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         I fell in love with a laugh, though it was not the sound, which was not beautiful – it held the suggestion of phlegm, for he was and remains a smoker; a filthy habit, kissing him stinks – but the laughter was for me and it carried in it delight. I fell in love and found myself altered in the most profound way.

         
            *

         

         I looked like shit, that’s for sure; straight off a flight, though it was only internal, my eyes dry, my hair just fuzz and the seat of my trousers bagging. I was acknowledging all this in a wall of mirror, waiting to check in to my mid-grade hotel, when he joined the queue behind me. He smiled, and I was struck by his height. If you drew a line out from his shoulder, it would skim the top of my head, just. Then:

         ‘It is,’ he said. ‘It’s you. I thought so,’ and I turned to him and there was the laugh, though it didn’t work at once. He tipped his head back to let it out and I saw his teeth, the pink inside of his mouth, heard that final throaty catch. A rushed shave, perhaps, for he had left a little square of stubble beneath the curve of his chin. He put his hand up to the place as I noticed it. 

         ‘Hi!’ I said and I knew that I knew him, but had no idea from where. I felt his appeal though, already. I remember that.

         ‘I always wonder who I’m going to bump into at these things,’ he said. He wore his hair a little longer and less considered than most of the men I know, and his style of dress: a well-washed shirt and ancient shoes, told me nothing.

         ‘Me too,’ I said, which was a lie. I avoid my colleagues for the most part – too much jockeying for position, too much need – then he hugged me and it was immediately retro; smoke and wool, the warmed remains of a lemony cologne, and I had it. Adam. University. The Masters year. Very much on the edge of it all. There was the obvious satisfaction at placing him.

         ‘Are you speaking today?’ he asked, when he’d let me go.

         ‘No.’ I said. ‘Just here to listen. You?’

         ‘This afternoon. In fact I need to go and prepare. It’s lovely to see you, Nancy. I hope we can catch up later.’

         His stride was long and flat-footed and his shoes made slapping sounds as he left.

         I found my room three floors up and midway down a thin dim stretch of corridor. It was mainly TV; a huge flat screen angled over the bed which showed a soundless picture of the hotel at night and a menu that the remote control didn’t influence. There was a desk set into the wall with a spray of hotel stationery at one end and at the other, a kettle, a cupful of worn tea sachets and a circle of UHT pods overlapping like the petals of a flower, which pleased me. The bed itself was queen-sized and wrapped tightly in a throw of chocolate-selection purple. I opened the window the inch that it permitted and took a few deep breaths. There was silence, save for the rumble and clatter of someone else’s room service.

         I love a university town. Dump me in one and I swear I’d know it just from the feel. The cycle of term is so comforting; you are always so definitively placed. I told him all of this, later.

         ‘Which is your favourite?’ he asked.

         ‘Hard to say. I’ll need to do some research.’

         ‘I suppose there will be the perfect size?’ he said.

         ‘Most likely. Let’s make a study. Write a book.’

         At that, I imagine, we kissed.

         I straightened the room; loosened the sheets and put the throw in the bottom of the wardrobe with my case. I hung up my suit, shook out my underwear and laid my nightclothes on the pillow. The shower was tiny, and sputtered, and I turned carefully in the thin hard beams of chalky water for the time it took to wash the soap out of my hair, then changed into a dress I’d never worn before; a tea dress from a catalogue that had seemed too whimsical when it arrived but was perfect for a brief stay in a new place that I’d likely never go back to. It all felt sufficiently strange as I set off bare-legged in the cold sun of a late spring. No destination and unsure if this was a problem or a gift.

         It got warmer, out in the streets. I walked up to the castle, rode a tram and tried to see it all as an adventure. The sleeves on the dress were cut high and I was distracted by the sight of my own bare arms. I thought perhaps I’d shop, and ten minutes on, had bought another dress with a tight waist and full skirt, and a tailored blouse, both with some woman other than me in mind. I checked my watch – two more empty hours – and this felt tricky all of a sudden, so I slotted in amongst the workers in the window of a noodle bar. The waiter brought me a bowl of thin scalding broth whose first sip skinned the roof of my mouth.

         The email had said to meet in the lobby for introductory drinks. I took the lift alone, smoothing down my front anxiously as I dropped and when the doors opened, saw straight away a good-sized crowd. It took a little time to cross the floor, time enough to realise that I knew no one. The lady who had checked me in stood now behind a long low table of laminated name badges. Next to her, a sheet of paper rested on a music stand, reading: ‘Welcome to Edinburgh, Therapists!’ above a clip art image of a brain.

         ‘Are you a delegate?’ she asked.

         ‘That’s me,’ I replied, and pointed at my name. His was a couple of rows across. She handed me a cloth bag with a lot of information and a bottle of water inside. By the refreshments – rows of upturned cups on saucers and silver platters of custard creams – I looked through it all, for something to do. In due course, we were taken in.

         Adam was on second, and when he walked up to the podium, I thought straight away of the big bad wolf, cartoon-mean, sitting up in Grandma’s bed. He looked uncomfortably tall, narrow-faced and muzzled. His smile was wide and toothy and showed appetite. He introduced himself as doctor and a teacher and held a little deck of notes before him that he didn’t use. He spoke well; his subject was digital dystopia and I saw that he had found himself a niche. He was lucid and funny and sincere and I felt the room warm in response to him. The woman next to me leaned across and whispered:

         ‘God. He’s rather twinkly, isn’t he?’

         Each laugh of the crowd broke higher, and when he was done, the clapping was fast and there were even the rumblings of a cheer. He laid a palm on his chest in acknowledgement and I felt a little pleasure of my own at his success. Towards the end of the applause, we made some sort of brief contact across the space and he took his seat at the end of a row in front of me, held aside with a card reading RESERVED. I watched him fold his long legs underneath him, and as he turned to hang his coat, he gave me that smile, which was beginning to do its work. My neighbour saw it too, and showed her discomfort with a lengthy excavation of her bag.

         The afternoon was long and overheated and artificially lit, and I spent it watching the back of him. He settled himself askew, his spine a shallow bracket, one shoulder dropped. He might have been asleep but for the scribbles he made now and then in his book. It made me feel bad for my own lack of attention but I couldn’t fix on what was being said. His jumper was a tactile mossy green; looking at it made me want to sleep. When he lowered his head, a strip of skin was exposed between the collar of his shirt and his hair. The air in the conference room thickened and staled. My contact lenses set solid on my eyes.

         He found me later at the makeshift bar. Our corner of the lobby was beginning to feel like home; the same girls who had poured the tea served white, red or lager now, off the stained table-cloth, and an afternoon spent together seemed to have made friends of us all. I stood with a woman, Sue, about my age, who practised out of Loughborough but had plans to teach, and Chloe, newly graduated.

         ‘Now the thing I always ask,’ Chloe said, ‘is do you prefer the term “patient” or “client”? I really can’t decide. I mean, I get the whole point about not medicalising the process, but don’t you just find “client” so transactional?’

         ‘Shall I get us another?’ I said. ‘Here. Give me your glasses.’

         Sue handed me hers, sighed deeply and began to answer.

         ‘Hello,’ he said and the two of them stopped.

         ‘Nancy.’ He kissed me twice, his hair a whisper on my cheek and I realised I’d been waiting for him.

         ‘I think that’s the end of the free booze actually,’ Chloe said. ‘They only give you two, you know. It says so on the bumph.’

         ‘There’s always the bar,’ I said, then somebody suggested tapas. There was a loaded pause, and people began to say yes.

         We were twelve, in the end, out of maybe sixty. Ann took charge. She’d been the last on the programme to speak, and had done it well, if mechanically, on the subject of her book, several copies of which she carried, clamped against her side. She was a tiny woman with a thick curved bob and a pair of men’s brogues. She would have looked good in the shirt I’d bought earlier.

         ‘Anyone need to go back to their rooms?’ she asked. ‘In fact, no. That’ll kill it. Let’s get out of here. I’ll leave these with the concierge.’

         She moved her books from under her arm. I had read as far as: The Real and the Actual in Therapeutic – on the uppermost, when she flipped them against her chest with a coy smile.

         ‘Back in just a mo,’ she said.

         I went to the loo and made a little empty chatter with the other women as I took the shine off my face and darkened my eyelids, though I went no further than that. The men waited outside, five to our seven, and as we walked towards them they paused from their chat and looked up at us in some gesture of appreciation or respect. I smirked at the oddness of it.

         ‘I know the way,’ Ann said outside and we set off after her. The restaurant was a short stroll in warm weather. The first few roads were narrow and empty between tall old yellow buildings. Strange pockets of sound reached us from groups in adjacent streets having better fun and we quietened at that, pulling apart into a straggly row. Adam walked ahead, listening to Ann. His trousers were too long and had frayed at the bottom. Ann talked about tapas. ‘It’s so sociable, isn’t it?’ and the way that, at this place, which was so good, the specials changed twice a day. He knocked his elbow against his side now and then in a funny little tic, and I thought I remembered that from before. I heard someone at the back ask: ‘What do you call a group of therapists?’ and laughed with the rest, though I hadn’t heard the punchline.

         Then we arrived and straight away I loved the place, which was dark and low and uninhibited. The table was a squash, with one long bench running along the wall side and a row of wooden school chairs on the other. People filled the seats first and when it came to me, I took the bench. I edged down to the mid-point, the wall cool and uneven at my back and stopped across from him, one spot down. Luke, a shy man with rimless glasses and a restless manner, probably twenty-five, took the place to my left. ‘Hi again,’ he said, out of the corner of his mouth and moved his napkin to his lap. Chloe, on my right, said: ‘Blimey. Isn’t it dark in here? We won’t be able to see what we’re eating.’ She lit the torch on her phone and bounced its tiny beam between our faces, like a country copper or a kid telling ghost stories.

         ‘Look,’ she said, at the space next to my head. ‘People have written on the wall.’

         I turned. Under my hand, the plaster leaked moist cold, though when I felt my palm, it was dry.

         ‘Secrets!’ she said. ‘How about this? It was me who told my best friend’s husband, she read, and looked back at the rest of us with a salacious delight.

         Behind me, I heard Adam speak. ‘The therapist’s stock-in-trade,’ he said.

         ‘What?’ someone asked.

         ‘Secrets,’ he replied. ‘That’s what my wife says.’

         ‘Anything else?’ said Luke.

         Chloe knelt on the bench and moved the little cone of light along. 

         ‘It’s in Spanish, this one. Anyone speak Spanish?’ she asked.

         ‘I do, a bit,’ said Ann but when Chloe read it out, she couldn’t help.

         Then: ‘My boss is stealing and he knows I know.’

         ‘Interesting,’ said Luke.

         ‘No. Bollocks,’ said Ann. ‘Wish fulfilment, or else the staff just make it up. Let’s get some food.’

         I wanted to say that it didn’t matter; that the messages signalled transgression and charged the room, but I let it go.

         They brought us sherry first; a couple of inches in tulip-shaped glasses that smelt of tar and raisins, and bowls of under-ripe green olives whose meat was tender and bland. There was a short chaotic discussion over choices until it was agreed that Ann should order for us all. She shouted up her selection to the waiter and I listened to the fast Spanish guitar and thought about the way it drove the pace of the place and reached in and sped my pulse.

         ‘So you two already know each other then, do you?’ Chloe asked in a lull, looking between Adam and me. ‘How come?’

         ‘We studied together,’ I told her.

         ‘Oh?’ she said.

         ‘I retrained. I was a mature student,’ he replied, good-natured. ‘Both Londoners up north.’

         ‘And you hung out? We have a load of mature students too, but we don’t exactly … get that involved with each other.’ 

         ‘Ah, Manchego,’ called Luke, as the first of the food arrived. Thin, pale slices of cheese, arranged in a wheel. I took one, stippled with holes.

         ‘No, actually it’s Mahon,’ said Ann. ‘It’s presented differently, do you see? Nancy, you don’t have to take the rind off. You eat it all, you know.’

         The cheese was salty and dry, almost granular. Oil lay in a ribbon across its surface, then tarragon torn in rough handfuls and peppercorn chippings that were fruity, close to citrus, and stung my mouth, sending me back to my wine. I had chosen the bottle, a candied Albariño that narrowed into tartness at the end.

         ‘No. We didn’t mix much, either,’ he said. ‘Did we, Nancy?’

         
            *

         

         I remembered three older students, all men, who came and left according to the timetable and worked much harder than the rest of us. There had been a party at the close of the year in one of their homes. A hot day, a trampoline at the back. Turning sausages with a beer. A wife – two wives – and somebody’s kids. A day of a certain kitsch appeal.

         ‘Not really, no.’

         He watched me remembering, but didn’t help out.

         
            *

         

         I had gone with Nat. The whole class was invited and we ummed and ahhed and it was food, in the end, that swung it; we were living on chocolate fingers and Fray Bentos pies by then and had begun to fantasise about what we might eat if we went. We took the bus with a bottle of better than usual wine and when it passed into the suburbs, we started to laugh and couldn’t stop until we got to the front door and a woman opened it and we were suddenly, inexplicably, our best polite selves.

         
            *

         

         More dishes arrived. My favourite: little stubs of burnt chorizo in an inch of oily wine. Caper berries and padron peppers, blackened and collapsed. Some kind of deep tomatoey stew; I thought I saw a tentacle break the surface. Luke was greedy and slopped as he spooned.

         ‘Do you remember in the summer?’ I asked. ‘That barbecue. Who was the guy?’

         ‘Philip,’ he said, way ahead of me.

         ‘That’s right. Do you see him still?’ I asked.

         ‘No.’ A puff of amusement.

         
            *

         

         We had come ready to laugh; at the women’s hair and jeans and their submission to small domestic lives. To show them what they missed and prove what we were not and still thought we never would be, but the wives were kind and interested and amused. They had jobs and attentive men. The food was as good, better, than we were used to. The salad was home-grown. For a while, we tried to please. 
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         ‘Didn’t we …?’ I asked him. ‘Wasn’t there a big game of hide-and-seek?’

         
            *

         

         That was later. We had started to show off. There were three cute kids and we competed to be named their favourite. Someone had insisted (was it me?) on making the cocktail we’d been drinking all that year and Nat and I ran to the off-licence for cider and the necessary alcopop, rolling papers and more Silk Cut. It was a scorching day and my feet were slippery on the plastic of my flip-flops. I misjudged the kerb and stubbed a toe, yanking the thong right out of the sole. I hopped all the way back to the house, arms round Nat, pissing ourselves, my toenail jagged and my foot black with dust and blood. One of the adults found a plaster and suggested I clean up in a downstairs loo. It was a tiny room and I couldn’t get my foot up into the sink which made me laugh all the more.

         ‘Are you all right in there?’ somebody called from outside.

         ‘Yeah yeah yeah,’ I replied.

         We made a messy jug of booze. When I got up to mix some more, one of the women pushed my glass in from the table’s edge. Then we started the game and I ran for the end of the garden, zigzagging brainlessly trying to find a place to hide. I crouched in the damp dark circle beneath the trampoline, delighted with myself, my head low, legs pulled in, heart banging against my knees. The dead grass smelt bad and I tried to hold my breath though it made me dizzy, but nobody found me and I had to come out in the end when I heard them all on the terrace, calling for more drink.

         
            *

         

         ‘It started off hide-and-seek, then it was sardines, wasn’t it?’ Adam said. ‘I’d never heard of that before.’

         ‘Try these. They’re good.’ Luke edged the prawns towards me with his napkin. The flesh of my wrist seared briefly on the bowl.

         ‘So it was,’ I replied. ‘I’d forgotten about that.’

         
            *

         

         It had begun to rain, and we dived for indoors. I remembered looking down stupidly at the trail of sloppy footprints I left on the tiles of her floor.

         ‘Do you need a towel?’ she asked kindly, so I dirtied that as well.

         I told them how sardines worked and we scattered. We ransacked the house. We whooped and hollered. We made the children crazy. I went into her bedroom; I didn’t see the affront in it. The curtains were thin and cheap and the smell, when I moved them, was of deepest sleep – warm bodies and old breath. When I heard the door, I peeped around the flimsy drop of fabric, and there was Adam.

         ‘Quick,’ I said. ‘Come here. There’s room.’

         He looked at me strangely.

         ‘Hurry up. Before somebody else arrives.’

         I’d barely noticed him all day, but in the cool dark of the bedroom, I found I liked his looseness, the easy way he carried his height, the droop of his hair, the uneven roll of his sleeves. His face already showed experience. Mostly, though, I was aware of myself. The ten years between us, the distance into adulthood he had travelled, time he must – surely – want back. I had my cut-offs on, a month-old tan, it all still ahead of me. The booze rioted in my head.

         I took a step towards him. There was a sludge of compost on my thigh.

         ‘Come in,’ I said. ‘With me.’

         He held up both palms and took a big step back.

         ‘I’m looking for my jacket, OK?’

         He pointed. I saw a pile on the bed; my own, in smoke-wrecked denim, amongst them.

         ‘It’s over there.’

         He leaned across for his coat, carefully, one eye on me, still, as though I might bite.

         ‘Fine,’ I said, ‘do what you like.’

         Back behind the curtain, I heard the door catch as he left and my throat was suddenly tight. By the time I went downstairs, he was gone.

         
            *

         

         ‘Nancy,’ Ann called down the table, ‘aren’t you eating? You’ve got all the best bits up there, you know. Can you pass some of it along, please?’

         He laughed at me from across the table, and I thought again of a wolf.

         ‘How did you get home anyway? I’ve always wondered. What with that knackered flip-flop.’

         ‘I’ve no idea,’ I said. ‘Christ.’ 

         ‘Here,’ he said. ‘You’d better grab some of that food before she takes it all away.’

         I let him fill my glass. I felt hollow with the shame of it.

         ‘There’s the last of the prawns,’ Ann called out. ‘Going, going, gone.’

         But I couldn’t eat. Instead I wished for home. My mortgaged terrace in its neat South London street, full of my things, gained steadily across two decades’ worth of effort and sound sense. The known and the hard-earned. The warm rise of my children’s chests beneath my palm, and my husband, Stef.

         Two years, then, since Adam and I began.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

         

         There is a moment, sometimes, at my own front door, or just before, at the rough touch of the gate, when my children flood me. Part need, part panic – there’s guilt in there, too – and I simply want to get in, feel their heat beneath my hand, wipe the smudges of the day from their faces and reassure myself that there is no problem in their competing lives that I can’t make better.

         Mid-week, then, late home from work, two litres of corner-shop milk moistening my leg through its plastic as I chased my key round and round my bag, and it was beginning to feel like the universe was against me. In, at last, and—Nothing.

         I waited in the hall. I called a name. Just a heart-freezing silence. But they were not dead, of course, just plugged into their relevant screens. A couple of seconds and the littler ones were at me, mid-dispute over some slight they’d held in waiting until I got home. I subdued Jakey with a hug. ‘Get off me, Mum, you weirdo,’ he said, though it’s all pretend. The middle child, twelve now, he receives my love more easily than the rest. He’s a forgiver and a forgetter. There are no terms with Jake. Louisa peeled away. 

         ‘Where’s Frieda?’ I said. Fourteen; a sensible girl, but still fourteen.

         ‘Where d’you think?’ Jake replied.

         ‘Free?’ I called up the stairs. ‘You all right?’

         ‘Yeah, Mum,’ she said and her voice was light and non-committal and the purest relief.

         There are names for it all, in my profession. I catastrophise and suffer a generalised anxiety, albeit low-level. Maybe sixty per cent of my clients do, and a similar cut of the country, I’d estimate, though they may not name it as such, merely view it as a condition of living, as we all did, before the business of happiness began. The rest are angry; used to be men, but I find women are making gains. Something of the narcissist in there, too – that bit about the universe – but only a touch. Nothing I can’t out-rationalise. I’d ask a client to note the trigger. Are there any physical sensations? The key is to breathe. Then breathe again. Are you dealing with fact or opinion? Is there another way of viewing the scene? Map an alternative thought. Have a read of the handout. And this was not new, any of it; I have always been this way.

         Our house smelt of Stefan’s lunch, Jake’s trainers, Comfort, but mainly itself. They laugh at me for my nose but the smell is there, as it was when we first looked round. There was a time after we did the extension and the side return when it seemed to have cleared and the place felt new, though not necessarily ours, but the smell returned stealthily, an essence that wouldn’t be extinguished. It is not unpleasant: a sourish mud and something more human; the past of the house floating round in molecular form. 

         Stef, whose religion is good taste, has a vision for our home, our family life, and is pained by the house’s refusal to conform. Now there is a chip knocked out of the countertop where I dropped a pan and the surface is blighted by spilled coffee and wine and though we knew it would mark, agreed that we could live with the blemishes, he sighs each time he spots them. The back – all glass – is a nightmare to keep clean and the view, which we didn’t consider before we started ripping out bricks, is forlorn; just two blunt tiers of hard-worked grass and at the end, Stef’s shed. When I look out, I find my eye drawn to a window, halfway up the block of flats on the left side of our stretch, and the huge telly beyond that fills a wall and is always on. I can read the Sky Sports news feed along the bottom from where I stand, though I’ve never seen the person who watches it.

         I went out and found Stefan in his office, designing something for a chain of dim sum bars on a large white screen.

         ‘I thought you were finished,’ I said.

         ‘Hey,’ he replied. He pushed his headphones off. ‘How was your day?’

         ‘Have the kids had tea?’

         ‘As you’re early I said we could all eat together tonight.’

         He leaned his head into his knuckle and scraped back and forth; a little ritual that brought him out of his work. His hair is short and pelt-like, the skull showing faintly white beneath.

         ‘I’m done,’ he said. ‘Let’s go back through.’

         He reached for me as I moved off, caught my shoulder and rubbed at the kink he knew just where to find. 

         There was a time, after Adam and I began, when my husband’s touch felt wrong, an infidelity, in fact, but things resettle. You cannot sustain a state of constant internal conflict and survive.

         ‘We need to do diaries,’ said Stef. ‘I’m getting busy again.’

         ‘Ouch,’ I said, as he pressed the nub of muscle harder.

         Adam and I were to go to Cambridge next month. I had booked it on my usual travel site, an aspirational collection of boutique joints. The room I chose had clotted-cream walls, real furniture and rugs as threadbare as you might find at home. The inevitable roll-top bath. Once, I’d thought a decent room might soften it, pull the act into the orbit of my life, as if morality or risk could be moderated by a backdrop of acceptable soft-furnishings, as though it would have been the Travelodge that degraded us, had I chosen to sleep with him there. This too, has passed; it is simply nicer to wake up in a decent room.

         Frieda leaned out of the bathroom window. ‘Hey, you guys,’ she called, her long ironed hair almost reachable.

         ‘You want to come down now, honey?’ Stefan said, and when we got into the kitchen she was there. ‘I look like Daddy,’ she used to cry, when she was younger, ‘but I’m a girl.’ Now she tried to paint it out with stick-on lashes and thick lines round her eyes and lips. All her friends look the same. I long for an indie chick, a girl who doesn’t care, her guitar slung over her back – but that is another one of my secrets. I wonder, too, sometimes, if it would have been different had we sent her private. Would we have made that decision, swallowed up our principles, had we had the chance? But this is a thinking error – assuming life would be better if only it were different. I would have a client observe this feeling and rate it for intensity. And they’re just as bad, those other girls. A bunch of them get on my bus. Just a different brand of sameness. Frieda is fine. We let her be.

         ‘Hi, Daddy,’ she said. She touched his arm lightly and circled away on her toes to see if he would follow her with his look. She practised her appeal on him, her happy face, her sad face and he submitted to it graciously with a lack of awkwardness I couldn’t imagine in any other man. She came to me next. Her smell was vanilla, cherry and ink. I took one last long breath of her.

         ‘Hey,’ called Jake, suddenly, from the sitting room, ‘Hi!’

         I heard him scrabble to his feet, the clatter of a discarded remote. We three listened. The front door went. ‘Uncle David!’ cried Jake.

         Frieda’s face changed at the edges at my brother’s name. I saw a hint of play. The reach of David’s charm is wide. She turned from me, tucked into whatever scene she was now rehearsing, a finger tweaked in a caricature of poise or some early version of seduction. Too old now to run to him, she waited. Stefan looked at me.

         ‘Seriously?’ he said.

         ‘I had no idea,’ I replied, truthfully this time.

         ‘I’ll go get some wine,’ he said.

         I heard David speak, with some authority, about whatever Jake was playing on his screen. Then: ‘Hello hello, anybody home?’ and there he was, in the doorway, in old jeans, a shirt that hung off his shoulders, lace-up boots in the style he’d worn since college. A skinny lad, still. A boy of dips and hollows.

         ‘Thought I’d pop in as I was passing,’ he said. He is beautiful, always has been, if you can say this of your brother. We are nothing alike.

         He hugged me, smelling warm and waxy and of my childhood. My first love, David, and the most enduring.

         ‘How are you, Free?’ he said, ‘Come here!’ and she did. ‘Hello, lovely.’ He rubbed her cheek with his knuckle and I watched her colour rise. ‘What’s new?’

         ‘Drink?’ I asked him and poured myself the last of the wine from a bottle pushed deep into the back of the fridge. It was astringent and so cold I thought I felt the density of frost. ‘Stef’s gone down for some red,’ I said.

         ‘I’ll have a beer, if you’ve got one,’ David replied, and knelt down to the cooler, glass-fronted, back-lit, and helped himself.

         ‘How come you’re passing?’ I asked.

         ‘Job round the corner. Did I not say? Have you got a fag?’

         I found a pack in a drawer amongst birthday candles, playing cards and shoelaces. He stood at the back to smoke, the door open just enough. ‘It’s pissing down,’ he said. The dog looped in and out, bringing the rain back inside with him in slashes, and when he stopped long enough, silty puddles collected around his paws.

         ‘What’s the job?’ I asked. David drank from the bottle in long smooth swallows.

         ‘Cabinets,’ he said. ‘Big house around the corner. Very nice.’

         I spooned some olives into a bowl. The dog settled happily on my bag.

         
            *

         

         I have a sheet, somewhere, of David’s sketches. Perfect 3D drawings, good enough to frame. He had described the different timbers that he used, their textures and grain. The problems of warp, twist and swell. The pros and cons of the dovetail joint versus the mortise and tenon. I remember the relief we all felt when he finally found his thing. He loved it, he told me; there is a special gratification in working with your hands. Not that I’d understand, he went on, living, as I do, in my head. I had agreed and felt a small dissatisfaction and wondered if this would be the year I finally started growing veg.

         
            *

         

         Stef returned and put a bottle on the counter.

         ‘Hey, David,’ he said and then, ‘do you mind?’ He raised the face of his mobile to us and pointed out into the wet. ‘I’ve got to finish something.’ He pressed a key on his phone and the light came on in his office at the garden’s end.

         ‘Wow,’ said David. ‘Cool.’ Then: ‘I’m not staying long.’

         Lou next, skipping in in her outsized uniform. ‘Mum, I’m starving. Hi, Uncle David. It’s your birthday next week,’ she said. Then: ‘I saw it on the calendar.’ She turned away to hide her flush.

         ‘It is indeed. Forty years old,’ he pulled her towards him, onto his lap. ‘What do you make of that?’ He tickled her. ‘Nearly as old as your Mum.’

         ‘Nothing. I don’t—I was just saying,’ she cried in panic and scrambled away.

         ‘Will you want to stay for dinner, David?’ I asked. ‘It’s not a problem. I can always ring out.’

         ‘Don’t think so,’ he said, looking down at his phone. ‘In fact I need to be going. I only popped in to say hi. And I wanted to check what’s left of mine in your cellar.’

         ‘I thought it was all at Skyler’s now,’ I said.

         ‘Not everything.’

         He took a child down there with him and the dog, who loves the smells, and came back with a bag of old stuff.

         ‘Taking more,’ I said. ‘Must be getting serious.’

         ‘I’m off,’ he replied. ‘Thanks for the beer.’

         ‘And we’ll see you soon, will we?’ I asked. ‘Get together for your birthday? The three of us, perhaps?’

         I was almost thirteen and David eleven when our sister was born. We would never truly be three.

         David lowered his eyebrows. ‘Call Madeline if you like,’ he said. ‘No fuss, though, please.’

         He left with Frieda, who he was walking to a friend’s to rehearse something for school.

         ‘Bye, guys. Be safe,’ I called after them. David raised his hand but didn’t turn.

         Louisa raced back through to me, squealing. ‘Do you think he guessed? Oh, Mum, I didn’t mean to make it weird.’

         ‘Don’t worry, Lou. He won’t have noticed a thing,’ I said. 

         ‘What about a cake?’ she cried. ‘Who’s getting a cake?’

         ‘Granny’s doing it. Now go and get Dad. I need to order food.’

         When she brought Stef through, she was still talking about the party.

         ‘But would you like a surprise, Daddy, for your next birthday?’ she asked.

         ‘I’m not sure, but I’d be grateful, though; I know that much,’ he said.

         ‘Will we get to jump out?’ she asked.

         ‘You’d better ask your mum,’ he replied. Stef turned to me. ‘You’ve done a good job with this, Nance, you know.’

         ‘We’ll see. My parents in the same room. Skyler’s friends, whoever they may be. It could be a nightmare.’

         
            *

         

         ‘Oh, Nancy,’ Madeline had said, when I suggested the party a month back. We’d gone to hers for a change and she knelt behind Louisa, doing something off YouTube to her hair. ‘Do you really think?’ ‘Yes I really do,’ I said. ‘If we don’t do something, no one will.’ However old we get, the age-gap between my sister and me never seems to shrink.

         
            *

         

         ‘Is this the final list?’ asked Stef, walking around the island. The concrete had been his idea but when it was in, I found I loved it; the way it flowed in one long unbroken sweep. The drop into my sink is round and smooth as velvet. 

         ‘Yep,’ I said. ‘The ones in red are coming. The blue said no.’

         ‘Who’s this?’ he asked.

         ‘Alice? Just an old girlfriend,’ I replied.

         ‘Not just,’ said Louisa, in a lascivious tone, ‘Uncle David’s first love.’

         ‘What are you talking about?’ I said.

         ‘I heard Aunty Mads say,’ and Lou had stayed of course, as Madeline and I talked. Flitting about. Pretending to read.

         ‘Is that a good idea?’ asked Stef.

         ‘Mads doesn’t know what she’s taking about, she was barely at school at the time,’ I said, but she was right. There had been a poetry to David and Alice, which started with their difference but became about their assimilation. He had borrowed some of her brightness when they were together, though she’d needed his edge just as much. They split when she left for university and she married young, a man I met once; handsome, bored and rich, who she had since divorced. I was curious to see what she had become.

         ‘As long as it won’t cause a problem with Skyler,’ Stefan said.

         ‘It shouldn’t,’ I replied. ‘David keeps telling me she’s a grown-up; I guess we’ll find out.’ I thought of her spiteful little face. ‘I’m just trying to mix it up a bit. That’s how good parties work. As long as everyone gets pissed at the start, we’ll be fine.’

         Stef gave a pinched look to indicate the ongoing presence of Louisa. 

         ‘Shall we do a cocktail, do you think?’ I asked.

         ‘Perhaps,’ he replied, pulling out a bottle of something new. ‘Top-up?’

         ‘If you’re opening it,’ I said and we went through to the kids.

         
            *

         

         Jake lay on the sofa, fighting a friend on his screen.

         ‘Just you two, right?’ I said. He snorted at me without lifting his eyes. ‘Shove up,’ I told him, and sank into my slot.

         Stef took our order for the takeaway, a tea towel over his shoulder to make us laugh. Lou’s legs were heavy across my lap. The dog sat on my feet.

         ‘How about a movie?’ he said after he’d phoned it through, and we agreed on one we’d seen ten times before. He called for Frieda, who’d just got back. The wine began to do its work.

         It is hard to see where Stefan has aged, he has the type of looks that hold: blunt bone-structure, thick cheekbones, his nose just slightly flat. Light blue eyes and short hair since forever, cropped close to his well-shaped skull.

         The movie began, so familiar that it bored me instantly.

         Plus he has taste, which I can recognise, despite having little of my own, in his brushed plaid shirt and his stiff dark jeans and authentic work-boots imported from the USA.

         ‘One minute,’ I said. There’s something I just need to check.’ 

         ‘Shall we pause?’ Jake asked.

         ‘No, go ahead,’ I said. ‘I can easily catch up.’

         I poured myself a drop more wine and went to the alcove that David had built, a knocked-out bookcase in what used to be the dining room; an awkward little adjunct that unbalanced the space. I felt a hope in my throat as I waited for my screen to wake, but we rarely email, and never text and there was nothing. It ruined me, briefly, nonetheless. Stef is a good man and a textbook father. A faithful partner. All of these things and more, but he is not Adam, at whose nearness all logic collapses.

         They brought me through some takeaway, cool and separating on the plate and later, came in, one by one, for a tentative goodnight.

         ‘Are you OK, Mummy?’ Louisa said. I pulled her close. Always so dry, Lou, the skin tight and scaled under her nose, beside her mouth. Bleached to bone, she looked; pale eyes, white hair.

         ‘I’m fine, sweet. Off you go.’

         My mood had reached them, infused the house, but I refuse to lay that at Adam’s door. I remember this – this restlessness, this inability to settle – from before. I am a working woman, my time with the kids is parcelled and discrete, and loaded because of it. It is impossible to wring satisfaction out of every occasion, on demand, and acknowledging this, making peace with it, saves a lot of unnecessary grief.

         When Adam and I first began, my children’s pleasure hurt me. It seemed too fragile, too tentative; I had the idea that it existed in reverse proportion to my own and in the darkest times, I thought we couldn’t all survive. And then I came to see that our love – Adam’s and mine – is beneficent. It shines its light on everything. It makes all of this easier. And yet, when, sometime after midnight, Free reappeared, owl-eyed at the edge of the room, I felt grateful for another chance.

         ‘Sweetheart. Are you having a dream? I’m here.’

         She came to me and leant her weight into my shoulder. Her closeness, and the wine I’d drunk, set off my heart. Her hair was rubbed to candy floss at the back and the trousers of her pyjamas pooled around her feet.

         ‘Are you ill?’ I said, reaching for her forehead and then mine.

         ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I just woke up.’

         ‘Take this off. Cool down.’

         She let me slide off the thin dressing gown and I felt the skin on her arms pimple, and her exposure in her T-shirt. She sat on my lap then, and hunched her shoulders, her back a comma. I pulled her close and the heat left her body quickly, passing into mine.

         ‘Do you want anything, darling?’ I asked, into her neck. She had missed a smudge of foundation, which smelled of wet paint and powdered milk beneath the alcohol and cucumber of her wash. I rubbed it from her jaw. Her top gave off a delicious base-note of old sweat that had outlived a hundred washes to be baked deep into the cotton by the dryer.

         ‘A cup of tea?’ she said, with hope.

         ‘Not this time of night. How about warm milk?’

         Then Stef was there. 

         ‘What’s up?’ he said.

         ‘Daddy,’ she called, and her bony bottom dug into my thigh as she pushed herself up. I watched their mirrored profiles, leant in close, and felt a strange intersection of jealousy and relief. I switched off the broadband, I let out the dog. Kicked the shoes into a heap near the front door and lifted the pile of clean clothes that needed taking up. I trawled the rooms for more discarded things and bent for the hem of Frieda’s robe which had slipped off the back of my chair. As I lifted it, her phone slid out of a pocket and hit the floor with a rubberised clunk.

         The knock woke it up, and I saw she had a text, 11.47 p.m. – too late, I thought, for a girl of fourteen. The drink turned a sour roll in my stomach and I felt a mother’s vulnerability, my absolute dependence on my child. To make the right decisions, to be happy, to survive.

         Stef stood in the doorway to the garden and whistled for the dog. It was Beatrice, her best friend.

         Sounds intense. Can’t W8 2 hEr mo xxx

         Some girlish intrigue, no doubt, though I didn’t like the tone, the ambiguity, the suggestion of risk. I heard the dog skid over the kitchen tiles in avoidance of his basket and felt sheer terror, a kind of slideshow in my mind, a Greatest Hits of chaos and disaster, but that moment always passes.

      

   


   
      
         

            3

         

         Two years, then, since I found Adam; since that first weighted meeting. But was it the start? To name it as such feels too fated, too certain. There was a time when it could have gone either way. I fell in love slowly, from a distance. In my imagination first. Old-fashioned, really; for a while it was all just dreams and deferral.

         I caught the first flight back the morning after the conference, battered by a couple of hours’ parched and restless sleep. There were a few people on the plane from the previous night, but we ignored each other comfortably. I ate everything that was offered, however it smelled, and tried to hide inside my book.

         The evening had been long. More food was ordered, and wine. Adam told a couple of warm stories from back in the day and I recovered; alcohol will do that. His wife was an actor, I heard him say, and I imagined stage make-up and jazz hands. The management sent across a tray of drinks and a second, and from then, the night was broken by others’ drunken mis-steps: the upended bottle, the inappropriate joke, Chloe’s extended trip to the loo, where I’m pretty sure she threw up, all of which we shared, he and I, across the table, in an effortless telepathy. His hotel room was in a different wing to mine, so we avoided that tell-tale moment of goodnight.

         On the plane, I thought of his face. There is something roguish in the set of it, long and bony, but the rest of him pokes fun at that. His hair is a collapse. He has a lolloping gait and is far too thin; he wears his trousers belted out of necessity. Colour and texture, angle and feel. The details began to assume a sort of meaning, as if he were complete and intended, like a painting or a book; beautiful and important.

         A week later, there was contact; a group email from the conference’s organiser asking for feedback. My address was the only one visible but I saw him at his desk, rating the experience 1 to 5. I answered the questions imagining myself him. On the final page I read, would we care to share our details with the group? I replied yes. Another week, and a message headed: Intros!! arrived.

         
            Dear ex-delegates,

            See the inbox for your fellow attendees’ addresses!

            Feel free to get in touch! Attached is a list of names and specialities also. I’ll duck out now.

            Enjoy. See you next year!

         

         His name was first and I wondered if he was quickest to respond and what that might mean. Emails came in across the day, vague and enthusiastic but Adam remained quiet; I watched for him from the fringes of the exchange, turning him over in my mind, and maybe that was harmless, a middle-aged woman’s distraction, or else it breathed life into something frail and barely viable, one of trillions of maybes that would fall away if they failed to take root, and my attention was soil.

         I found his wife online easily enough. His Facebook feed had looked unpromising, just birthday wishes and the odd professional approach but at the bottom of his timeline was one tagged photo, taken from behind, of him and a woman hand in hand at the top of an ancient sloped street in some bleached-out holiday town. The shot didn’t tell me much, save placing them loosely in the urban middle classes with her rough straw hat and the corked backs of a pair of Birkenstocks. Adam’s shoulders were holstered with the straps of a long-lens camera and a beat-up leather satchel. I watched the image for a while and came to see that his head was just inclined towards her, though she looked straight ahead. The post read: Lazy Summer Days and was dated the previous year. When I held my cursor above her, a name appeared: Tara Cole. Her account was private, though I found her elsewhere in no time. I pulled up a CV and a ludicrous head-shot and no evidence of work in the last ten years.

         
            *

         

         Summer came, and regular contact from the group. A pattern emerged. Ann sent details of her speaking engagements. That guy I’d sat next to at the meal kept trying to sell things; a week in a Dorset cottage, an unused exercise bike, his old car in the end. A woman I didn’t remember pasted articles from The Guardian once a week and Chloe began each Monday morning with a joke related to the various therapeutic services. 

         Jake tore a ligament falling down a muddy bank and was on crutches for a month. I took my Aunty April for her first pedicure, which she hated and let me know by talking loudly and self-consciously for the full hour as we sat side by side, feet tepid in gently pulsing water, and Adam receded under the weight of all this dailyness, though I pulled out the thought of him, now and again, sitting amongst the family in a rare moment of stupefied rest, or more often when I was alone. He became my treat. I wrote a paper which was to be published in a journal and sent it, flinchingly, to the group. Their replies were kind and considered and I acknowledged my affection for our scrappy band.

         Then one night Stef told me that he was ready to set up on his own; branding and design, still, but with an online twist. He had two clients ready to go, and how would I feel about giving him the shed and working from an office again? Delighted, I said and next evening, I emailed the group, subject: ‘on the off-chance,’ asking if anybody cared to share as I was looking for space. Adam answered by reply, subject: ‘Very weird’ and wrote:
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