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To all those we’ve lost this turbulent year, but most especially M.

And for Schrödinger’s cat, who lives and dies in parallel worlds, and giant dog breeds everywhere, who bring their own bit of magic to our universe.
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Prologue

You know those people you see flying down the road on tiny wheels, bobbing their heads to music, weaving effortlessly in and out of traffic, like they’re somehow immune to both the laws of physics and the consequences of a sudden impact? Well, I’m one of them.

Which is totally annoying, I know.

In my defence, roller-skating is the only thing I’m really good at. I wish it could have been something more noteworthy, or of greater value to society. Like quantum physics or classical violin or brain surgery. Even cooking would have amounted to a higher contribution. But we don’t get to choose our talents in life, do we? They choose us.

The upside is that no matter how bad things get (quite bad of late, to be perfectly frank), skating is the one thing that never lets me down. When I’m out on my quads, sailing through the streets of London, the world seems to glow that little bit more brightly, like it’s been colour-washed. And with the city rushing past and the wind kissing my cheeks, I barely even notice all the bad stuff. Run-down housing estates, overflowing bins, traffic jams, dirty pigeons, scraggly parks, even the train wreck that is my life – it all looks more palatable at high speed. Everything is improved with acceleration. Any racing enthusiast will tell you that velocity alone is worth the effort.

I bought my first pair of roller skates when I was eleven, with money earned from delousing my own hair. My primary school was perpetually infested, and my feckless parents simply weren’t up to the task. When my older sister (who was usually drafted in for the more rigorous jobs in our household) point-blank refused, I was offered 10p per nit. I combed my wet hair assiduously every Sunday evening for half an hour, and after thirteen weeks, I’d saved enough to buy my first pair of rainbow quads. I’ve been a big fan of skating ever since; because unlike most things in life, skating is as much fun as it looks.

Which doesn’t say much about life, does it?

I studied psychology at university. And while I think hobbies are important, there’s a reason they don’t really feature in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. The things he singled out in his pyramid – food, security, love, esteem, success in one’s endeavours – I don’t really think he was talking about ten-pin bowling there. Or skating. So, as much as my hobby pleases me, at the end of the day it’s not something I can point to proudly and say: this is me. This is who I am.

So who am I, then? Today is New Year’s Eve, and maybe it’s because it’s been an especially crap year that I’m asking myself that question. Because as the year draws to a close, I realise that my life falls short in every single one of Maslow’s categories. That’s right – all five of them.

At the tender age of thirty, I’m already a failure.


Chapter One

Happy new year to me. This morning when I wake, my head feels like it’s been stapled to my pillow, and my tongue feels like it’s done a few laps around the salt pans. Charlie Bucket, who is under strict instructions to remain on his side of the bed at all times, has ignored the golden rule and is splayed across my left leg, cutting off my circulation entirely. I try to wiggle my toes but can feel nothing. I am effectively an amputee.

Though he is not a purebred, Charlie Bucket looks exactly like one of those dogs that has a wooden barrel tied beneath its neck, though why anyone would want to extend the body mass of a dog like Charlie Bucket by tying anything to him is beyond me. He is quite enough dog as it is, with or without a barrel. His head is the size of a large inflatable beach ball, his coat is a mottled brown and white and extremely shaggy, and his feet are like large, hairy dumbbells. On rainy days, I have to dip each one in a bucket of warm water just to get the mud off. Drying them requires a blanket-sized towel and Olympic levels of patience.

With some effort, I manage to extract my leg from beneath his sleeping form. My phone pings and Charlie Bucket does that canine thing of moving from unconsciousness to high alert in a split second, raising his head to stare at me accusingly, as if to say: Surely that phone should be on silent at this time of day? His enormous jowls wobble slightly with the effort of condemnation.

I reach for the phone, even though I already know who the text is from. Today is Sunday, the day when my lovelorn ex-boyfriend Marcus most acutely feels his singledom, as if the day is some sort of personal affliction that he alone must bear. Perhaps many single people feel this way, but because I work Saturdays in the shop, Sunday for me signals the start of my weekend, and is the day when I totally indulge myself. It is most definitely not a Marcus day.

Happy new year! What you up to today?

Hmm. How best to reply to his opening salvo? Over the past several weeks I have already enlisted some of the more obvious excuses: illness, period pain, toothache, piles. Perhaps I should tell the truth this week, instead.

Nursing a hangover.

Big night last night?

Ah. Another dilemma. I know from experience that if Marcus thinks my own social life is better than his, it will plunge him into a deep pit of despair, one which I will ultimately have to dig him out of. Equally, if he thinks my social life is crap (which it is) he will come at me with renewed urgency, bombarding me with all the reasons why my life is better with him than without. So it’s a finely judged line I need to draw here.

Middling, but turned out better than expected.

Anything I should know?

What Marcus means by this is: Anyone I should know about? He keeps close tabs on my dating life, ranking the guys I see on his own personal scale of 1 (far too close for comfort) to 10 (the last guy on earth I would settle for). He does this based on a) his extensive knowledge of me and b) the tiny snippets of information I drip-feed him about who I’ve gone out with. Any sane person might well wonder why I share details of my love life with my ex. I do so because he insists; because, according to Marcus, mates do that sort of thing.

The day I broke up with him, Marcus had looked at me with mournful eyes and asked tremulously if we could still be friends. Of course, we’ll still be friends, I reassured him, unwittingly. I’m not heartless, and everyone has room in their life for more friends, don’t they? Without missing a beat, Marcus promptly moved me like a statuette from the girlfriend shelf to that of best mate, where I remain trapped to this day, seemingly for all eternity. Right now, I type a carefully considered response.

Nah. Just out with Bianca.

OK, it’s a teeny-weeny lie, but a necessary one, as I know this will stop his interrogation cold. My best friend Bianca and Marcus are like chalk and cheese. Actually, it’s worse than that; whenever they are in close proximity, they physically repel each other, like the positive and negative ions in magnets. The truth is Charlie Bucket and I spent New Year’s Eve on our respective sofas, me nursing a good bottle of Sancerre and re-watching old black and white musicals, and him masticating an old Birkenstock he’d taken a shine to. All told, it was a jolly evening, better than most.

During the eighteen months I was seeing Marcus, Bianca basically refused to hang out with me if he was around. Clem, I need all of you when we’re together, not just your left ear lobe, Bianca used to say. Her contention was that Marcus sapped 98 per cent of my being, and at times, I couldn’t disagree with her. It was like I mislaid myself during the time I was with him and became someone else entirely; I wasn’t his partner, I was more like his sidekick, enabling him to wreak devastation on both our lives. I was Gromit to his Wallace. Rocky to his Bullwinkle. Which is why I broke up with him, in the end. Or at least, one of the many reasons why.

My phone pings again with his reply: Oh.

Two letters that contain so much more: jealousy, frustration, longing. Sometimes I think Marcus would change gender for me if he thought it would bolster our friendship. I stare at the phone screen and am suddenly walloped by a wave of remorse. Charlie Bucket, with his unlimited capacity for canine empathy, chooses this moment to stretch out fully, pushing his enormous paws deep into my side, prodding me to do the right thing. He raises his head then and looks at me with his big, soulful eyes. As usual, the damn dog can see right through me. I take a deep breath and type into the phone.

Hey. What you up to Thursday night?

Marcus replies at the speed of light, just as I’d known he would.

Nothing! At your disposal!

There’s a comedy thing on. I’ll text you the details.

Cool! See you then.

I chuck the phone to one side and lie back against the pillows. It will not kill me to spend an evening at a comedy club with Marcus. And in the meantime, I have just bought myself four days of Marcus-free time. Barely a moment later, my phone pings again. This time from Bianca.

Come for brunch at Dolly’s.

Bianca’s approach to communication is entirely different. She not only speaks, but thinks, in the imperative.

I thought you’d be post-coital, I reply.

My cup runneth over. Need sustenance.

Quit bragging.

That was more of a complaint.

Some of us have not drunk from that particular cup in months.

Your cup will filleth again.

Shut up about my damn cup.

An hour later Bianca and I are slouched on a battered black sofa made of not-quite-leather at the back of our favourite bar, eating buffalo chicken wings and sipping Bloody Marys. Dolly’s is more like a down-at-heel pub with modest aspirations to more: the food is edible but not gastro, the décor is dominated by cheap chrome and amber lighting, and the cocktails are both affordable and refreshingly ordinary. No woodland bitters or chestnut puree Bellini served here. Plus, it’s owned by the eponymous Dolly, a big-chested woman with a hearty laugh and a broad halo of bleached blonde hair, who styles herself after Dolly Parton (a woman who has just about achieved sainthood in my book). I only wish I’d thought of this concept first, and all my problems would be solved.

‘I need a new life,’ I tell Bianca.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ says Bianca. ‘You just haven’t mastered the remote on the old one yet.’

‘I can’t even find the remote. And if I did, it would be out of batteries,’ I grumble.

‘Down the back of the sofa,’ she says authoritatively. ‘That’s where it always is.’

‘No,’ I shake my head. ‘I’m telling you. It’s more than that. I need a factory reset. A total overhaul.’

‘Listen to me. There is nothing wrong with your life. It just needs … tweaking,’ she says, flourishing a long stalk of celery at me like a wand, before taking an enormous bite from it.

‘Paragraphs and nipples get tweaked,’ I say. ‘Not lives.’

‘You have everything going for you.’

‘Such as …’

‘You’re self-sufficient and gainfully employed,’ she says. I shake my head.

‘I’m perpetually broke. And my boss hates me,’ I reply sullenly. She points the stub of celery at me.

‘Your boss doesn’t hate you. He just doesn’t trust you. There’s a difference.’

‘He thinks I’m a thief.’

‘Because you stole from him.’

‘Because I borrowed from him.’

‘Without his knowledge. Which is pretty much the same as stealing,’ she says. ‘Anyway, you have fabulous friends.’ She smiles at me smugly.

‘Apart from my stalker ex-boyfriend.’

‘Apart from him,’ she agrees. ‘And you own your own home, which is not trivial in this city,’ she reminds me.

‘The bank owns my home. And the tax office. I’m like a passing pigeon who’s temporarily roosting there. Until I default on my mortgage and some squatters kick me out.’

‘And you love your job.’

‘No,’ I say emphatically, shaking my head. ‘I like my job. Sometimes.’ But not much lately, if I’m being completely honest, something I am loath to admit even to Bianca. Managing a cheese shop has not proven to be as nourishing to the soul as I’d hoped when I left my previous role in marketing three years ago.

‘But you love cheese,’ she says.

‘And is that really a good thing?’

‘On top of that, you have a family who …’ Bianca stops short and frowns, suddenly at a loss for words. She knows that I’m decidedly ambivalent about all things familial: my parents, while nice enough people, are barely worthy of the label; and my older sister Julia, though well-meaning, can only be described as charmless. I wait patiently for her to continue.

‘A family who what?’ I ask, genuinely curious.

‘Well,’ Bianca says, popping the celery in her mouth. ‘At least, you’ve got a family. Which is more than some people have.’

‘So, I’m better off than an orphan?’

‘Technically, yes.’

‘Thanks. I’ll remind you of that the next time my parents hit me up for cash,’ I say. ‘At least you have the common decency not to mention my love life,’ I add grudgingly. Bianca blinks at me.

‘What love life?’

‘Very funny.’

She kicks off her tall boots and folds her impossibly long legs beneath her like an origami swan. Beneath us, Charlie Bucket sprawls across the floor like a living rug. At full stretch, his body is slightly longer than the three-seat sofa we are sitting on. Not every pub in the neighbourhood will tolerate him, but Dolly is his biggest fan – yet another reason why we come here.

A bald guy in a cheap pale grey suit who is clearly too old for us has planted himself at the table a few feet away and has been giving Bianca the eye ever since we sat down. Yawn. Bianca is tall and thin and preternaturally blonde, and she has a keen sense of style, which means she’s a man-magnet. I once asked her what her real hair colour was. ‘Dreary,’ she’d said. ‘Trust me. I’ve done humanity an enormous favour by never letting it see the light of day.’

In the game of life, Bianca takes no prisoners. She works in advertising and has been fired more times than I can count, not because she is incompetent, but because she is constitutionally incapable of towing the line. Bosses are terrified of her, and Bianca delights in tormenting them, but she is bloody good at her job in an industry that recognises talent and rewards it amply. Which is why I generally let her pick up the tab.

This is in stark contrast to my own looks, which are more of the short, dark and sturdy variety. I’m five foot two-and-a-half inches tall, something I resigned myself to years ago; it has forever consigned me to the front row in group photographs, the middle seat on road trips, and platform heels when I want to be taken seriously. It also means that at the age of thirty, I still occasionally get asked for proof of age when ordering drinks. At least twice weekly, when I am out walking Charlie Bucket, someone makes a joke about me riding him instead, and while I’m not overweight for my size, I’m what my mother likes to call ‘solidly built’ and my father ‘Rubenesque’. My hair is dark brown and shoulder-length; years ago, a stylist advised me that long hair would make me appear even shorter, advice I have heeded faithfully ever since.

In truth, I don’t begrudge my height. There are definite advantages: apparently, I’m at less risk of cancer and I will probably live longer, provided I do not get swept up by a street cleaner who fails to see me on the side of the road. Being short also means my centre of gravity is low; I have better balance than most people, which is why I’m good at skating. On the flip side, statistically I am less likely to find a mate, something my experience has borne out. Since my first boyfriend at the age of fifteen, I’ve dated only three other guys, and all of them have been vertically challenged; the pool of availability is definitely smaller for those of us swimming in the shallow end.

Unlike Bianca, who is currently seeing three guys simultaneously, all of whom are called Will. Don’t even ask how this came about; I have a strong suspicion that the last one only got the job because of his name, though Bianca insists it was merely a coincidence. Will #1 is a charming, urbane art historian who works for Christie’s. He is half Algerian, half British and 100 per cent eye candy, and for a while I thought that Bianca had met her perfect match. But over time it has emerged that he is also a hypochondriac, or at the very least, a germ magnet, who is forever cancelling dates at the last minute due to some sort of trivial affliction (man flu, inflamed bunions, palpitations, whatever). Lately, I’ve taken to calling him Ill Will.

Will #2 is a self-proclaimed fan of ‘ethical non-monogamy’ (what my parents would have called swinging but I just call skanky). ‘If he’s a skank, then so am I,’ says Bianca proudly. ‘No need to crow about it,’ I say defensively. ‘Not all of us can be skanks. Even when we want to be.’ Which I don’t, by the way. Dating multiple partners strikes me as the romantic equivalent of one of those expensive gastronomic tasting menus: the first two courses are amazing, but after that you just start to feel bloated and regretful. Will #2 does something vague (and possibly shady) in real-estate finance and drives a souped-up, soft-top wannabe sports car. He knows all about the other two Wills, apparently, and is fine about it. ‘You do you,’ he told Bianca on their third date when she confessed she was seeing other men.

‘What? And he’ll do everyone else,’ I’d asked her. Since then, I’ve taken to calling him Free Willy. A moniker he apparently loves.

Bianca’s final paramour is a strapping Dutch guy called Willem with a hearty manner and a fetching gap-toothed smile. He is so tall that on the one occasion we met, my line of sight fell just above his navel, which means that (somewhat inevitably) I’ve dubbed him Sheer Will. Sheer Will works in advertising for a rival firm, and he and Bianca met when they were both pitching to the same client and she got the meeting time wrong. Bianca lost the pitch but won an eye-wateringly expensive French meal with Willem, who insisted on taking her out to one of the best restaurants in Soho as a consolation prize. (And then taking her to bed, which apparently was even more of a prize, according to Bianca.)

Unsurprisingly, she frequently gets confused and sends the wrong text to the wrong Will. Last weekend, she accidentally double-booked Ill Will and Free Willy and when both turned up at the wine bar where she was waiting, she had to do a runner out the back door, cackling down the phone to me from the taxi.

‘Maybe I should go abroad,’ I say with a sigh, emptying my drink. ‘Then I could reinvent myself completely.’

She frowns. ‘Abroad where?’

‘Dunno. I’ve always fancied Bora Bora.’ I grin at her.

‘That’s not a real place,’ she says, waving a dismissive hand.

‘Tell that to the Tahitians.’

‘How do you know you’d even like it there?’

‘What’s not to like? Turquoise seas, palm trees, bungalows on stilts.’ Bianca frowns at me.

‘You’ve been watching South Pacific again, haven’t you,’ she says in a reproachful tone, as if I’ve relapsed on an old cocaine habit. Bianca knows I have an escapist’s predilection for old musicals, especially those of Rogers and Hammerstein, a taste she patently does not share. And it may or may not be true that Charlie Bucket and I spent a large chunk of last night watching South Pacific for the hundredth time. Though I would never admit it to her.

‘Plus, it happens to be the farthest point away on the globe from London,’ I add.

‘I thought that was somewhere in New Zealand,’ she says sceptically.

‘OK, it’s a few thousand miles away from the farthest point away on the globe. But Bora Bora sounds better.’

‘You do realise they speak French there,’ she says.

‘Not in the musical,’ I reply.

‘But you can’t carry a tune to save your life. So it definitely wouldn’t work.’

‘Honestly, I need a hiatus from my life,’ I say, a bit desperately.

Bianca narrows her gaze at me. ‘If it comes to fight or flight, I’d have pegged you as a fighter,’ she says.

I shrug. ‘You’d have been wrong.’

Just then, the bartender comes over to us, clearing our empty plates and glasses. This one is new and looks about fourteen. We’ve always suspected that Dolly is a bit of a taskmaster because her staff turnover is faster than those revolving toast makers you see in luxury hotels. When he’s finished, the bartender turns to me and cocks his head to one side. ‘Need anything else here?’ he asks with a cheeky grin. He’s wearing a black T-shirt and skin-tight black jeans and, for once, his attention is fixed squarely on me, rather than Bianca. I can’t help feeling a tiny bit chuffed, even though I’m old enough to be his … auntie.

‘No thanks, we’re all set,’ I reply.

‘Good to see you,’ he says quietly, in a slightly too familiar tone. I freeze and glance up at him, while Bianca throws me a look. He’s actually blushing!

‘Um … you too,’ I say, a little embarrassed. Poor kid!

‘I’ve got your IOU. From the other night,’ he adds. ‘Should I put it on this tab?’ Bianca and I frown at each other. We’ve not been here since before Christmas, so I have no idea what he’s talking about.

‘Which IOU?’ I ask.

‘You wrote it out. Last Wednesday. When you forgot your card?’ He brandishes a small white paper cocktail napkin with some faint pen scratchings. Bianca turns to me with an accusatory look.

‘Have you been two-timing me?’ she asks.

‘Pot. Kettle. Black,’ I reply staunchly. I turn back to him. ‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t in here last Wednesday,’ I inform him politely. I know this with certainty: on Wednesday nights I’m to be found jockeying around an indoor roller derby track with two dozen other brawny women on wheels.

‘Oh,’ he says uneasily, his eyes darting from me to Bianca. ‘But … your name’s Clem, right?’

‘Yeah,’ I say cautiously.

He holds out the napkin towards me. ‘So … who wrote this?’

He seems well and truly confused at this point, and not a little disappointed. I lean forward, squinting at the napkin, where I can just make out:

I owe you £12.75. See you soon. Love Clem xx

‘This isn’t my writing,’ I say with a frown. ‘For one thing,’ I point out, ‘I never sign my name with those little xx’s, as a matter of principle.’

‘I can vouch for that,’ says Bianca, nodding authoritatively.

‘But she looked just like you,’ the waiter says doubtfully.

‘Honestly. It wasn’t me,’ I say. This guy is really starting to irritate me now. He gives me a wounded look, like I have somehow just betrayed him.

‘OK,’ he says half-heartedly. We watch as he makes his way back to the bar.

‘I don’t think it is OK,’ says Bianca in a whisper. ‘I think you may have just broken him.’

‘What the hell?’ I whisper back.

‘Maybe we should have just paid it,’ she admonishes.

‘Why should we pay someone else’s tab? Someone who’s deliberately posing as me!’

‘Because he’ll get into trouble!’

‘It’s not my fault that he extended credit to someone who looks like me!’

‘No one is blaming you.’

‘He was blaming me! Honestly, sometimes I feel like the entire universe is conspiring against me!’

‘Clem. It’s not that bad.’

‘Anyway, why would anyone in their right mind want to be me?’ I grumble. ‘My life is a mess.’

Bianca raises her glass in a toast. ‘Maybe theirs is even worse.’


Chapter Two

How exactly is my life a mess? Let me count the ways.

First, my boss thinks I’m a thief. Maybe this is overstating things, but it’s not without basis. I did siphon a few hundred pounds from the shop’s coffers a few months ago in a desperate moment of financial need, but at the time I genuinely thought of it as a short-term loan. I had every intention of repaying it before he noticed. And I had no idea he got text notifications of the shop’s bank transactions, which strikes me as a little sneaky, even if he is the owner. In that respect at least, my actions were completely innocuous; in other respects, they were completely amoral. Suffice to say my boss was not best pleased. It was a miracle he didn’t sack me on the spot, but at the time he was in the middle of a big case, and frankly he had bigger fish to fry. Six weeks later I am still officially ‘on probation’, struggling to redeem myself in his eyes.

Second, my upstairs neighbour has taken out a restraining order against my dog. It is still strange for me to write the words ‘my dog’, having never intended to acquire a flatmate, much less one who sheds, but life takes unexpected turns, and Charlie Bucket was most definitely an unexpected turn. Even with all his hygiene and behavioural issues, I still prefer my hairy, oversized flatmate to my odious, opera-singing neighbour, so either I need to broker an armistice between them, or one of them has got to go. Preferably the one without a tail.

Third, my ex-boyfriend refuses to accept that I am no longer his best friend. I fully accept that this is as much my fault as his, because in breaking up with him, I somehow enabled his long-term dependency, like some sort of co-conspirator. Nearly three years on we are both stuck in a permanent groove of singledom, like broken LPs. Marcus clearly needs to enroll in a twelve-step programme to wean himself off me, or failing that, he needs to find a new girlfriend. Either way, I need to be free to move on with my not-so-great life.

Fourth, my parents have fled the country, leaving me to deal with their shambolic tax affairs. One does not expect one’s parents, even mine, to mismanage their own finances. What kind of crap role model is that? Admittedly, I contributed to their financial problems when they loaned me the deposit on my flat, money that technically belonged to HMRC, as it turns out, but how was I to know? I have now struck a deal with the tax office to pay off their arrears in monthly installments, an amount that, when coupled with my mortgage and other outgoings, only very slightly exceeds my income, which partly accounts for the first item on my list. It will take a mere four years to pay off HMRC, which is approximately one-fifth the length of the remaining term on my mortgage. Meanwhile, my parents are gleefully eking out the remainder of their meagre pension on the beaches of Kerala, a destination they chose after consulting the global cost-of-living index, where the bottom five countries were: Uzbekistan, Syria, Pakistan, Afghanistan and India.

Namaste, Mum and Dad.

Last but not least, I’m addicted to cheese. Which inadvertently led to all of the above.

According to my mother, my first love was cheese – and looking back, I reckon cheese has proved my undoing. If I were not addicted to cheese (and more specifically, to aged farmhouse Cheddar, which is to say real Cheddar, not the plastic version that masquerades in its place on most supermarket shelves) then I never would have met Marcus, my extremely needy, highly excitable, cheese-loving ex-boyfriend. And if I had not met Marcus, I would not have been persuaded to chuck in my well-paid job as a marketing analyst with Allegra Solutions to ‘follow my passion’ into the world of cheese, a passion which has reduced me to near-penury and has also turned my infatuation with cheese into a bitchy love–hate affair.

If you’re in any doubt that cheese is addictive, ask a biochemist to explain how the proteins inside dairy products, especially solid ones, act as mild opiates in the brain, producing tiny hits of dopamine with every bite. Cheddar has the highest concentration of these proteins, so it really is the crack cocaine of cheeses. According to my mother, by the time I was four years old I could gnaw my way through an entire block of Cheddar in far less time than it took her to whip up a more balanced meal: cauliflower cheese, for example, or lasagne. So being the practical sort, she filled the fridge and left me to it. (Recently, when I registered online to access my digital records from the NHS, I saw that the health visitor had actually written the words benign neglect in my case notes.)

It was Marcus who first spotted the sign in the window of Say Cheese, a small artisan cheese shop around the corner from his offices in Bermondsey, advertising for a shop manager. Marcus harangued me for days to apply, convincing me that I deserved to be in a job I felt truly passionate about, rather than one I was merely good at. And once I’d secured the job at Say Cheese (by tinkering only slightly with my CV, inventing retail experience I needed but did not have), it was Marcus who persuaded me to invest in the one-bedroom flat directly above the shop, which came onto the market almost as soon as I’d taken the job. It was kismet! Marcus said. Paying rent was a mug’s game if one could possibly afford to buy, he argued, plus I’d save zillions on commuting costs.

So I took the job, bought the flat (with money borrowed from my parents), and not two months after I’d moved in, I discovered a three-month-old puppy tied up outside the shop’s door, with a hastily scrawled note tucked into its collar apologising for the inconvenience. Why the puppy’s owner chose Say Cheese only became apparent later that morning, when I discovered that dogs, too, can be addicted to cheese. Who knew?

I did think about calling a rescue society that first day – of course I did. But once he’d had his fill of old Cheddar rinds, Charlie Bucket curled up on the shop floor and went to sleep, and truthfully, I was a little bit smitten. I did not know that, at that stage, the puppy was only a tiny fraction of his eventual size and body weight. Eight months and nearly 200 pounds later, I discovered through genetic testing that he is three-quarters St Bernard and one-quarter Irish Wolfhound; in dog terms, that’s like crossing Jonny Wilkinson with LeBron James. Marcus played a pivotal role in this, too; he was all for me keeping the puppy (conveniently, his lease was strictly no pets), but once again he pressed me enthusiastically. I owned my own home now, didn’t I? There was nothing to stop Charlie Bucket from moving in. So really, cheese is to blame.

And Marcus.

I met Marcus on an introductory cheese-making course three years after I’d moved to London. The course was a birthday gift from my parents (back in the days when they bought me things, rather than the other way around). I went along excited, hoping to learn the secrets of rennet and whey and bacteria, but instead I got Marcus, together with the discovery that cheese is far better to buy than to make. It took sixty-five pounds and a rather dreary afternoon’s discussion of skimmers, thermometers and muslin to find out what I probably should have known in the first place: that my cheesy talents lay in consumption rather than production.

Amazingly, Marcus did get inspired by the course, and managed to produce two batches of rather gluey ricotta and another batch of something he optimistically called mozzarella in the weeks that followed. Having traded phone numbers, a few Sunday afternoons later he texted me out of the blue to ask if I wanted to sample his latest effort, inviting me for homemade pizza at his flat in Deptford. I went along with mixed feelings, weighing up the pros and cons en route. Pros: He seemed likeable enough, and relatively normal. Also, he wasn’t bad-looking: neat and lean and angular, with a long, thin face and a nose that was well made for the job. I’m not averse to strong features, but I’d noticed at the workshop that from the side, Marcus’s nose extended like a banner out in front of his face. Cons: I suspected he might be boring. Ha! If only I’d been a better judge of character. Marcus is many, many things. But boring is not one of them.

We were the only participants under thirty that day, so naturally we’d ended up standing next to each other and shared a series of knowing smiles and raised eyebrows at our overzealous instructor, a bald, chunky fellow with startled eyes who introduced himself as Zinger. (That was our first moment of sceptical exchange: What sort of person calls himself Zinger?) Zinger was like a children’s TV presenter on speed: all snappy elastic smiles, over-the-top hyperbole and frantic gesticulation. It goes without saying he was fanatical about cheese.

During the break, Marcus told me he worked in the law (in fact he’s a paralegal, so technically this was not a falsehood, but it was still a trifle misleading) and in a moment of premature candour, said that he’d recently broken things off with his university girlfriend. (This was more than a trifle, it was a giant pavlova of a lie; in fact, she’d dumped him for a distant cousin, whom she’d met at a family wedding the previous summer, though I did not discover this until we’d been dating for several months.) But that day he seemed easy to talk to, and relatively harmless, so when he asked for my number at the end of the workshop, I surrendered it willingly enough.

Actually, our first date went much better than expected. Apart from cheese (in the end, his homemade mozzarella had to be poured onto the pizza, like dairy sludge), I discovered we had two other things in common: we were both prevaricators (which is to say, we both have a talent for ducking and dodging), and we both hated to spend time with our respective families. Kismet! Don’t get me wrong – I love my family. I just don’t like to hang out with them, and Marcus is the same, which is why he still insists that I attend his extended family gatherings as his plus one, like I’m some sort of human shield.

We lapsed into a relationship, the way you do when you’re young and don’t know any better. And truthfully, we had some good moments, mostly early on, before I discovered that Marcus was impulsive and needy and well-meaning and a little bit hapless. Things always took a turn for the worse when Marcus got involved, but he had a way of carrying me along in a great swirling current of misguided enthusiasm. Like female flotsam.

In all, Marcus and I were officially ‘dating’ for eighteen months; we have now been apart for nearly twice that length of time, though it often feels like much longer. Decades. Centuries, even. Because being Marcus’s mate is even more exhausting than being his girlfriend. If anything, I am now privy to even more of the permutations of his daily existence: the ongoing row with his therapist, the weird rash he gets on the soles of his feet when he’s nervous, his obsession with winter sun to combat his moods (followed by the inevitable angst over his carbon footprint whenever he flies abroad), whether he should sleep with the strange woman in his fencing class who keeps giving him the eye (really? through insulated mesh?).

Now he drops round to my flat without warning whenever he’s at a loose end (frequently), insists we organise post-work drinks at least once a week (cause mates do that, don’t they?), rings me late at night when a tinder date has gone disastrously wrong (to relate all the mortifying details), and insists I attend all his family functions (you split from me, not my family, he argues, and besides, they prefer you). As far as I can see, the only thing that has changed is that I no longer have someone to take out the rubbish or snake the drain when it gets clogged.

But the worst thing is – there’s no breaking up with friends.


Chapter Three

On Monday mornings I always drop Charlie Bucket off at the shop before going for a long skate. True to his breed, Charlie Bucket is not really an exercise enthusiast. Indeed, anything beyond walking he regards as excessive, and even that he prefers in small doses, as the effort of movement appears taxing for him. Unless, of course, cats are involved.

I belong to the South London women’s roller derby league, and my coach insists I put in at least one day per week of cardio training. If you’ve never seen it, roller derby is a little bit like rugby on wheels, except there’s no ball, and it’s played on a circular track instead of a pitch. Plus, there’s no goal. So actually, apart from being really violent, it’s not really like rugby at all. It does involve teams, however, who skate anticlockwise around the track: each team has a jammer who scores points by lapping members of the opposing team, breaking through their defensive line by any means possible.

I didn’t even know roller derby existed until I got to university, when someone saw me skating one day and invited me to come along. Because of my size, I quickly got recruited as a jammer. We’re basically like sprinters who evade the opposition, while blockers are defensive and more confrontational: blockers are basically brawlers, while jammers are more like artful dodgers.

I train twice a week with the league. Jammers need to be fast and nimble and a little bit squirrelly. We’re identified by a star on our helmets, which means we’re like a rolling target for all the players on the opposing team. Being a jammer isn’t for the faint of heart, but when you break through the other team’s line and are free and clear, the rush of adrenaline is amazing – at high speeds it feels like flying. Or in the words of my skating pal Sadie, it’s like an orgasm on wheels.

As soon as I joined roller derby, I quickly became addicted, though my mother remained mystified. She couldn’t seem to grasp the point of the sport; when I tried to describe it, she kept asking where the puck was. Finally, I resorted to showing her a video one of my teammates had made on my phone. It showed a gaggle of women thrashing around an indoor track slamming into each other at every opportunity. I could tell she was alarmed. ‘It looks violent,’ she’d said, shrinking back from the phone. My parents are ageing hippies, and like any good peaceniks, they are staunchly opposed to conflict in any form.

‘It’s fun,’ I said.

‘Is there a uniform?’ She frowned down at the phone. This was her polite way of asking whether I dressed like the women in the video. My particular league tends towards the more glamorous end of the fashion spectrum: fishnet stockings, leather hot pants and peroxide blonde hair are the norm, rather than the exception.

‘Not really. I just wear sports leggings,’ I said. Though the irony of my mother questioning another tribe’s apparel was not lost on me; she has a wardrobe full of peasant blouses and colourful ponchos, circa 1972.

‘These people look terrifying,’ she said. I smile. It’s true that roller derby players tend to be physically imposing, especially when you get them up on skates.

‘They’re just women, Mum,’ I said. ‘Besides, I wear protective gear. And there are rules, like any other sport.’

She nodded, unconvinced. To be fair, sport was never really her thing. My mother likes her leisure activities to be quiet and reflective: gardening, meditation, t’ai chi. On a particularly active day, she might knead bread.

When Charlie Bucket and I enter the shop, my aide-de-camp June is tidying up from the weekend, flattening delivery boxes at the back. June is a little introverted for a job that’s customer-facing, but she’s a walking encyclopaedia when it comes to cheese, so we make allowances for her. Right now she pulls a mock face of pique when Charlie Bucket comes barrelling through the front door. He wags his way to the back of the shop and lavishes her with snout-nuzzles while she tuts disapprovingly, turning away. June is small and prim and bespectacled, and next to her, Charlie Bucket looks like a shaggy mammoth. He is extremely fond of her, even though she is patently not, in her own words, ‘an animal person’. She feigns indifference towards him, but in reality he has wormed his way into her affections over time, and she is consequently overgenerous with scraps.

All this in spite of being a Virgo, which according to June, is the only star sign that is more closely aligned to animals than people. June’s a committed practitioner of astrology, and her daily movements are influenced by the stars in a way that the rest of us are guided by the weather or our bowels. She is shy, meticulous and reliable, all traits associated with Virgos, and inexplicably thin for someone who eats so much cheese. Like Bianca, she’s a committed singleton, but in June’s case this means quiet evenings at home in front of the telly or with her tarot cards. I don’t think she’s had a date in five years, but she doesn’t appear to mind. She really ought to be working in accountancy, as she is far too exacting for our modest little retail operation, but the pace and rhythm of shop life appeals to her, and the forced interactions with customers are, in fact, just the right amount of socialisation for someone with so reserved a nature.

When I first mooted leaving June alone with Charlie Bucket on Mondays, she baulked, but I offered to pay her for an extra hour each day and she eventually relented. Charlie Bucket hates being alone, so it was the obvious solution, freeing me up on my days off. Besides, I told her, the shop dog is part of the allure of Say Cheese. Our customers would be sorely disappointed if Charlie Bucket wasn’t there to greet them, even if he insists on doing so while asleep.

‘Has he been walked?’ she asks me sternly now. June knows that I am capable of cutting corners in this respect.

‘Absolutely,’ I say. ‘All relevant business attended to.’

‘And has he breakfasted?’ she asks. June’s a great one for using nouns as verbs. Ribbons need scissoring and bottles need corking in her small universe.

‘Done.’

‘Fine. What time are you back?’

Next year, I think? When the rainy season in Bora Bora comes?

‘Mid-afternoon,’ I say instead.

‘I’ll clock that,’ she says with a crisp nod, before turning away.

I leave the shop and head off through the back streets towards Southwark Park. Bermondsey used to be an industrial slum, full of burnt-out factories and disused docklands, but over the past century it has undergone massive change; the Blitz, deindustrialisation and gentrification all played a part, with the result that it is now a veritable smorgasbord of design, age and function. Victorian shopping parades nestle between ancient ruins and Georgian terraces, with council flats, modern eighties developments and brand-new luxury housing sandwiched in between. Last year, one of the broadsheets voted it the best place to live in London: with its Friday antiques market, trendy Borough food market, and scores of restaurants, bars and shops, it’s supposedly a paradise for well-heeled millennials. Of which I am definitely not one.

When I reach the park, I do a few fast laps around the outer path, then head north along tree-lined avenues towards the Thames. The tide is at its low point and a few folks are mudlarking on the banks, ferreting around in the exposed river bed with tools in the sand. They’re wind-bashed hearty souls, kitted out in knee-high wellington boots and dark mackintoshes and carrying plastic buckets to collect their spoils: Elizabethan clay pipes, roman coins, the odd tiny animal skull. This part of London thrived in Shakespeare’s day. Before Bermondsey and Rotherhithe were consumed by urban sprawl, they were bustling villages where all sorts rubbed alongside each other.

I split off from the Thames just before Surrey Quays and loop back through the tiny inner-city woodlands at Russia Dock before heading back towards the trendier bit of the borough in the hope of a late breakfast. Woman cannot live on cheese and wine alone, and an hour’s vigorous skating burns more than 600 calories, so I always feel a certain entitlement when I finish. I head straight for one of my favourite sandwich shops and casually duck inside, walking as normally as I can so as not to draw attention to my skates. The place is heaving and I grab a couple of sandwiches (one for now and one for later) and a bottle of lemon water and join one of two long queues several people deep, quelling a wave of mild irritation. A few people clock my skates, but most don’t seem to mind. There are two serving staff, and annoyingly, I realise within the first minute that I have chosen the wrong queue, as the thin-faced young man serving mine seems to be moving like an underpowered robot. I sigh.

My life is a series of tiny decisions gone wrong.

The queue crawls forward. When I reach position number four, a young Spanish woman at the front begins to read out a fiendishly complicated order from a ragged piece of scrap paper. Her accent is so thick, it is almost impenetrable: two care-meel lattes, one vaneella made with soya, one treeple venti, one flat white made with oath milk, she enunciates carefully. For a moment, the thin-faced man simply stares at her uncomprehendingly. Everyone around me is straining to hear, and we all collectively swell with frustration. Part of me is sympathetic and wants to leap across the counter, grab a stainless-steel jug and make the damn coffees for him. And the other part of me wants to shout: For God’s sake man, get a grip!

On top of that I am famished, so I quietly, ever so discretely, take a small bite of one of the sandwiches. Warm halloumi, chorizo and red pepper. Divine. I sneak another bite and by the time the Spanish woman has been sent off clutching her overloaded cardboard cup holder, I have eaten nearly half. It takes the remaining two customers ahead of me to almost polish off the other. Now desperately thirsty, I crack open the lemon water and quickly guzzle a bit, then stuff the last bite of the sandwich into my mouth just as I reach the counter.

The young man’s face instantly darkens – he has clearly seen me chewing. I swallow, giving my best closed-mouth smile and gaily wave the wrapper like a banner, to let him know that a) I have every intention of paying and b) I am not a thief.

‘Sorry,’ I say, shoving the empty package across for him to scan. ‘Afraid I was a bit peckish.’ I pass the second sandwich and half bottle of lemon water over to him. ‘Plus, halloumi really needs to be eaten warm,’ I add authoritatively. ‘Trust me, I’m a bit of an expert.’

The young man inhales, and as he does, his thin nostrils flare slightly.

‘Anything else?’ he asks in a clipped tone.

I have to stop myself from saying, Yes please, a half-caf cinnamon dolce latte with whipped cream topping. ‘No, that’s it,’ I say instead, quickly flourishing my debit card, poised to pay. I turn and flash a smile to the nice-looking man behind me, as if to say, this will only take a second! He raises one appraising eyebrow very slightly in response. Hang on! Is he judging me? Because he has absolutely no right! Even if he is a hotty. I turn back around and that is when I hear the tell-tale signal from the card machine: the ominous double beep that indicates a void transaction, and instantly brands me as a shirker.

‘Oh!’ I say with surprise. ‘Perhaps I just need to pop my pin in,’ I quickly tap the four-digit pin into the machine and it gives the warning beep again. I make a face. ‘Oh dear. That was a very disapproving sound. My card must be broken. Or maybe it’s your machine that’s gone wrong?’ I suggest with a nervous laugh.

‘Would you like to pay in cash?’ the young man asks, fixing me with a hard look. I glance down at my tracksuit bottoms. I have only my phone and my debit card on me. I don’t even have my keys, as I typically leave them in the shop when I go for a skate. I certainly have no cash, though now I make a brief pretence of checking all my pockets.

‘Um … that would not be possible,’ I say after a moment.

‘Another card perhaps?’

‘I do have another card,’ I say slowly. ‘But not on me, I’m afraid,’ I add sheepishly. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘I see.’

‘Well, obviously we can put this one back,’ I start to reach for the uneaten sandwich and he quickly snaps it away behind the counter, out of my reach. As if I am a common thief! I can’t help but feel a little affronted. Instead, I hold up the water. ‘I’ve only had a sip of this,’ I say half-heartedly, an assertion that is patently untrue, and anyway is irrelevant, as clearly it cannot be resold.

He shakes his head. Just once.

‘Could I possibly owe you?’ I ask. ‘Or maybe we could do a trade? Except I don’t really have much on me,’ I pat down my running clothes and feel the only other things of value I am carrying: my earphones, and a tiny compact plastic carrier that holds two regular-size tampons. I never leave home without it, not since that one, truly memorable, time. Every woman has had that one, truly memorable, time. Maybe he has a lady friend?

‘I’m sorry madam, but I’ll have to call my manager.’

Whoa. ‘OK,’ I say hesitantly. ‘The thing is … I’m actually a shop manager myself. And what I would do in this situation … is to let it go. You know, buy a little customer loyalty?’ I am leaning forward over the counter and speaking as quietly as possible. The young man moves back a few inches. He is actually recoiling from me.

‘Could you please stand over there?’ He motions to one side.

‘Excuse me,’ says a voice behind me. ‘I’ll pay for her.’

The voice is smooth and dark and lush as a chocolate fountain. I turn around and the handsome raised-eyebrow man is brandishing his debit card. For the first time I take him in properly: medium height, early thirties, with curly dark brown hair and three-day old facial hair, the sort of guy who might occasionally shave but knows he looks better without it. My eyes dip to a tiny dimple just above his chin, then slide up to his mouth. Nice lips, I think. And that voice! That voice could unlock fortresses; it could tumble citadels.

‘Really? You’d do that?’ I ask incredulously, because in truth, I’d quite like to hear that voice again.

‘Yes. I’m in a bit of a rush. So if you don’t mind, I’d just as soon pay.’ He steps forward past me and hands across a sandwich and a drink to the young man. ‘Could you just add these onto hers?’ he asks the thin-faced young man. I am now effectively sidelined in this transaction. Neither man looks at me.

‘Oh wow,’ I say. ‘That’s incredibly kind. Thank you so much. If you give me your details, I’ll send you the money right away. I promise.’

‘It’s OK. Really. It’s only a few quid,’ he says, reaching past me for his items.

‘No honestly, I insist.’ He turns and fixes me with a look.

‘Why don’t you just pay it forward,’ he says. It feels more like an order than a question. He meets my eyes directly for the first time, and I nod, abruptly silenced.

Then he and his chocolate voice disappear.
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