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For Dale, my happy beginning





A twosome is a fragile structure that
an intruder can slip into, but a triangle
is a closed figure sufficient unto itself.

BIANCA LAMBLIN,

A Disgraceful Affair

Translated by Julie Plovnick






Chapter One

I don’t want to be at this party.

Quite honestly, I suspect the party does not want me either. I am about six miles from my flat, and sixty million miles outside my comfort zone. For every guest, there seems to be three waiters, carrying pyramid-stacked platters of lobster rolls. No one is acknowledging the waiters, let alone saying ‘No, thank you’. This is not my world, this is very much my boss’s natural habitat but, unusually, the invitation wasn’t addressed to her.

It’s my job to open all the ‘nobody’ post, and the Susan Miller app had mentioned something about ‘bravely seizing opportunities instead of expecting them to arrive’ and ‘being rewarded by courageously forging new connections with influential VIPs’. Anyway, it wasn’t as though Connie was there to ask. Something to do with it being ‘simply impossible to re-mortgage when you’re in the middle of a basement conversion’, which is her justification for coming into the office four times in three weeks. In order to get Connie to listen to anything, you have to ad lib random bits of property and interiors information. (For example, ‘Rich from Sotheby’s rang, can you call him back? And then I’ll tell you about the Jonathan Adler cushions I saw in TK Maxx on Kensington High Street!’) So here I am. Bravely not talking to anyone. Courageously staring at the ceiling, pretending to be fascinated by a disco ball that is shaped like a Rubik’s cube.

I’m waiting for a reply from Handsome Dan, thirty-two, who is, according to his Bumble bio, ‘Not here for a good time. Here for a long time.’ Semi-stealing the invite was a transparent attempt to impress him. I thought, ‘Do you fancy this gallery opening? There’s a free bar’ sounded more appealing than, ‘Do you want to come and have sex with me in my shabby ex-council flat?’

According to the internet, Dan works in publishing, Dan vaguely knows someone I was at university with, and Dan is capable of composing the kind of brief, concise, erudite filth that would leave me, against my better judgement, wanking at work, feet up against the cubicle door of the disabled loo, thumb on my clit, index finger working its way into the slipperiest part of myself until I’d come, shuddering and gasping silently. I’ve cried in that toilet. I’ve eaten supermarket sushi in that toilet. Now, thanks to Dan, I’ve achieved more satisfaction in that toilet than I’ve known in any other area of the workplace.

My exciting new single life has not been quite the thrilling, giddy, zipless fuckfest that I was hoping for. My best friend Nadia says that Tinder should change their advertising slogan to ‘The odds are good. But the goods are odd’. Oh. Ex best friend, I guess. For half a second I remember all over again, and feel as though I’ve dropped my heart down a well. Still, I’m yet to meet someone who proves her wrong. The best by far was Luca, sweet, Italian, twenty-two. He spoke barely any English, but he knew ‘beautiful’ and ‘hot’, and he brought me a bottle of Fanta Limon afterwards. It was just a bit … boring. He took so long to come that I could feel myself getting cystitis. By the time he had finished, I’d plotted an elaborate route home that took me a mile out of my way via several 24-hour chemists. Still, I didn’t actually get cystitis that time. I shudder. I’ll always regret Andrew, who I had sex with because I felt incredibly guilty about judging him for having such bad BO. I feel my face flame and flare, as I remember him sweatily pulling out and saying, ‘I’m sorry, this isn’t going to work, I usually go for girls who are a bit skinny … ah, taller than you.’

But Dan seemed different, perhaps as a result of the deeply underrated erotic power of omission. I honestly didn’t know what half my turn-offs were before I saw a load of men in their twenties and thirties going online and boasting about them. Unlike most of his peers, Dan, to the best of my knowledge, has never claimed to have competed in Tough Mudder or the Marathon de Sables, or forced his mates to sponsor him in order to leap from a plane and land in a field just outside Luton. Dan does not consider himself to be a legend. Dan, as far as I am aware, has not been to Asia and paid money to pose with a sedated tiger.

Dan seemed clever, cool and quick witted. For the first time in ages, I had a proper crush. I had sent him my best jokes, my most thoughtful, political commentary – well, screenshots of New Yorker cartoons – and nudes. Obviously. He got sent the moodiest, sexiest selfies, my home-made Helmut Newton jobs that took an hour and three separate filter apps. For him, for the pictures, I’d worn the instant thrush knickers and demi-cup bras that left welts on my skin, licking, rubbing, pulling, pouting, posing, displaying everything I had to show. When I messaged Dan, I dreamed up scenarios so explicit I shocked myself. There were moments when I worried that these images could disappear into the internet ether and come back to haunt me, photos where I was so soaked, swollen and exposed that I had almost turned myself inside out. But in the moment, with one hand working the tender space inside myself and the other on the send button, I did not care.

He might still come. The idea that he has stood me up makes me feel hot with shame, so I push it away. I can’t bring myself to give up hope just yet.

I am eating my eighth lobster roll. If no one else wants them, I might as well eat them all. My left hand is full of balled up, thick, sticky napkins. They feel thicker and more luxurious than any sheet I have ever slept on, but they have not absorbed any canapé grease. Eventually, I know, I’ll absent-mindedly wipe a hand on my dress. I think I’ve gone off this dress anyway. This morning, the reflection in my bedroom mirror looked OK, good even. I’d give myself a cautious seven out of ten. Still, as always, by the time I checked myself out in the loos at work I felt quite depressed. Even allowing for the fact that the lighting in there is always set to ‘morgue’, I knew my outfit had turned on me.

On the website, and on the first couple of occasions that I wore it, the dress looked great. It’s black, with a bold, red, splodgy print, and fluttery elbow-length sleeves, fitted at the waist, and calf length. It was made to be worn with a vintage, distressed leather jacket and a pair of Grenson Nanettes. It does not look as good with a three-year-old black coat from H&M, and distressed white Converse. (Distressed in the sense of ‘having witnessed trauma’, after walking past too many crime scenes in Streatham’s kebab district.) Anyway, I washed the stupid dress because I couldn’t afford to have it dry cleaned. I can barely afford to get the Tube to work in the week before payday. The sleeves no longer flutter, the hem is now asymmetric and the overall effect is essentially ‘spinster matron of honour’. I suppose it’s my best dress.

The dress is fine, really, but in this room, it sets me apart. And not in a ‘and there she was’, Hollywood starlet, somebody-please-discover-me way. It looks really, really cheap. I feel cheap. There’s a loose thread trailing from the hem. I bend to snap it off and sigh, as the crappy fabric puckers into a ladder. Not for the first time, I decide that I am haunted by a sort of spiritual shabbiness. If my soul has fingernails, they are ragged, and the polish is chipped.

This room is filled with people who live frictionless lives. Everyone here looks as though they have been dry cleaned alongside their outfits. These people never get stood up. They are not eating, partly because they have trained their bodies and minds into such perfect, graceful submission that they are beyond hunger, and partly because the phrase ‘free food’ is no more exciting to them than ‘ring road’ or ‘assembly instructions’. I’m overwhelmed with a longing so acute that I feel drunk. Will I ever be a real, glossy grownup? Will I ever go to a party like this and feel as though I belong? Will I ever get to a point in my life where I don’t see a canapé, panic and rush to position myself by the kitchen door? Peering at the partygoers, I search for clues. If I stare for long enough, perhaps the secrets of sophistication will reveal themselves, like a Magic Eye puzzle for failing adults.

I gaze at a slender, blonde woman who might be twenty-five, or forty-five. She is wearing a sleek, velvet sealskin suit, it’s not quite blue or black. It’s the colour of a countryside sky at night, the sort of shade that you stop being able to summon from memory when you’ve moved to a city and you’re always within six feet of an illuminated Tesco Metro. I reach for another lobster roll.

She is standing in front of an enormous mural of a smiling dolphin who is anally penetrating a suited man with a Coke bottle. I should be taking a picture of this picture. I should be posting this to Instagram. ‘Urgent. Prescient. Contemporary. Necessary.’ This is, technically, a work event. I should be taking a mental inventory and working out whether any of the organisations that we work with are naive or insane enough to put this in their lobbies. But, even on my fourth glass of Veuve, I’m struggling to summon any enthusiasm for conceptual dolphin rapists. Shuddering, I remember an Erica Jong novel that featured a character who could only reach orgasm when penetrated with a bottle of a particular brand of champagne. I’m not sexually evolved enough to think about this without also thinking about how you’d explain yourself in A&E.

Looking at my phone again feels like an admission of failure, but I can’t stop myself. This is the part I hate the most. Single girls are supposed to behave as though we don’t care. We need to pretend to be bored by the boys in order to make them want us. Our passion, I’m learning, is a passion killer.

Now that I reek of lobster, there is a slightly stronger chance that Dan will appear, but it’s half past eight, he said seven, and if I’m deeply honest with myself, ‘I’ll probably stop by, be nice to see you’ and a winking face does not constitute a considered romantic gesture. I don’t understand what I’ve done wrong. Is this because I sent him a heart by accident, because my thumbs are clumsy? I should give up and go home. Maybe I’ll find that man with the honey mustard sausages and then give up and go home.

Someone vaguely familiar is getting very agitated about a Jeff Koons-esque balloon model avocado – oh, is that Rod Stewart? No. Against my better judgement, I press my smeary phone screen one more time. According to WhatsApp, Dan was last seen today at 7.28 p.m. Fuck you, Dan. I hope you’re out with another girl right now, and you marry her, and she has your babies, all nineteen of them, and then you discover that she says ‘yourself’ when she means ‘you’ and it’s too late.

Then I see her.

She’s surrounded by noisy, gesticulating guests, but in a sea of shrieks and flying limbs, she’s an island of stillness and silence. For a moment, I wonder whether she’s meditating. Her smirk gives her away – this isn’t a moment of deep spiritual peace, this is a woman remembering a private joke. I want to know what’s making her smile, and who cuts her hair.

Where my hair is flyaway, frizzy, falling across my face, she has a perfect blunt, glossy fringe that stops just above her eye line. It has an effect on her gaze: she’s coy, yet shrewd, part Cinéma Vérité ingénue and part Dame Judi Dench. She’s two or three inches taller than me, but she’s carrying herself as though the difference were two or three feet. She gives the impression of slimness rather than thinness. Words from decade-old gossip magazines float, unbidden, into my head. I think trainer and Pilates and Gwyneth and Tracy Anderson and is ashtanga yoga still something people do? As my brain makes me apologise to the people who have practised yoga for spiritual reasons for tens of thousands of years, it realises that she is wearing the £350 original Rixo version of my Topshop frock. I look beyond the hem. The Nanettes. Of course. She’s the glossiest person I’ve ever seen in real life. She’s everything I have spent my adult life desperately trying and failing to be.

I often feel as though I’m constantly, anxiously, making an effort, even though failure is inevitable. I’m the human version of a smudged, crumpled maths exam paper. The result is never quite right, but at least I’m showing my working. This woman is a walking right answer. She looks as though she’s never made a mistake in her life. I’m not sure that she has ever sweated. She’s a beautiful, stylish person in a room filled with beautiful stylish people, but it’s her confidence that is captivating. Even my mother would grudgingly say ‘she holds herself very well’. Somehow, I don’t think she learned this with a book balanced on her head. It’s as though she’s standing properly because she knows she owes it to her bones. Her feet are hip width apart, her weight spread evenly across them. I become aware of my own body, the way I’m slouching to the left, with my right foot grinding a smear of mayonnaise into the parquet floor. Immediately, I stop and stand as if called to attention.

This is someone who is in charge of both of her feet, at all times. Even in a room full of power players, she has a noticeable aura. She has reached the next level of self-possession.

She sees me staring, and smiles. Then, she gestures towards the picture she’s looking at, and rolls her eyes. It’s an enormous, shocking pink collage – maybe three metres square. In the centre, about a hundred non-applicator tampons have been arranged into the shape of a spurting penis. I drain my glass and walk towards her, not knowing what I’ll say when I get there.

It turns out to be, ‘I think they should have used Mooncups for the balls.’

Her eyes crinkle up and disappear under her fringe, and she laughs – it’s not polite and tinkly, it’s a proper honk.

‘Christ, it’s all a bit … I mean, I thought we were post cock. I’m feeling a bit post cock to be honest. It’s put me right off the little sausages.’

‘Did you see the dolphin?’ I ask her. ‘It just looks like a cry for help.’

‘Or a cry from someone who is going to keep making these monstrosities until he’s allowed to access his trust fund,’ she says, drily. ‘I’m Lottie.’

‘Violet,’ I reply, taking the hand she offers in my own, before remembering that it’s covered in bits of pastry and butter.

‘Are you here to buy?’

This idea is so preposterous that I start laughing hard enough to choke on my own tongue. I see a small scrap of lobster shoot out of the back of my mouth, and land on Lottie’s dry-clean-only dress. My eyes could burn a hole through the fabric, but Lottie pretends not to notice. She carries on talking while I get my breath back.

‘I’m really gutted, actually. When I got the invite I hoped there would be some really fresh, new pieces here, but I’m bored. Always the way, isn’t it? When you’re window shopping, everything looks good, but when you actually have money to spend, you’re over it.’

‘Are you a collector?’ I’m supposed to be meeting collectors! I’m networking! I’m making a valuable business contact! I’ve regurgitated my dinner onto the valuable business contact!

Lottie smiles and explains that she and her husband have dabbled for a while. They met when they were both working in galleries in New York after they graduated, he ended up in auctioneering, they came back to London and she does a tiny bit of dealing on the side ‘but really only between friends, it’s very low-key. It’s a bit like buying coke – no one wants to get into the grubby bit, the entire supply chain seems to begin and end with a bloke in a stripy shirt called Jeremy.’

I laugh, as though I know what she’s talking about, momentarily basking in the warmth of her world, and imagining what it’s like to be equally blasé about cocaine and million-dollar paintings.

‘Are you attached to a gallery at the moment?’ I ask, stalling for time. If I keep asking her questions, I’ve got time to invent an impressive new life to dazzle her with. At least, I can work out a way of hiding the fact that I’ve just been stood up, I came for the free food and I don’t earn enough in a year to buy a tenth of the cheapest piece on display.

‘I have a few that I’ve worked with, but at the moment I’m concentrating on this start-up I’m launching with my husband. Jesus, I hate saying “launching a start-up” out loud, I feel like my mother when she calls it “the online web internet”.’

‘What sort of start-up?’

‘There’s an auction element, but it’s mainly a business that guides people through their early art purchases. We really want to start encouraging people to invest in art, and to educate themselves about what’s going on in the art world now. As I’m sure you know, it’s such an elitist space. You’d think it would be the one industry that wasn’t entirely dominated by white men in their fifties, and yet … Anyway, we think there’s room for us to do something really exciting.’

‘That sounds great! I work for a company called Acquire, we’re doing something not dissimilar. Do you know it?’

Acquire is supposed to be an app that links everyone important in the art world – dealers, collectors and emerging artists – but beyond that, no one really seems to know what it’s for, or why. It’s owned by a 23-year-old called Jasper who has left it in the care of a management team in order to pursue a career in reality TV. It’s supposed to do for art ‘what property tech has done for estate agents’, although I fail to see how that could be a good thing. Bafflingly, people keep investing in us, even though I have no idea how we make money. In fact, I strongly suspect we don’t, and won’t. I send terrible emails about why Acquire is great, and why everyone should sign up to it, even though I’m still not sure what it is. I keep a database of ‘key contacts’ and once a month someone shouts at me for failing to get an email address for Jeremy Deller. Every so often I ask if I can write some short artist profiles for the newsletter or write a guide to under-the-radar galleries in Basel and Miami or fire out a glowing two hundred word review of an exhibition we’d like to be involved with – and I get told to sod off. The only time I have ever been praised for using my initiative was when I worked out why the fridge was leaking. Someone (and I have a list of suspects) kept turning it off at the socket before leaving the office.

Lottie rolls her eyes and takes a deep breath. I can tell she’s about to try to be tactful.

‘I think that what we’re doing is a bit different, there’s more of a focus on education and alternative investments. I was under the impression that Acquire was a bit more, ah, for the Made in Chelsea set?’

Lottie is right. About a month ago, I had a painful meeting with a Natasha or a Natalya who had expressed an interest in being a brand ambassador. Natasha or Natalya spent two tearful hours WhatsApping her friends and telling me about who had betrayed her by sleeping with her ex. I tried to find out about her connection with the art world, and the work she loved, and she gave me a very long and detailed account of what happens in The Da Vinci Code. She brought her dachshund with her and it shat all over the breakout room. Connie was supposed to take that meeting, but she had an armoire that was stuck in Venetian customs.

I want Lottie to like me. And I want her to know that I love art. Not this art, not the dicks and dolphins, but that before I knew better, I wanted to work at Acquire because I believed it meant that I could surround myself with beauty all day long. I want to explain that pictures move me in ways I struggle to articulate, that living in my own head can feel intense and claustrophobic and untenable, but when I look at a Cindy Sherman, or an Edward Hopper, or a Fragonard, it’s as if someone has opened a trap door inside me, and I can escape myself and head towards the light. I want to tell her that I went to the Robert Rauschenberg exhibition at the Tate and I wept all the way around, because it humbled me and broke my heart to learn that he was making the boldest, bravest, wall-sized collages at a time when the critical world was telling him that he was bad at art and shouldn’t bother. But I don’t want her to think I’m mad, so I try to be tactful too.

‘I guess it’s not always exactly what I signed up for, but what job is? They keep telling us that this is part of start-up culture, and we’re supposed to “pivot” and “be responsive”!’ Urghhh, why am I making air quotes with my fingers? ‘What you’re doing sounds like what I hoped my job might be. I know it’s probably not a political move, and I don’t even know if you’re hiring but I’d really love to talk to you about it properly.’

In all honesty, I thought that working for a start-up sounded quite cool, and quite sexy. I didn’t really understand that sometimes it means working for people whose ‘business acumen’ might well have been picked up while watching The Apprentice with the sound off. I didn’t know that it meant I might have to wait days, or once, horribly, three weeks, after our official pay day to get my monthly money, because of ‘cash flow’ – an excuse, presented with an airy frequency, by senior management, who suspiciously seemed to acquire brand new Macbooks at the same time. I didn’t realise that while the words were all new and thrilling – passion and synergy, energy and commitment – the meaning was the same. You work late, you eat at your desk, and you won’t let anyone’s stapler get empty.

But – and I have nothing concrete to base this on – I would work for Lottie’s start-up. I would join her cult. If Lottie were to ask me to leave the party and stand by the barriers at Green Park Tube station, trying to get strangers to listen to the more alarming sections of the Old Testament, I’d step out into the chilly evening air without hesitating or stopping to pick up my stuff from the cloakroom. If I were to just do what she says, forever, I don’t think I would ever feel lost again. She’s digging around in her bag – Céline, I think, oxblood coloured – and she hands me a thick card. The word ‘Intuition’ is printed in copper cursive. In the same font-breath, she is described as its founder and COO.

‘Let’s get a coffee. It’s early days, and we’ve got to get through some funding rounds, but I have a very good feeling about you. It sounds silly, I know – but I have a weird knack for finding my hires. It’s like falling in love.’ She pauses, like a comedian waiting for their audience to catch up, and then supplies her own gun-rattle laugh.

Even through her Jeanne Damas fringe, her gaze is very direct. Her eyes won’t leave mine, and they’re mesmeric – the shades keep shifting, I see everything from emerald to moss. I still can’t work out how old she is. She could be five years older than me, or fifteen. When she smiles, which is often, it’s possible to make out the most delicate cobweb of crow’s feet around her eyes, but her skin is fresh and plump. I think of very clean, white pillows in an expensive hotel. Then, for half a second, I can imagine her wrapped in rumpled sheets, naked, tousled, sexily smudged. Where did that come from?

I smile, promise to email her and excuse myself – because if I don’t go now, I’ll burp or fall over or do something to ruin Lottie’s very good feeling. After collecting my coat and peeking inside the obligatory attendance prize tote bag – a gin miniature, a small bar of chocolate that purports to have a 98 per cent cocoa content and actual Mayan gold, and a coupon for ‘discreet aesthetic enhancements: spend £7500 on Botox and get £500 off your next treatment’ – I skip out onto the street.

It’s my favourite time of year, that point at the start of September when summer isn’t fully finished, but autumn crispness is creeping in, and the world is starting to feel clean again, bright and new. It’s the true beginning of the year, and I’m ready to start over.

In the more rarefied parts of London, the street lighting seems to be arranged for theatrical impact, rather than better visibility. The street lights are all shining directly onto turning leaves, burnishing the orange and brown. Mayfair is a mood, and I feel rich. I am wallowing in the ‘what if’. I glow like the leaves, burnished by Lottie’s attention. She belongs. Maybe this is the moment when I start to belong, too. I walk a little further, dream a little longer and deliberately miss the first bus back to Streatham. I’m not quite ready to turn into a pumpkin yet.
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