems like only yesterday we were all squashed into that little flat together, and now you two are parents and I’m over here in this huge place. Is this it?’ She smiled. ‘Are we grown-ups now?’

Clem and Dixie laughed. ‘Never,’ said Dixie, ‘perish the thought. I keep thinking someone’s going to realise how immature we are and come and take the baby away from us. I’m sure the midwife thinks we’re a pair of losers.’

Clem and Dixie laughed and Lydia glanced across the hob at them again. Her friends. Clem was a sweet-faced man with too much thick dark hair, scuffed cheeks and a slight paunch. Dixie was small and trendy with peroxide-blonde hair, currently showing two inches of pale gold roots after some kind of pregnancy-related bleach ban. They looked like a pair of overgrown students. They were a pair of overgrown students. Lydia had met Dixie (her real name was Suzanne Dixon but she’d been Dixie since she was a very young girl) at university in Aberystwyth. Dixie was studying film-making. Lydia was studying Chemistry. Neither of them could really remember how they’d come together, chalk and cheese as they were in every respect. But they’d co-existed quite happily for ten years, first in a shared room above a shop in Aberystwyth and then, as Dixie and Lydia’s careers had taken off and led them to London, in the two-bed place in Camden Town. An old married couple, that’s how they’d seen themselves, and in that scenario Dixie, cute and domesticated, the sort of person who randomly decided to make cup cakes, for no particular reason, had been the girl and Lydia, lean and formidable and with no notion whatsoever of the difference between caster sugar and icing sugar, had definitely been the man.

Clem had come into their lives a year ago and Lydia had liked him immediately. She liked that he was unfashionable and wholesome and had views on things other than trendy film directors and club nights at Camden dives. He took Dixie out for walks on the Heath and made her eat meat (she was a rather woolly, uncommitted vegetarian type). And then quickly, rather too quickly in Lydia’s opinion, he got her pregnant. Dixie was twenty-nine. It seemed far too young to be having a baby. And a year seemed far too early on in a relationship to become a parent. But from the moment they’d found out, there’d been no doubt in either of their minds that a baby was the way forward. ‘Why not?’ Dixie had said. ‘It’ll be an adventure.’

Adventures, Lydia felt, weren’t always necessarily good things.

The baby started to stir in its seat and she felt herself bristle. It wasn’t that Lydia disliked babies, it was just that she didn’t know babies. She had not held a baby in her arms since she was a teenager, and even then she wasn’t sure if she really had or if it was some kind of false memory. She busied herself extra-zealously to avoid the possibility of Clem or Dixie attempting to foist the baby upon her, keeping her gaze from the baby’s face as it was unclipped and raised from its seat. Suddenly, though, she was face to face with it, its tiny little face a few inches from hers, staring at her with some alarm. Lydia stared back at her with some alarm and then the baby began, quite understandably, to wail. Clem immediately clutched the small bundle to his chest and whisked her away.

‘Traumatised for life,’ said Lydia, flatly. Of course the baby had cried. She had fully expected the baby to cry. Lydia was not a baby person and did not have the kind of face or demeanour that a baby would like.

The baby spent the duration of the meal slurping from one of Dixie’s vastly over-inflated breasts, and then some time draped over her shoulder staring pathetically at the wall behind her. Lydia felt sorry for the child. She was so new and ill-equipped. Every day her eyes would see more of this strange place, every day her brain would process more reality, her tiny limbs would stretch and swell, she’d learn and absorb and empathise and understand and grow and grow and grow … until one day she’d wake up and she’d be just another human being. The length and magnitude of the journey seemed to bear such pitifully small rewards.

After her friends had left, taking the infant Viola and her new pink clothes with them, Lydia felt curiously sad. She loaded her shiny Miele dishwasher with large Royal Doulton platters and scraped sticky noodles into the very clever German-designed concealed bins. She dropped the empty wine bottle (it had not been worth £27.99) and beer cans into the recycling compartment and she wiped all her silky, off-white surfaces with a stack of folded kitchen paper. She washed the woks and dried them and put them away, and with every movement she felt something thick and sour sloshing around in the pit of her stomach and it wasn’t her supper. It was a kind of melancholic longing.

It was the baby, something to do with the baby. She too had once been a baby, she too had been a tiny miracle, kept safe and nurtured, talcumed and clothed in doll-sized clothes. She’d been, it was hard to imagine now, a fat baby, with dark ringlets and cheeks like cherries and whey. She had pictures of herself in cotton romper suits with elasticated legs that cut into the meat of her thighs, smiling into the camera as though she were truly the loveliest thing in the world. She had other pictures of herself, dandled on knees like a catch of the day, held in arms like a football trophy, always the centre of the universe, always the reason for the photo having been taken. She remembered nothing about it, of course, nothing about being a baby, but she’d been wanted, she knew that much, wanted and needed by her sweet soft mother, even if her father hadn’t cared.

The longing she felt was not so much for the baby she’d once been as for the life she’d been promised back in those rosy, unknowable days. The promise of gentle voices and warm embraces and a safe place to be. Nearly all babies were made these promises, given these false notions about the world, but few had them ripped away from them as painfully and suddenly as Lydia had. It wasn’t, she now realised, that she didn’t like babies, or that she didn’t find babies interesting, and it wasn’t even that she resented the baby for taking her friends from her and into a strange and unreachable realm, although she did, it was more that instead of feeling joy when she looked at a new baby, all she felt was fear.

On Thursday Lydia met Bendiks in Regent’s Park. He was dazzling in a white t-shirt and a thick red hooded jacket. Lydia was less luminous in off-black joggers and a grey hoodie. She felt the familiar leap of happiness at the sight of her personal trainer. She didn’t know why Bendiks made her feel this way. Lydia wasn’t usually attracted to incredibly pretty men who looked like they should be wearing sailor suits in arty aftershave commercials. Lydia wasn’t, as far as she was aware, usually attracted to anything, these days. Lydia was a scientist. Lydia was a businesswoman. Lydia was wealthy. Lydia was lonely. But Lydia had barely thought about men, women, sex or anything in between for years.

‘Good morning!’ Bendiks beamed.

‘Morning,’ said Lydia, rubbing her hands together against the January chill.

‘How are you this morning?’

‘Oh, I’m fine, not bad. You?’

‘I’m fantastic,’ he declared.

Lydia nodded her agreement.

‘Right,’ he said, ‘it’s cold this morning, so let’s warm up nice and quickly. Let’s jump.’ He smiled at Lydia and Lydia swallowed a groan. Jumping at the gym was one thing; jumping out here, in public, was quite another. Bendiks had a special jumping technique: hands at knee-level, knees bent, hopping around the place like a great gangling frog.

‘OK,’ she said, ‘but only if you jump with me too.’

Bendiks smiled. ‘For sure,’ he replied.

And so the two of them clasped their kneecaps and began to hop, Lydia resisting the urge to say, Ribbit. Ribbit. After a moment her blood began to run warm and fast and her cheeks found some colour and her heart hammered against her chest and she laughed, despite herself. Ribbit. Ribbit.

Lydia’s last sexual encounter had been eight years ago, with a fellow student, a man called William. It was William who’d suggested to her that she should take her groundbreaking chemical compound and her business acumen and make a product that would appeal to millions. It was also William who had broken her heart for the very first and only time.

‘So,’ said Bendiks, as they jogged sedately towards the outdoor training circuit in Primrose Hill, ‘you are a scientist?’

‘Well, yes,’ said Lydia. ‘Sort of. I used to be. Nowadays I seem to have become more of a business consultant.’

‘Wow,’ said Bendiks, ‘and how does a scientist become like a business consultant?’

Lydia smiled. ‘That,’ she said, ‘is a long and very dull story.’

‘I don’t mind dull,’ said Bendiks, pursing his pretty lips together and turning to face the path once more. ‘I am a personal fitness trainer!’

His body was extraordinary. Lithe and toned, yet still soft-looking. Lydia didn’t like the thought of those very hard bodies that some men had, she didn’t like the feel of muscle too close to flesh. It was, thought Lydia, the perfect male body. This, she assumed, may be what lay at the root of her strange fascination with Bendiks, just the sheer unlikely perfection of him.

‘So,’ said Bendiks, ‘tell me.’

Lydia caught her breath. ‘Oh, God, honestly, it really is so boring. I invented a chemical compound at uni, result of some strange obsession of mine, a compound to take the smell out of paint.’

‘Paint?’

‘Yeah, you know, for walls. It was for my final year. But actually I’d been working on it non-stop since school, in my free time, not sure why, just … hate the smell of paint. Anyway, I found this compound by a total fluke. I was working on something else at the time, and it completely eliminated the odour. And then a couple of years later I was decorating my flat, and I noticed this gap in the market for organic paint. So I took out a business loan and launched a small range of odourless organic paints. Just five colours to start with, then those sold really well so another five. After five years I had a range of forty colours and was selling through Homebase, B&Q. Then, eighteen months ago, Dulux bought my brand. For a lot of money. And I still get royalties for the original compound because I patented it and sold it to other paint manufacturers. So I have the money from Dulux, plus a regular income from the royalties …’

‘So you just sit back and money arrives in your hands, is that what it is like?’

Lydia laughed again. ‘Well, no, not exactly,’ she said, ‘I do a lot of work with small businesses … with the petro-chemical industry … write for a couple of trade papers. It’s all quite unglamorous but, I don’t know, for some reason, since I sold the paint business, I just haven’t wanted to go back to science. It’s almost like … it’s like I had a mission and I’ve accomplished it and now I’m just swimming along in the wake of that. I tried taking some time off when I sold the business but, well, I wasn’t very good at time off. So ever since, I’ve thrown myself into anything and everything that comes my way.’

‘Wow.’ Bendiks turned his head towards Lydia and regarded her with awe. ‘So you are a workaholic? You are very impressive. I am very impressed.’

Lydia smiled. She was quietly delighted to have impressed Bendiks.

In the circuit park, Lydia rained a few blows against the outstretched leather-gloved hands of Bendiks. Her fists made a sound like someone falling to the floor every time they connected with his. She didn’t feel right hitting Bendiks. She didn’t feel right hitting anyone. She’d heard other women talk of this practice as liberating and empowering. To her it just felt slightly undignified.

A mother sat with a baby sleeping in a buggy while her toddler larked around on the circuit-training equipment. The mother stared at a newspaper spread out next to her on a bench. She turned the pages slowly and rhythmically, as though she was exercising her wrist rather than her mind. With her other wrist she moved the buggy back and forth, an inch forward, an inch back, an inch forward, an inch back. Every few moments she would glance up from her paper, eye the slumbering baby, eye the rampaging toddler, eye the newspaper, turn another page; back and forth, back and forth went the buggy. It was rare for Lydia to see anything about parenthood that appealed to her. It all looked so mechanical and wearisome.

Suddenly the toddler was in front of them. He stopped in his tracks and watched as the thin dark woman hit the handsome man again and again and again. Lydia glanced down at him, willing him to walk away. Go, she thought to herself, go away. But he didn’t. Clearly there was something spellbinding about the sight of the two of them. But suddenly the boy’s interest turned from fascination to concern, and then from concern to distress, and his face crumpled and he ran sobbing back to his mother who finally snapped out of her paper/pram/peruse cycle to encircle him in her arms and protect him from the sheer horror of watching the scary lady hit the pretty man.

Lydia sighed. She no longer stalked around in threadbare jumpers with an oversized dog at her side, she no longer drank vodka on sidings and washed her hair with Fairy liquid. She was a grown-up, elegant, some might say, verging on stylish, when she could be bothered. She flossed her teeth, she wore perfume, she waxed her toes, she shopped on the high street and she did nice things to her skin. But still it seemed, to those with an eye for what lurked under the surface, to children and babies and animals and the more perceptive, she was the Scary Lady in Black. Just like she’d always been.

Bendiks looked across at the crying toddler and threw her an amused glance. ‘He thinks we are fighting,’ he laughed. ‘Poor boy. He is traumatised. He will have to find counselling!’

Lydia smiled grimly and let her arms drop to her sides. Their training was over for another day. She suddenly wanted to reclaim some kind of healthy input from their session instead of the appalling sense of herself she’d been subsumed by.

‘So, you,’ she began, ‘why did you become a personal fitness trainer?’

Bendiks laughed, showing off his square white teeth. ‘Because,’ he said, packing away the gloves and a towel into a holdall and smiling up at Lydia, ‘unlike you, I was too stupid to do anything else! OK, I go this way, you go that way, have a great weekend and I will see you on Monday at the club. OK?’

Lydia stood, damp and dishevelled, with quickly cooling sweat rolling down her face, and watched him leave; solid buttocks, strong shoulders, off to be Bendiks somewhere else, with somebody else. She felt it for a moment then, the desperate ache she sometimes felt looking at other people, the ache of never being able to be them, not for even a moment, of always having to be herself.

Lydia arrived home fifteen minutes later and as she stepped over the threshold to her house, she saw a large manila envelope on the stairs, left there, she assumed, by Juliette to be taken up later. It caught her eye because unlike most of the mail that came to her this one had a hand-written address and looked kind of ungainly. She sat down upon the bottom step and pulled the envelope towards her. The postcode read Tonypandy.

She gasped.

All her adult life she’d been half-consciously waiting for someone from home to contact her. Now finally that moment had arrived. She stared at the handwriting for a moment longer. She knew whose handwriting it was. Not because she recognised it, but because she knew there was only one member of her family who would be interested enough to have managed to track her down. And that was her uncle Rod.

Uncle Rod had once been the closest relative they’d had because he was single and childless and because he was good with Lydia and helpful in ways that Lydia’s aunts, with families and commitments of their own, could not be. But then, within a few days of Lydia’s mother’s death, Uncle Rod disappeared and was never seen again. Lydia was too young to wonder why or even really to notice. But she’d thought of him sometimes, and then she’d seen him at her father’s funeral, fourteen years later, slipping away from the crowd through the trees, dressed in a cheap black suit, the sun glinting off a silver hoop in his ear, and she’d asked someone who he was and they’d said: ‘That was your uncle Rod, that was your dad’s brother.’ She’d wondered briefly why he hadn’t stayed but not thought much about him since.

She stared through the opaque panels of the front door as her head filled with memories of those last few days of her father’s life. She could still smell the hospital, hear the wheels of trolleys heading to dark unknown places, feel her father’s cold hand grasping hers, as tight as a clamp, whispering words into her ear that made no sense. ‘You’ll always be mine,’ he’d said, ‘always. No one can take that away from me. I raised you. You’re as much mine as anyone’s. Do you hear me? Do you understand me? As much mine as anyone’s.’

They were no more than words to Lydia. She wasn’t looking for meaning at that point. She wasn’t looking for answers. She just wanted him to die so that she wouldn’t be spending her first term of university sitting by his bed in this mouldering Victorian hospital or making him cups of tea in their damp loveless flat. She wanted him gone so that the rest of her life could begin. A clean break. From her village. From her past. She was ready to let go of him. And he, she could tell from the look in his eyes, was ready to let go, too, not just of her, but of the whole pointless, unhappy business of existence.

He finally passed away in the last week of August. Outside the hospital the air was sweet and hot. Inside it was stagnant and stale. There was no one else there. Just her and her dad. His last words to her were: ‘Tell them it’s stopped hurting. Tell them.’ She’d watched the last breath leave his mouth. She’d expected it to leave his body like a small puff of grey-black smoke, a tiny toxic cloud, but instead it rushed from between his lips like a lizard escaping from his soul, panicky and desperate.

His hand went limp in hers and then his head fell slack against the pillows and he was gone and Lydia was still there, suddenly an orphan.

She hadn’t looked back much in the years following her father’s death. She never returned to the village outside Tonypandy, not even when well-intended invitations to her cousins’ weddings arrived in the post, nor when her aunts pleaded with her to join them for cosy Christmas afternoons in small terraced houses with dry turkeys and fresh grandchildren. She lived her life in Aberystwyth, stayed in the flat above the shop during all three annual holidays, even when Dixie was away. She worked as a barmaid at her local pub for the full three years of her time at university, evenings and weekends. And when she wasn’t at the pub she was in the lab, methodically and obsessively searching for something to take the smell out of paint, thinking that she was working towards a clear commercial goal, little realising that she was trying to scour away a whole film of putrid childhood memories from her subconscious.

And now she was here, twenty-nine years old, the merest undulation of a Welsh accent still present when she spoke, a millionaire, a self-made woman, tall, dark, clever, mysterious, a million miles away from her sad and rather humble beginnings … and suddenly a piece of her past was sitting in a brown envelope upon her lap. She took a deep breath and then she opened it.

Lydia stared at the newspaper cutting. It lay on her desk, spread out flat. Her right hand rested against the dewy coldness of a tumbler of iced gin and lime. The light in her office was inky and warm, still some smudges of daylight left in the sky. All the lights were off except for the Anglepoise lamp with which she was illuminating the cutting. She’d been sitting here for half a day. Six hours. Staring at the cutting, working her way methodically, coolly, through a bottle of Bombay Sapphire. Everything felt stretched and twisted and distorted. Her house didn’t feel like her house. Her legs didn’t feel like they belonged to her. Juliette felt like a stranger. Lydia had sent her home early, turned every light in the house off and made herself drunk.

The contents of the fat brown envelope had been both shocking and simultaneously unsurprising. Some paperwork from a fertility clinic in central London confirming that she had been conceived by means of artificial insemination, using the sperm of a French man whose occupation was classed as that of Medical Student. Also inside the envelope was a newspaper article torn from the pages of the Western Mail and Echo. It was a story about a woman in Llanelli who’d discovered at the age of twenty-five that not only had she been conceived in a fertility clinic under the glare of dazzling halogen lights, but that she had four half-sisters all living within a hundred miles of her. Lydia squinted and stared again at the happy gang. They had their arms around each other and their cheeks pressed up against one another’s. They all had brown hair and they all had slightly fleshy-looking noses. They were clearly sisters.

The anonymous sender of this fun-pack of seismically life-changing information had also included a leaflet about a website called the UK Donor Sibling Registry. Adults who knew they’d been conceived by donor insemination and knew the name of the clinic where the procedure had taken place could sign up, have their DNA tested and be put in touch with children conceived from the same donor’s sperm. In other words, they could be introduced to their brothers and sisters.

Lydia had never had to wonder why she had no brothers and sisters. It was obvious. Her mother had died before she could have any more. Being an only child was absolutely, intrinsically, who she was. She could not have imagined her childhood, her persona, herself, in any other way.

She stared desperately at the sisters in the paper and then filled her glass again. She hadn’t drunk gin since she was eighteen years old, not since her father had died. The minute he’d gone, so had the sore, tender spot in the pit of her belly that she’d been trying to anaesthetise. The smell of the clear spirit, the vapour at the rim of the glass, the tang of bitter old fruit, made her feel it again, all the pain and discomfort of being a tragic, unloved eighteen year old.

She thought of her father, the once strong man made of breeze blocks and Bacardi, batter and testosterone, shrivelling and shrinking in the room next door to hers, desiccated, drained and mummified as the life seeped out of him. She thought of the way he’d raised her to look after herself, because nobody else was going to do it. To watch her back. To trust no one. To believe no one. To stand alone. She thought of every last moment she’d spent in his company; the meaningless words they’d exchanged, the thoughtless gifts on Christmas Day, the brusque phone calls, the pills gracelessly administered, the silences that sang of secrets, the endless rolling moments that had felt like nothing at the time, just air, just space, just fug, now suddenly filled with meaning and poignancy. She wasn’t his. She wasn’t his.

Her real father was a medical student. A medical student from London with dark hair and dark eyes who stood at 5′ 11″ and hailed originally from Dieppe. Her real father was French. Her real father was a doctor. Her real father was not Trevor Pike. She felt something fluid like relief go through her bones. She felt something like delight.

And out there, somewhere, maybe on the street below her window, maybe in a flat in Llanelli, maybe in a briny bar in Dieppe, there were others like her. Brothers. Sisters. People like her. She had never met a person like her before. She was not like her mother, what little she could remember of her, and she was not like her father, although, ha, how he had talked about his ‘Italian ancestry’ over the years, how hard her father had tried to instil in her a sense of pride in her Latin roots. Roots which she now knew were non-existent. Roots as real as fairy dust. She’d never felt it anyway, her supposed Italian-ness. Always raised her eyebrows impatiently at any mention of it. Just because that’s the only thing that’s interesting about you, she’d think to herself, don’t try and make it the only thing that’s interesting about me.

She’d known she was more than the daughter of a semi-literate fishmonger. She’d known it. Deep down inside herself. She’d felt more related to her old dog Arnie than to her father. The guilt she’d carried for half her life, the guilt of wanting her father to be dead so that she could get on with her life, it lifted and it floated away from her, like an exorcised demon. All that was left was a jumbled sense of strangeness and newness and sadness and delight. She drank another tumbler of gin and lime and she typed the address of the Donor Sibling Registry into her address bar. As the page loaded she felt a quickening in her chest, a sense of rising panic. She wasn’t ready. She closed the browser, shut down her computer and headed for a deep and unsettling sleep full of dreams of strangers.

She phoned Dixie the next morning. Her friend sounded startled to hear from her.

‘Sorry,’ said Lydia, ‘were you in the middle of something?’

‘No, no,’ said Dixie, stifling a yawn, ‘no, I was just, er, just having a sleep.’

Lydia considered the hour. 11 a.m. It was not like Dixie to be sleeping at 11 a.m., not with shelves to be rearranged and books to be read and people to be having potentially career-enhancing conversations with. Dixie took sleep very much as something forced upon her against her will, something she submitted to once a day and then emerged from groggily and crossly, as though sleep had stolen her soul.

‘Yeah,’ she continued, ‘Viola had a bad night. She’s out for the count now so I thought I’d catch up on some lost sleep.’

‘Oh, shit, Dix, I’m really sorry. I didn’t think.’

Dixie cleared her sinuses loudly, almost, Lydia couldn’t help feeling, to ram home how utterly, deeply asleep she had just been and how much it had taken out of her to rouse herself for this phonecall. Lydia bridled slightly and said, ‘You should have kept your phone switched off.’

‘Yeah, you’re right.’ She snorted again, and yawned. ‘I wasn’t thinking. Don’t seem to be able to do much of that these days.’ She laughed drily.

These days. That laugh. Lydia bridled again. She hated it when people had babies. No, not when people had babies. When Dixie had babies. Everyone else could sod off and have a hundred babies each for all she cared. She just didn’t want Dixie to have one. She’d only just got used to Dixie having Clem. ‘Boyfriend’ was foreign terrain to Lydia but she could make a tenuous grasp on it, having had one of her own at one point in her life. But ‘Baby’ was another planet entirely. ‘Baby’ was consuming in a way that even the neediest boyfriend was not. ‘Baby’ changed everything. And ‘Baby’, unlike ‘Boyfriend’, was irreversible.

‘That’s all right,’ she continued, trying her hardest to sound perky, ‘I didn’t want to disturb you but …’ She stopped. Before ‘Baby’ she would have been able to launch straight into the topic she’d called to discuss. Now there was this spectre hanging over everything. Would Dixie even care, she wondered, now that she lived in the land of ‘Baby’? Would it even register? Sorry, a sperm donor, you say? Anyway, did I tell you about Viola’s last nappy?

‘How are you all?’ she managed.

‘We’re fine. I think. Are we fine, Clem?’ Lydia heard him grumbling something in the background. ‘Yes,’ Dixie came back on the line, ‘we’re fine. How are you?’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Hungover.’ The minute she’d said it she’d known it was the wrong thing to have said, insinuating as it did a night spent drinking sparkling wine and tequila-based cocktails somewhere fun and jazzy and nowhere near a new baby or a dirty nappy.

‘Oh, lucky you,’ sighed Dixie.

Lydia sighed too and thought about hitting Dixie with the reality of her night swallowing gin alone in the dark. ‘Not really,’ she said. ‘It was …’ She paused. It was horrible, she wanted to say, but before she could muster the first syllable a plaintive shriek cut into their conversation and Dixie was mumbling something about feeding time at the zoo and could she call her back in a minute, and Lydia said, yeah, sure, even though she knew it wouldn’t be a minute, it would be a hundred minutes at least, and wondered silently why Clem couldn’t take the squealing infant away for just a moment or two, but then knowing anyway that the physical absence of the squealing infant would not render her friend any more able to concentrate on anything beyond the realm of her current situation, and with a sense of dread and sadness Lydia realised that she was not going to be able to talk to her best friend about the most important thing that had happened to her in over a decade.

And so she hung up and Dixie disappeared in a metaphorical puff of smoke leaving Lydia feeling abandoned and alone.

*

Dixie didn’t call back a hundred minutes later. She didn’t call back three days later. She sent Lydia a text message on Saturday morning that read: I just sprayed milk six foot across the room and hit the cat in the eye. What are you up to? With every inch that Dixie stepped forward into the world of babies and normality, Lydia felt herself step an inch back, into the world of strangeness and solitude. She typed back: Give the cat some goggles! I’m just hanging. Dixie didn’t reply and Lydia didn’t expect her to. She spent the day alternating between working and drinking.

That night she pulled a photo album from her storage room and took it to bed with her. It was the one she’d kept when she’d moved out of the miserable flat she’d shared with her father. It was all she had of Glenys. Mum. There were no mothball-scented dresses or heirloom pearl earrings or locks of hair for Lydia to finger thoughtfully, her father had cleared out every last trace of her mother after her death, but he’d kept this. Lydia could not begin to fathom what sort of aberrational thought process had led to his putting it away for her, but he had and it was now her most treasured possession.

In the past she’d stared at these photos almost as though she was staring at photos of Marilyn Monroe or Queen Victoria, at a dead superstar; charismatic, unattainable, unknowable, powerful and gone. But she looked at them through different eyes that night. She’d always thought of her mother as just a girl. That’s what everyone had always said about her: She was a great girl. A fun girl. A sweet girl. A lovely girl. Ah, yes, Glenys, she was a lovely girl. But girls didn’t go to Harley Street to make babies out of thin air. Women did that. Women who wanted babies. ‘Your mother worshipped me, d’you know that? Worshipped the ground I walked on.’ Her father had said that. Not once, but repeatedly, his way of keeping her all for himself. But as Lydia stared at the photographs it suddenly struck her that her mother had loved her much more than she’d ever loved him. After all, she’d been prepared to risk absolutely everything for her.

On Sunday Lydia went for a walk. She was sober and tired and the pavement felt like sponge beneath her feet. The light was watery but she wore sunglasses, feeling as she did like a small half-blind creature emerging from hibernation. She walked three times round the old cemetery, averting her gaze from the playground where Asian nannies pushed French babies on swings and American power mummies tapped data into BlackBerries while their offspring slurped organic juices out of recyclable cartons. She walked up and down St John’s Wood High Street, past boutiques and bagel shops and baby clothes shops and double-parked four-wheel-drives, and she stared at every person she walked past with a kind of animal curiosity. Here she was, two miles from the place of her conception. Here she was, potentially, walking through herds of relations. She scrutinised the noses, the gaits, the hands, the eyes, of everyone she looked at. She spotted a similarity in the curve of someone’s jaw and found herself subconsciously following the hapless woman across the street and into a patisserie. She stopped herself at the entrance and turned back towards the street.

Lydia had always felt divided from the rest of the world, elevated almost. She’d always felt cleverer and quieter and stronger and more self-sufficient. Her dad had made her that way. He’d built her up to believe that she was invincible. And alone. And she was. She always looked on the remainder of humanity as just that, an amorphous mass, a sprawling splodge, of flesh and bone. Nothing to do with her. And still, at the age of twenty-nine, she had not had a connection with anyone as strong as the one she’d once shared with her childhood dog.

After an hour of this aimless, eccentric wandering, she headed home. She appraised her house from the pavement. A shiver ran through her. It was so big. So soulless. So unwelcoming with its opaque windows like blind milky eyes. It was, she realised with a sudden discomfiting burst of perspective, a true reflection of herself. Even Dixie said it to her sometimes: ‘You’re scary!’ And that was fine. Lydia was happy to be scary. Being scary kept the world away from your door. But now there was a tiny fleck of possibility that the world was on its way in, and that there was nothing she was going to be able to do to stop it. But more surprising than that was the realisation that she didn’t actually want to.

That night, she took a plastic bottle of Sprite and a bag of Haribo Tangfastics up to her office. She twisted the lid of the bottle and waited a beat for the initial puff of sweetened gas to escape before removing it and taking a greedy gulp. She spent a few moments examining the contents of the bag of sweeties, testing her responses to the various options therein. Eventually she settled on a green and red bottle and chewed it contemplatively for a while. She thought about phoning Dixie. This seemed to be such an alarmingly big step to be taking in her life without a single soul knowing about it. The weekend had been long and intense. She felt absolutely removed from reality. She felt scared and excited and sick. On the other side of her next action was another existence. She imagined Dixie sitting with a baby on her gigantic breast, staring mindlessly into space, sighing at the sight of Lydia’s number on her phone display. No. She would do this alone.

She typed in the web address and she filled in the online forms. Then she ate another sweetie, this one in the shape of a baby’s dummy.

Days passed after Lydia posted her details on to the Donor Sibling Registry. They passed slowly and tiresomely, like plodders on the high street, blocking her progress. January became February. She couldn’t seem to focus on anything. She couldn’t see beyond her in box. All day she hovered over her computer, eating sweets, ignoring the phone, checking and checking and checking again her e-mail. The only sparks of life inside this blanket of hibernation were her thrice-weekly sessions with Bendiks and an invitation on her desk to a Welcome to the World party for Viola in three weeks’ time.

She was at home now, waiting for Bendiks. He was training her here today because he’d parted ways with the health club in the mews. Lydia hadn’t asked why. But she was feeling oddly nervous now as the minutes crawled their way towards eleven o’clock. In only moments Bendiks would be here, in her home. She would open the door and he would smile and she would invite him in … and in another parallel existence it would be evening and she would open a bottle of wine and they would talk across a flickering candle and then retire to bed to explore each other’s bodies for half the night under Lydia’s freshly changed bedding. But in this existence, this existence of stark, unupholstered reality, she would lead him into the wellness room in the basement (yes, she had a wellness room. It had already been here when she bought the house) and he would make her do boring and repetitive things for forty-five minutes and then he would go and she wouldn’t see him again for forty-eight hours.

She glanced at herself in the mirror before descending the stairs. She looked ghostly and vaguely demented. Juliette had jumped when she’d walked in this morning and seen Lydia on the stairs and immediately made her a roast chicken sandwich. Bendiks was less fazed.

‘Good morning, Lydia,’ he said, swinging through her front door with a gym bag and a scent of cinnamon and musk. ‘You have a very nice house.’

‘Thank you,’ she replied, allowing him past her and into the hallway.

He was, as usual, pristinely turned out. It was wrong on so many levels for Lydia to feel the way she felt about Bendiks. He was probably gay. In fact, yes, of course he was. Of course he was gay. His manicured eyebrows, his immaculate black hoodie, his whitened teeth and his pretty tattoos. Of course he was. She hoped he was. If Bendiks was gay then she could stop feeling this way every time she came into contact with him. If Bendiks was gay then she could just carry on living her life.

‘Can I get you anything?’ she asked. ‘A glass of water?’

‘No, it’s fine,’ he patted his gym bag, ‘I have my bottle.’ He smiled at her and she felt it. He was not gay. A gay man would not smile at a woman that way. She was sure of it.

‘So,’ she began, leading him down the stairs to the basement, flicking a switch as she went, ‘did you have a good weekend?’

‘Yeah, it was OK. Pretty dull. How about you?’

‘Yeah,’ she replied, ‘the same.’

He laughed. ‘If this was my house,’ he said, ‘I would fill it every weekend with beautiful people and make a big, big party.’

Lydia smiled wryly. ‘I don’t know any beautiful people,’ she replied, drily.

‘You know me.’

‘That is true,’ she said. She flicked another switch.

‘Wow, look at it down here, this is amazing.’

‘Yeah,’ she scratched her neck, ‘can’t say I come down here very often.’

‘But it is like your own spa! You have a whirlpool!’

‘Yes, and a sauna. And a treatment room, here.’ She pushed open a door and showed him a small white room painted with cherry-blossom sprigs. ‘And a home cinema, through there.’

Bendiks’ perfect eyebrows were sitting somewhere within reach of his hairline. ‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Wow.’

Lydia didn’t feel any gratification at his reaction. Try as she might, she could not make this house feel like it had anything to do with her. In her head it still belonged to the slightly forbidding American couple she’d bought it from, to Caitlin and Tom Schnobel and their three handsome teenage sons. In her head the three spare bedrooms belonged to those boys, and this vast dug-out pleasure dome of a basement belonged to Caitlin (‘Call me Cait’). Lydia half-expected them all to walk back in one day with a set of matching luggage and Caribbean tans and thank her for minding their house for them.

‘I thought we could work out here,’ she said, indicating a space by the back door with a ballet barre and a mirrored wall and built-in gym mats.

‘Well, yes, your own personal home gym, I think, yes, that does seem the logical place to work out.’ He smiled widely, explaining his joke to her. ‘You know, in this job I have been in some amazing houses belonging to, like, celebrities and things, but I think your house is the best. It’s the most … me, you know?’ He smiled again and began to unpack his gym bag. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘are you ready to go?’

She nodded wanly.

‘You look … I hope you don’t mind me to say this, but you look bad today.’

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘thanks a lot.’

‘No, I don’t mean you look unpleasant. I mean, you look like there are bad things in your head. You look weighted down, squashed, you understand?’

Lydia grimaced. Squashed and weighted down. He made her sound like a slug under a brick. ‘Just stuff,’ she muttered. ‘Some weird stuff going on in my life, that’s all.’

He arched an eyebrow. ‘Anything you’d like to talk about?’

She laughed, louder than she’d meant to.

‘What,’ he teased, ‘you think I can’t talk? That I am just some big meathead?’

‘No! Of course not. It’s just … I don’t know. We never talk. It would be weird.’

He smiled and folded his arms across his chest. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I am here as your personal trainer, right? You pay me to make you fit. That is the deal. But also, I have to know that you are in the right place, mentally, for me to make you fit and I have noticed lately that you are not. That I leave you and then you go like this,’ he collapsed his upper torso, pathetically, ‘until the next time I see you. And that is no good. So, if you think it would help, talk to me. I am cheaper than a shrink!’

‘Oh, God,’ she said, drily, ‘I wouldn’t know where to start. I really wouldn’t.’

‘Try me.’ He smiled. ‘I think I’ve heard pretty much everything there is to hear. I’m pretty hard to shock.’

Lydia glanced at him. He’d crouched down on his haunches to her level. His skin was like chamois, matt and unblemished. She was sure she could see a hint of concealer under his eyes. That confirmed it. Bendiks was gay. And the fact of his being gay made him suddenly emotionally accessible. ‘Right, well,’ she began, slightly defensively, ‘up until four weeks ago I had no idea that my mother, who died in suspicious circumstances when I was three, had used a sperm donor to conceive me. Someone from my home town sent me an anonymous letter. And last week I signed up to a website that promised to reunite me with any siblings I may unwittingly have dotted around the world. I have had a DNA test and been told that my father’s name was Donor 32 and that so far no other children have signed up or registered, so now every single day I sit by my computer checking and checking and checking to see if anyone’s added their details, to see if I have a brother or a sister. And I’m finding it really hard to concentrate on anything else. When I’m not hovering over my computer, I’m walking the streets staring at people like a loon, wondering if they look like me, wondering if they might be my … family.’

She felt her body relax as the words left her mouth. The physical feel of them was soothing and pleasant, like syrup.

Bendiks exhaled slowly from bellowed cheeks and lowered himself on to his backside. ‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Unbelievable.’

Lydia nodded.

‘So your father … the man who brought you up … he could not …?’

She shrugged. ‘I suppose not,’ she said.

‘And he knew? That you were not his?’

She shrugged again. ‘I don’t know. He said something strange once, just before he died, said that I was as much his as anyone’s. Never knew what he meant by that, I thought he meant I was as much his as I was my mother’s. But that makes sense if he knew, doesn’t it? And it would explain why he hated me.’

Bendiks began to make a scoffing sound.

‘No, really, he did. I always knew he hated me and I always thought it was because I hadn’t died instead of my mother. I always felt guilty, you know, that I wasn’t enough to make up for him losing my mum. And then, well, now I know that he wasn’t my real dad, and if he knew it too, which I think he probably did, well then – he didn’t have to love me at all, did he?’

A heavy silence fell upon them.

‘I understand,’ said Bendiks, softly.

Lydia glanced at him.

‘I understand you. My brother died. He got knocked down by a truck, outside our home.’

Lydia blinked and examined her fingertips. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘You don’t need to be sorry. It is not your fault.’ He smiled.

‘No, of course it’s not, it’s just … it’s just what we say, when we feel bad for someone. How old were you?’

‘Fourteen. My brother was eight.’ He shrugged again. ‘So, you know, I kind of get where you’re coming from. I used to have a brother. Now I don’t have a brother and I walk around and I still see him. I try to imagine him at fourteen, at twenty, at twenty-four. He’d be twenty-four now.’ His eyes filled with sadness for a second. ‘And, wow, if I thought there was a chance for me to find I had another brother or a sister, someone who looked a bit like me or sounded a bit like me, it would be a miracle … I understand,’ he said, cupping her hand with his. ‘I understand how you are feeling.’

Lydia glanced down at the hand that covered hers. She stared at the perfect fingernails, the smooth cuticles, and then she imagined that hand sliding from her hand up her bare arm, moving her hair from her shoulder, cupping the side of her neck, pulling her face towards his. Of all the people, she thought to herself, of all the people to have shared this with … Bendiks. Her trainer. The man who made her do frog jumps and punch him. This man from a foreign land.

There was a whole night’s worth of talking between their two stories, but Lydia could feel herself closing up again, slowly but determinedly, like the jaws of a Venus flytrap. She felt exposed and raw. It was time to go back to basics. ‘Come on,’ she said, jumping to her feet. ‘Time to make me sweat.’

‘You are sure?’ asked Bendiks, his voice soft with concern. ‘We can talk some more?’

Lydia opened her mouth. Yes, she wanted to say, yes, I want to talk and talk and talk and then I want to take all your clothes off and have you take all my clothes off and then sweat and pump and grind and breathe and groan and then lie with your beautiful body wrapped around mine in pools of our own shared salty sweat and then talk some more.

‘No,’ she said, ‘no. I’m done talking for now. But thank you,’ she said. ‘I thought I was going mad. And now I know I’m not.’
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