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Chapter One

Lucy Banbury sits down on the lip of the kitchen door, her legs straight out in front of her on the patio to better catch the sun. She thinks, This garden could really do with some furniture. She tells herself off for thinking about furniture again. She unlocks her iPad and closes the three IKEA and four Made tabs she has open in Safari. Her legs are pale – too pale – because she’s never liked the feeling of the breeze on her bare skin. She is trying to be better at this. Today, at the ground-floor flat Lucy shares with her friend Anais and Anais’s boyfriend Cam just off Lambeth Road, tucked under the curve of the Thames that serves up the City, the West End and Westminster on an awkward inverted saucer, the three-by-three-metre patch of concrete that functions as the garden is a suntrap. It’s a Saturday in mid-May and the weather is beginning to turn.

Despite its proximity to some of the best-known cultural, political and financial hubs of the Western hemisphere, the Lambeth flat is shabby if clean, just like the over four hundred flats in the same brown-bricked brutalist-inspired complex, built sometime in the nineteen eighties to correspond with the population boom that hit the city during the tail end of the second-wave feminist movement, the gay liberation front and in the wake of the Brixton riots. The middle classes – the parents of Lucy’s flatmates included – moved out of the city to the safe, homogenous, classed suburbs and raised kids like Anais and Cam who spent their whole adolescence crafting plans that would bring them back into town. Lucy was born and raised on a council estate in Chadwell Heath. As a sixth-former, to get as far as Liverpool Street on TfL rail, on the weekends, sightseeing and people-watching and imagining herself a city-dweller, with a swim membership and maybe some sort of penthouse flat in Canary Wharf sometimes felt like nothing short of a miracle. Her mother, Erica, works in a launderette. Her father, Daniel Banbury Senior, is a retired painter-decorator. Lucy recently learned at her cousin’s wedding that these people adopted her. She is not a Banbury after all. She doesn’t know her origin story, whatsoever, not like Cam and Anais, who are breaking up again very loudly in the hallway.

It is now that Lucy feels conspicuous on the back stoop of the flat. But to leave her flatmates to their break-up in peace would be to sidle past them, squeezing herself into the gaps, to get to the front door. She thinks that maybe Anais is cramming clothes into bin bags. Cam is possibly crying.

Anais and Cam grew up in Berkshire: Anais in Langley and Cam in Datchet. They went to the same secondary school and college together. By virtue of their hometowns, they both have drivers’ licences and treat Sunday roasts as a religious experience. Anais has always been one of those people who can talk to anyone – and can tease out some aspect of a person that makes them want to please her. Cam is awkward, and lanky, and paints Warhammer figurines with tiny brushes under a very bright desk light on the kitchen table at weekends. It is very clear to Lucy why Anais and Cam, who has worked as a History teacher in the same classroom at the same secondary school in Peckham Rye since he graduated, are so frequently arguing.

Lucy feels that she is somewhere in-between the personality types of her flatmates. She has spent the past five years in London, since graduating, cultivating a particular type of persona for herself. Lucy appears sociable, with many friends, and fun to be around. She likes to listen to people’s problems. She likes to agree with others on their political and cultural opinions. She likes to dress well and receive compliments because of it. She rarely refers to her upbringing or her family because she likes to control her narrative; to maintain a certain level of mythologisation about herself. Instead, she likes it when people call her cosmopolitan and a yuppie, on account of her job at Kube, a trendy marketing start-up where she and Anais both work as senior supplier relations executives. Lucy likes things to be clean, neat and orderly. She likes the smell of chlorine. She likes to count money. She likes to fill silences, if at all possible. She is acutely aware that she needs to be more outspoken and individualistic if her friends and colleagues are to continue to take her seriously and enjoy her company. Lucy must try on new things like clothes: being flighty, or fickle, or volatile. There is always more work to be done to make yourself a more interesting person.

Lucy squints up at the spring sunshine and listens to the bin men slowly and noisily making their way along Lambeth Road beyond the garden fence. Anais is in the bedroom now, and Cam has joined Lucy out here on the concrete. His eyes are red and raw and ugly.

What happened? Lucy asks, shielding her own eyes against the sun as she looks up at him.

Anais is moving out, Cam replies, his voice impassive.

Anais is now in the garden too, the thin plastic of her bin bags cutting angry red stripes into her knuckles. One jet-black acrylic, filed to a point, has separated itself from her fingernail and now dangles by a thread of skin.

Anais and Lucy, since first working together and now living together for a year, are generally quite good friends. Lucy wonders whether her break-up with Cam has anything to do with Anais’s personal trainer. Josh, built like a brick shithouse, as Lucy’s dad would say, meets Anais at the gym three times a week. Anais’s stories at work about her sessions with Josh, told across the desk in excitable whispers, have got warmer, more animated, delivered with a deeper strength of feeling over the past couple of months.

Lucy likes to keep her personal life personal, and as a rule doesn’t share her secrets with anyone.

I’m going to my parents’ for a bit, Anais says. She waits for Cam to respond and when he doesn’t, she looks at Lucy, expectantly. Lucy pretends that she hasn’t noticed Anais looking at her.

I feel like this is none of my business, Lucy says, and she gets up to leave. But Anais is standing in the kitchen doorway, blocking her path back into the flat. Lucy shifts from one foot to the other, her heart hammering. Anais and Cam are staring at each other with indecipherable expressions. Lucy wonders if she could hop the fence. She might land in the bin truck, though, which is now directly outside the building and filling the warm spring air with the pungent stench of bin juice.

I’ll start looking for somewhere to live, Anais says. Maybe with some friends from work.

Lucy tries the wobbly fence panel, but it’s not wide enough to slip through.

I haven’t worked the details out, yet, Anais continues, one fat tear rolling down her face, dragging a swirl of leaky mascara with it.

Aren’t you going to stay with Josh? Lucy asks Anais, matter-of-factly, flailing around for some notch of conversation to dissipate the crawling second-hand humiliation she is feeling.

Cam looks at her – eyebrows knotted up, cheeks red and shiny.

Oh. Josh, is it? That’s his name? Cam asks Lucy.

Lucy realises she has made a terrible mistake. Anais slides down the wall onto the patio slabs, as though she is melting. Lucy is not very good at saying the right thing at the right time.

It’s really none of Lucy’s business. But Anais is not just abandoning Cam for Josh the personal trainer. She is abandoning Lucy, too. In this flat, with her sad cuckolded boyfriend.

In any case, Anais will be back in six to eight weeks, Lucy is willing to wager. Anais and Cam have broken up and got back together at least twice in the past year that Lucy has lived with them. They have been together almost ten – college sweethearts – so the actual tally is probably higher.

Well, Anais says.

Well, Cam replies.

She comes towards him, as though she is planning to embrace him, but changes her mind at the last minute and picks a piece of lint from the collar of his shirt.

I think this is it, she says, slightly lifting her bin bags to demonstrate their presence and significance.

I’d better get going, she says when he doesn’t reply to her. And he looks down at her. Everyone is waiting for him to say something, including him, possibly. But he doesn’t. The tears brim over Anais’s eyelids again.

Lucy turns back to the concrete garden, and stares again at the busted fence panel near the bins. She needs to call their landlady Marcy, or their letting agency, to get it fixed. She can hear Anais struggling to get her suitcases and bags out the front door.

Shall I go and help her? she asks Cam, who is staring at the wall. He blinks at her and shrugs.

Lucy does help with the last of Anais’s bags, into the back of the Uber she has called. It idles on the edge of the pavement while glorious red buses heave themselves around it, hydraulics puffing out great sighs of discontent as they do so. This corner of the city is thriving with the anticipation of the Saturday night ahead: with music spilling out of the open windows of passing cars; day-drinking twenty-somethings returning from the park to their flats to get ready for a night out. The Three Stags down the road is already thrumming with the overspill of bodies clutching warm pints on the pavement outside. The life of the city is like a low-frequency vibration that laces itself through the concrete and hums up through the soles of Lucy’s shoes. The nervous anticipation of something about to happen.

I can’t believe you said that about Josh, Anais tells Lucy.

I thought he knew.

Well – he does now.

Anais tips over, again, into burbling sobs. Lucy mutters a quick apology and pulls her into an angular hug of the kind where their bodies somehow don’t seem to touch.

Will you text me?

Yeah, Lucy replies. She is unclear of the etiquette on supporting friends who have done morally reprehensible things like cheat on their significant other (and hide it for months). It occurs to her that Anais has left her in a really shitty situation. See you at work Monday, Lucy says, trying for a reluctant cheerfulness as Anais climbs into the car. Anais doesn’t reply. There doesn’t seem to be anything else to say, so Lucy stands awkwardly on the kerbside and waves her off.

She returns to Flat 5, walks through the hall with its uneven shabby carpet, and the kitchen with stains on the lino that Lucy has never been able to scrub out, despite her best efforts. She resists the compulsion to clean the countertops, to fill up a bucket with diluted bleach and mop the floor. This is how Lucy copes with uncomfortable situations. The dirt makes her itch.

Cam stays in the garden, eventually sitting down on the hard concrete and crossing his legs, until the sky turns indigo-coloured and the voices of Saturday-night revellers fill the garden from beyond the fence, mirthful screeches emanating from windows and passing cars; the steaming meat smell of kebab-shop mixed doners intermingling with the remnants of the bin men and exhaust fumes and cut grass. Lucy deliberates about how she should interact with Cam. Eventually, she boils some tea and takes it out to him, with peanut buttered toast. It occurs to her that she has never really had a proper, sincere conversation with Cam in the twelve months that they have lived under the same roof together. She and Cam are (it seems) both naturally quiet people, when alone.

Lucy sits in the kitchen, feeling that she needs to stay nearby. She wonders whether Cam is in some sort of mental-health crisis and whether she should call someone. His parents? She doesn’t know his parents’ names, let alone their numbers or where they live, besides Datchet. She realises now that she knows barely anything about him. And thinking of Cam’s parents makes her think of her own, and the knowledge she has now, of her adoption, and how she has been ignoring texts and phone calls from her mother for the past month, since she found out. It is like a stone weighing her down from the inside, this new knowledge. She can’t stand it, so she avoids Cam without straying far from him – just in case – and wonders at how acutely he now appears as a stranger to her. Eventually, he drags himself up from where he’s sitting and closes the back door, locks it and goes to bed.



Chapter Two

Days later, Lucy is trying on a dress the colour of egg yolk in the Zara changing rooms, overheating under the strip lights, hair slowly humidifying and remembering something her brother Danny said to her last spring. She had come home for an Easter Sunday lunch to celebrate her promotion with her parents. Her mother, Erica, and her father, Daniel Senior, prefer not to travel into town. They don’t like loud noises, strangers or traffic. Are afraid of being pickpocketed on the tube. Years ago, Lucy’s Uncle Marv, a friend of her father’s, lived on a canal boat on the River Lea, just off the Hackney Marshes. This was the farthest west her parents would venture, except for two trips to Madame Tussauds when she was a kid and her dad got flush with a big cash-in-hand job. When they started building the Olympic Park, Uncle Marv moved out to a housing estate in Chadwell Heath, too, and her parents stopped visiting London postcodes all together.

Lucy used to go home once or twice a month, and it was always an occasion. Her parents’ home is really not that far east when you think about it (though still technically Essex). But every time she gets on the TfL rail at Stratford, that monstrous Anish Kapoor public art looming over the station, it feels as though she’s travelling to the end of the world. She hasn’t been home since the wedding. Last Easter, she was promoted from junior supplier relations executive to senior supplier relations executive. She told herself that she was excited to take on new responsibilities and challenges at a job that she already loved: a line she also used in the interview. She repeated it again to her parents over a chipped bowl of steaming buttered new potatoes at their kitchen table. Her mother, a terrible cook but an expert at any sort of arts and crafts, had painted boiled chicken’s eggs in the likeness of each of the four Banburys and placed them in terracotta eggcups in the centre of the table: a tradition that had extended well past Lucy and Danny’s childhood, when they would help her stick googly eyes to hard-boiled eggshell and draw on leaking red grins with poster paint for mouths.

`At dinner, Lucy’s father was talkative (a miracle), and her mother was in a good mood because she hadn’t burned the special lamb chops from the butcher’s. Danny was three-quarters through a bottle of red wine from the off-licence.

Lucy’s parents went into the garden to hose down the deckchairs. It was a mild afternoon and there were crows cleaning their feathers on the roof of the shed. While they were gone, Danny said to her, unprovoked, Is there really any substance to you at all, Loose? He picked up the egg painted with Lucy’s likeness: her mum’s expert hand had daintily curled fire-orange hair around the narrow oval end. She had painted a tiny clipboard into Lucy’s egg hands – symbolic of Lucy’s promotion, at a job and a company whose function no other Banbury fully understood. Danny said to Lucy, holding the egg between thumb and forefinger, You’re cheaper than the real thing and nothing on the inside. And he laughed, and cracked the egg with a flourish over a glass, and it hadn’t been hard-boiled at all. The yolk, speared by the shell, leaked across the table.

Now, Lucy is one arm in, one arm out of the orange shift dress, with miniature glass bead buttons on the bodice, when she gets the text from Anais. The text says that she is moving in with Josh, the personal trainer. The text doesn’t actually say the personal trainer, but that’s who Anais is referring to.

Before Lucy moved in with Cam and Anais last year, she lived in a battered Dalston house she shared with six other people, four of whom were postgraduate research students at UEL who had not quite mastered simple household etiquette like washing your own dishes and bleaching the toilet. She once went to the kitchen in the middle of the night to pour herself a glass of water and found a slug halfway in, halfway out of a plug socket. The bathroom ceiling dripped with condensation when she got out of the shower, due to poor ventilation, with blossoms of black mould crawling across the ceiling. Around the same time the slug crawled in (or out of) the plug socket, Anais started working on the desk opposite Lucy’s at Kube. She mentioned that she needed a new flatmate: she seemed clean, well-groomed and not the type of person to leave cooked mackerel uncovered in the grill pan for four days. Lucy moved in a month later.

Her speculation about Anais’s personal hygiene had been correct. This was significant for Lucy, who is a very clean person. More than one person has told her that she’s too clean, going as far as using the words obsessive compulsive, though Lucy was in fact tested for that when she was fifteen and was told that she was just a very particular person. There is nothing wrong with wanting to be clean.

The same goes for how Lucy presents herself. Lucy is very proud of her position at Kube. Lucy loves – loves – her job. She loves living and working in the city, especially now she’s out of the Dalston slum house and living in Lambeth, which is more central and slightly less scummy, less crawling with hipsters (although she herself – to her secret delight – has been accused of being a hipster more than once). Lucy likes to plan her work outfits for the week ahead on Sunday nights, carefully mulling over each piece of clothing and accessory. She rotates four pairs of sandals in the summer and three pairs of boots of varying styles when the weather is cooler. She tries not to wear the same thing twice to work within the space of a fortnight. She throws out tights after three wears without exception. She never does her make-up on public transport. Everything Lucy knows about clothes, and how to wear them, she learned from her mother. She likes being a girl about town. She likes hurrying past tourists on her way to the office in the morning, at the tube station, expertly tapping her iPhone at the barrier and breezing through, often with headphones in and the expression (bored-detachment-cum-ever-so-slightly-sneering-superiority-complex) of the busy local Londoner, perfected over many hundreds of commutes. She cannot walk efficiently up and down the escalators on the left-hand side because she finds that it gives her the most sickening vertigo. She likes having brunch in expensive Kensington coffee shops in the basements of five-storey terraced Georgian mansions.

The yolk-coloured dress, she decides, inspecting herself in the mirror under the horrid fluorescent changing room lights, is not going to cut it. The string-tie shoulder straps are too bohemian. The cotton material of the skirt slightly too thin. The colour is too stark against her skin, clashes with the red-brown shade of her hair (oxblood) which has been expertly mixed at the boutique salon near the office. This year, Lucy has vowed to take up cycling to work. She wants one of those Pendleton bikes with creamy-white tyres and a wicker basket. She cannot risk cycling in a dress. With this thought, Lucy realises that she must now rethink her whole June wardrobe.

Lucy knows, in an abstract way, that if someone were party to the inner thoughts that permeated her stream of consciousness during most of her waking moments – a constant and continuous reassessment of how she is being viewed by other people at all times – they might think her self-absorbed. Lucy knows that the way she thinks is not like how other people think. No other person she knows would be walking down Oxford Street towards the Circus, as she is now, wondering whether the couple walking behind her, who are having a mildly agitated conversation in Italian, are in fact discussing the spot of dry skin on her left ankle, or the ugly mole on her back between her shoulder blades; or whether the man across the road busking with a xylophone has noticed that her side profile enhances the appearance of the soft pouch of skin under her jaw, which – without an outdoor swim at the leisure centre on Tottenham Court Road three mornings a week – is in ever-imminent peril of turning into a double chin.

It is sometimes exhausting, being so acutely self-aware. Lucy worries a lot about whether these thoughts – the incessant obsession with her own self – indicate that she is a vain or egotistical person. Sometimes, at night in bed, Lucy wonders whether everyone around her – her friends and colleagues and flatmates – can see the mechanics of her thinking and find her repulsive for it. Sometimes she finds herself repulsive. Lucy knows that it is not normal to think like this. She also doesn’t know how to stop thinking like this, because it’s the only way she has ever thought. She tries to feel empathy for people, like Cam, who has hardly been out of his bedroom since the revelations of last Saturday night. But she only feels it in small, almost imperceptible wave of emotion.

Her phone vibrates in her bag. She takes it out and sees a text from her mother, Erica. It says: Please talk to us, Loose. Come round for dinner next weekend.

Lucy knows that she will not be visiting her parents next weekend. There are several reasons for this:

One, she has a hair appointment on Saturday at two o’clock and a mani-pedi booked on Sunday at three. With both appointments, getting to Chadwell Heath in good time and in a presentable, dinner-worthy state becomes difficult.

Two, Lucy needs to place an ad for the single box room in the flat on spareroom.com, on the basis that Anais is moving in with Josh, which is an unexpected turn of events. She was certain that Anais would be curled up on the sofa, hot chocolate in hand, waxing her arm hair and leaving the used strips on the coffee table for someone else (Lucy) to clean up, within the month.

She mentioned getting a new flatmate to Cam – in passing – this morning.

I don’t want to be insensitive, Lucy told Cam, edging around him in the narrow walkway of their kitchen to get to the kettle.

Not at all, he replied, not looking at her. I can’t afford to cover Anais’s portion of rent.

I can, Lucy said, without thinking. But I don’t want to. Is Anais definitely not coming back?

Cam turned to look at her.

It’s just, she said, sipping coffee, I don’t want to go to all this effort if you’re going to get back together in, like, a week’s time.

He raised his eyebrows at the wall, stiffening.

Do what you want, he said, shoving through the doorway into the hall, I don’t care.

She realised, too late, blood flooding her cheeks, that she had said the wrong thing again.

Lucy will be conducting viewings all weekend, when she’s not at a hair, hand or foot appointment, as Cam will be busy marking GCSE mock exams and being sad about Anais. Lucy realises once again with new clarity how badly Anais has dropped her in the shit, let alone Cam.

And three, the whole adoption revelation, which is recent and was discovered in deeply unpleasant circumstances. Since this revelation, she has felt uncomfortable about visiting home. Especially because her older brother, Danny (thirty-one, an alcoholic, and running his photography business out of the shed in her parents’ back garden), is not adopted, and knew about Lucy’s adoption the whole time, along with all the other members of her family at the wedding.

She has also recently stopped liking being called Loose.

She tells her friend Meredith so over lunch in Le Pain Quotidien in Covent Garden forty minutes later, after purchasing a pair of snow-white espadrilles in a boutique near the square. Meredith is very, very posh. She and Lucy met at a networking event for young marketing professionals shortly after Lucy moved to Dalston and started her first, bottom-of-the-rung, brand marketing job at a now-defunct start-up called Doughnuts. Lucy’s first client was a microbrewery that had opened opposite the Dalston Curve Garden, pricing out the small radical left-wing publisher that had a tiny office on the top floor of the building. When she met Meredith at these networking drinks, Lucy told her about the microbrewery and Meredith spent a very long time, without pausing to let someone else interject, soliloquising about the perils of gentrification in East London and how the fabric of authentic community was being torn asunder by corporate interests.

Well, I think it’s actually just two guys with skaggy beards, not a corporation, Lucy replied quietly, referring to the micro-brewery.

I just don’t see, Meredith said, how you can stomach working for them when they’re destroying those neighbourhoods that have been there for decades – hundreds of years.

Lucy hadn’t heard of gentrification and didn’t really know what to say to that. Meredith’s father had recently bought a townhouse on Upper Road in Islington, converted it into an HMO and now allowed Meredith to let and manage the property and take all the rent profits for herself. Meredith often discussed the pity it was that all the independent bookshops on Upper Road were now Foxton’s estate agents.

I can’t stand being called Loose any more, Lucy tells Meredith over a steaming plate of seafood chowder.

Who’s calling you Loose? I don’t call you Loose, Meredith replies, shovelling a forkful of syrupy pancake into her mouth.

My mother calls me Loose.

Lucy hasn’t yet given Meredith details of the adoption news, because Meredith knows nothing about Lucy’s family and Lucy prefers to keep it that way.

You’re very uptight, Loose, says Meredith.

Lucy looks down at the fishy broth, the unidentifiable bits of seafood limb floating limply in it. It smells garlicky, though she asked for no garlic. She will now have to mouthwash in the toilets before she leaves the restaurant. She is itching to get up and do it now.

I think you need a boy, Meredith announces.

Excuse me?

A man to loosen you up a bit. You know.

Lucy contemplates Meredith: her naturally straight sandy-blonde hair tied into a functional ponytail; her straight teeth the result of expensive adolescent orthodontal work to correct an overbite; her short-sleeved blouse in blue and white pinstripes.

You need to get laid, Meredith elaborates.

It’s not that easy, Lucy tells Meredith, I can’t just speak it into existence. Not like you. You don’t need to try. You always seem to be dating four men at the same time.

Cool, thanks for slut-shaming me, by the way.

I’m not slut-shaming. You’re projecting.

Meredith narrows her eyes, shrugs and dabs at her mouth with the cotton napkin draped across her lap.

I’m not exactly meeting tons of people, either, Lucy says.

She is now at a stage in her twenties, where everyone she meets, she already knows, and she doesn’t want to date any of them. She has her friends – lots of them, more than she ever had at school or uni – and she doesn’t need any more. The idea of finding a millennial man for a boyfriend, who hasn’t been coddled by his mother and previous girlfriends to the point of dysfunction, seems impossible these days. Lucy has noticed how boys are often let off the hook of performing the basic decent behaviours and social functions of human beings because, simply, they are male. Lucy can’t stand men like this. She wonders how she will ever find someone to have sex with who doesn’t deeply repulse her. These things are cyclical; there is a pattern to them. Lucy is not interested in raising a boyfriend.

She doesn’t meet new people; and when she does, she feels herself shrivelling up on the inside. She doesn’t know what to say to them. Doesn’t know how to make herself seem interesting to others. When she does say something, it somehow always comes out wrong. Last week, a new person started at work – Brandon, a freelance graphic designer. His sister had just given birth, and his newborn niece had a club foot.

Club feet are fine, Anais said, smiling at him encouragingly as he passed his phone around the desk.

The baby on the screen – pinkish purple, mottled, mid-squeal – looked just about the same as every other baby Lucy had ever encountered.

Anais continued, My little brother had it when he was born. They just have to get their feet stretched out, or something.

Anais is very good at this: the minutiae of social cues; the elaborate dance of conversational politics.

I’m worried she’ll get bullied at school or whatever, Brandon said. She’s got a birthmark on her cheek too – see – a big one.

He jabbed his index finger at the screen and Anais nodded sympathetically.

At least she’ll have a really good personality, Lucy said, smiling at him, copying Anais’s expression.

I’m not sure how I feel about that, actually, Brandon told her.

Anais handed Brandon’s phone back to him and frowned at her computer screen, and Lucy felt the smile slip from her face. Brandon went to the kitchen for tea and stayed there for over twenty minutes.

You just need to get on an app, Meredith tells her. That’s how everyone does it. It’s like window shopping.

I don’t like window shopping.

Yes, you’re more of a commitment to purchase kind of person. I know.

Do you know any men I could date?

Meredith snorts into her prosecco. You don’t want to date any of the toffs I know. Trust me.

But you date them.

Yes, but I’m also a toff. It’s the world I operate in.

What, you’re saying I’m not a toff? Lucy asks, aiming for a joking tone.

Lucy. Please.

Lucy wonders at how Meredith can say such cruel things and get away with it. But it’s Lucy who can’t make one innocuous, well-intended comment about a baby’s club foot without being made to feel like some sort of supervillain.

Meredith rolls her eyes at Lucy’s expression. Oh, you know what I mean. And anyway, you don’t want to sleep with any of those prissy rich Eton boys. They’re all wankers living in penthouses paid for by their daddies. And they’ve all got terrible taste, you know. They dress like they’re on The Tweenies. You could never deal with that. I was at a party once and walked in on a gaggle of them with their banking apps open on their phones, comparing balances.

Lucy stirs her chowder. Meredith, too, is in the enviable position of choosing to work and viewing her job as something of a hobby. One day Meredith will marry an aristocrat and involve herself in some sort of charity work. Lucy sometimes wonders if she had said something that night about Meredith’s questionable ethical position on the gentrification of the East End, whether they would ever have become friends.

Probably, to be fair, because Meredith seems to have skin made of reinforced concrete.

Before Lucy gets up to say goodbye and pretend to leave before circling the Square and going into the toilets to gargle Listerine, she lets Meredith download a dating app onto her phone.

You’ve got a text from your mum on here, Meredith says, while she’s linking Lucy’s Facebook to her new dating profile and choosing Lucy’s most flattering selfie for the hero picture.

Lucy still hasn’t responded to her mum’s text about dinner. The thought of going makes her want to regurgitate all that garlic-fish-seafood-soup nonsense she’s just sipped up.

They say goodbye, and while she mouthwashes, Lucy rereads the text from Erica. And then she scrolls back up to the top of the conversation thread, up to months ago when Lucy got this new phone and all her WhatsApp data got wiped when she transferred her SIM card. She reads all the texts as though they are a story. She realises her mother texts her far more than Lucy replies. To an outsider, Lucy appears a little distant and stand-offish. Even on text. Lucy reminds herself that this is not the case in real life: that she is a warm and generous person with many friends and a busy social calendar. She looks at herself in the mirror, teeth gritted, and wills herself to believe it.

Lucy runs a brush through her hair and picks at a piece of wayward nail polish on the cuticle of her thumb. She leaves the restaurant, via the fire exit, so that she doesn’t bump into Meredith again.
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