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            Love one another, but make not a bond of love: Let it rather be a moving sea between the shores of your souls.

            
                

            

            Kahlil Gibran, ‘On Marriage’

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Epigraph

                  	Rules of an open marriage #1: Never sleep with the same person more than once 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #2: Our arrangement is a secret between us 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #3: What’s done remains in the past 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #4: No financial agreements must be entered into with anyone else 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #5: Be realistic: individual people have different needs 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #6: We will help each other to better understand ourselves 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #7: Always be transparent about how you feel 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #8: Agree how much time we’ll spend apart 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #9: Never bring a lover into our house 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #10: Always spend quality time with each other 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #11: Don’t take each other for granted 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #12: Have no secrets from one another 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #13: Always put family first 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #14: Never treat each other like second-class partners 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #15: Remain in control 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #16: Have faith in intuition 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #17: Remember that fights are about feelings, not facts 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #18: Be willing to reassess the open arrangement 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #19: Look after each other in sickness and in health 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #20: Accept one another’s flaws 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #21: Don’t leave anyone in the dark 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #22: Never be with someone that we both know 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #23: Be loyal to one another in your hearts 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #24: Remember that love is not possession 

                  	Rules of an open marriage #25: Above all, love one another 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	About the Author 

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Rules of an open marriage #1:

            Never sleep with the same person more than once

         

         ‘Ambitious,’ she is saying, ‘to wear shorts in Wales.’

         The clouds hang low as rain canvases against the windscreen and Ryan struggles to keep the car steady as it is buffeted by the wind. A steady trickle of water runs down the join between door and window and drips onto his knee, pooling in between his toes. The sole of his foot slips against the rubber of his flip-flops as he accelerates.

         When he’d opened the curtains of the room at their B & B this morning, sunlight slipped through a crevice in the clouds and streamed in through the window. As he watched Ada sleeping in the shaft of light, he’d taken it as a sign. He’d had a good feeling about today.

         Now he’s not so sure it was sensible to make this trip out to the Cregennan Lakes. As soon as they got into the car the weather turned. Today would have been the perfect excuse to stay in bed, windows fastened. The most fleeting of decisions gather volume when inspected later, but for now the cottage is undiscovered. Hindsight is everything.

         Ada’s warm skin distracts him from the road. He moves his left hand to rest upon her thigh and feels her shift into his fingers. 2

         ‘Careful,’ she says as the chassis of the car crashes against the tarmac in between the potholes. Whose idea was it to bring this ridiculous excuse of a car anyway, little more than a tin can on wheels, not even watertight? She lifts his hand from her leg and places it back on the steering wheel. ‘Later.’

         She smiles and turns up the music, singing along tunelessly. They could have brought the Audi, or the Range Rover, the Range Rover the obvious choice for a trip like this, but she’d insisted on this car she’d learned to drive in twenty years ago. Emotional about so little, she surprises him with these nods to sentiment.

         ‘We must be nearly there.’ He slows to peer through the water sluicing down the windows. ‘We’ve been driving for at least an hour.’

         ‘I’ll check,’ she says, reaching for her phone. ‘It said twenty minutes from Dolgellau this morning.’ Opening the window, she extends her arm out, phone to the sky. ‘Crap. No reception.’

         ‘Great,’ he sighs and pulls over to the side of the road, startling a buzzard that is picking at a carcass.

         ‘Isn’t this what we wanted?’ She leans over and kisses his cheek. ‘A break from everything, total focus on ourselves?’ Despite his frustration at the road and the gnawing hunger in his stomach, the car is fogging up and it’s exciting being lost among the mountains. They are playing at being free. When she slides his chair backwards and straddles him he worries briefly about being spotted by passing cars; then she becomes everything.

         Eyes bright and face flushed, she manoeuvres herself back into her chair and rolls the window down. The cold air slaps them in their faces.

         ‘So.’ She turns to him.

         ‘So.’ He turns the collar of his inadequate sweater up and runs his hand through his hair. ‘You looked gorgeous the other 3night at the members’ club, by the way,’ he says. ‘I love that dress. Wear it again for me some time?’

         ‘Sure,’ she laughs and kisses him on the lips. It’s incongruous, her laugh that is so much lower than her voice.

         ‘I can’t believe you’re not bored of me yet,’ she says.

         ‘Never.’ He leans over and cups her face in his palms, the gear stick intruding awkwardly between them.

         
             

         

         Two hours later they’ve abandoned their search for the lakes and devoured the remainder of the packed lunch prepared for them at their B & B. His legs are numb and covered in mud from scrambling up steep paths, emerging finally and triumphantly through the cloud cover at the summit of Penygader. For miles around all they can see is a white bed of cloud below them, the sky a clear perfect blue above. It’s magical but something feels wrong.

         ‘Who would have thought we’d find this, here?’ She gestures to the sun, squinting. She throws herself down on the ground, stretching her legs out. ‘It’s glorious,’ she says, closing her eyes. ‘The best sun is unexpected.’

         It was chance that led them up here – the OS map is sodden and torn, their phones left in the car for safety from the rain. The path wound its way ever upwards, slippery in the mist. Bare feet would have been more suitable than flip-flops, each smooth rock a slip hazard for his flimsy rubber soles. In a landscape punctuated only by heathers and bilberry, they could have been the only people alive. But she’d remembered something from a brochure she’d read about this mountain, and finding it just metres from where they’d abandoned their journey, it had seemed foolish to not seize the opportunity, with the small wooden sign indicating that Cadair Idris was just ahead.

         The light’s fading.

         ‘We should go down,’ he says, bending and grasping her 4hand, pulling her to her feet. She stands beside him and rests her chin on his shoulder, face tilted towards the patchwork sky, her eyes mirroring the blue.

         ‘I wish we could stay,’ she says, nuzzling her face into his neck. In the fog and dewy mist that’s turning fast to sleet, he understands her longing for anonymity, a cloak of a kind.

         
             

         

         Going down is quicker, more sliding then walking. The rain is coming faster, great pear-shaped drops that land heavily on his bare legs. She smiles and opens her mouth wide, sticking out her tongue so that she can catch them. ‘Here,’ she pulls closer to his face and brushes her tongue against his parted lips, ‘for you.’ A fork confuses him; he remembers telling himself to always head left but now he can’t be sure. He pauses for a moment to think, but Ada rushes ahead.

         ‘It’s this way, I’m sure,’ she says, walking ahead of him, her frame silhouetted against a murky tide of cloud. She hums a tune he doesn’t recognise and stray notes travel back to him, fragmented. He rushes to keep up; she’s fit and fearless, confident. But half an hour in and an unrecognisable moonscape confronts them; he’s put too much faith in her. He considers the risks that they have taken by coming up here, and imagines them requiring rescue by helicopter or worse. He thinks of the bollocking he would give the boys if they got themselves into a similar predicament, but the reality is they probably wouldn’t after all the years they spent doing the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award. It’s not the first time in recent weeks where he’s felt foolishly reckless.

         ‘Come on, keep going.’ She grabs his hand. She seems unaware of the hazards of their situation and what earlier felt liberating now seems naïve.

         ‘Wait.’ He stops and pulls out the sodden Ordnance Survey map. Lowering himself onto his knees, he shields it with his torso. It’s little more than papier-mâché now, but their only 5hope. In between the contours, half rubbed out, he makes out the letters P E N Y. The compass has fared better against the storm and he angles it to the map. ‘We came the wrong way,’ he says quietly. It’s not her fault; he didn’t disagree with her choices. He regrets his willingness to be led. He wrings the map out in his hands and feels it twist into pieces. He walks to her side and places an arm around her waist, although the action costs him precious body heat.

         ‘We’ll be fine, back up and fork right, there’s still some light.’ It’s not long, though, before that fades, replaced by inky darkness. No lights in the distance, no telltale signs of life. He focuses on putting one foot in front of the other, though his feet burn with the pain of the cold and his big toe aches from where he cut it on a rock. He grits his teeth and grasps her icy hand. As long as they are descending they will reach the bottom, he reasons. Her chipper mood is replaced with a sombre silence. No phones, no food, no blankets. They’ve outdone themselves this time. The ground levels out, and he’s promising himself that he won’t let himself be swept up by her impulses again, that in future he’ll be more responsible, when a lone torchlight approaches them. They stop walking and stand still, waiting, listening to the footsteps that crunch against the stones that have replaced the mossy grasses. She pulls her hand away from his.

         ‘Hello?’ The voice sounds fractured, distorted by the Welsh elongation of the vowels. Conversation is inevitable. Ryan starts walking again, faster, and the shape of a man and a dog emerge. The stranger is illuminated from the forehead down, the bridge of the nose exaggerated against the storm of his eyebrows and beard.

         ‘We may be lost – can you help us?’ Ryan’s voice sounds feeble to his ears; they are foolish foreigners wandering in unannounced and unprepared and the may rings false.

         ‘Where are you headed?’ asks the man. The sheepdog 6comes into full view, wet fur and head down, tail curled between its legs.

         ‘Dol Idris car park,’ answers Ada.

         ‘You’re miles away, it’s round the other side. From the top it’s less than an hour, but from here, two hours at least. You must have walked in the wrong direction. My name’s Huw, and you are?’

         ‘I’m Susan and this is Ben.’ Her decision to lie seems odd when this man is only helping them. It’s not as if they know anybody here.

         Ryan clears his throat, deliberating between pride and survival. He’d like to insist that they are fine and not lost at all, but their circumstances betray them. Huw speaks again.

         ‘You can come with me, if you want to. The road’s blocked to Dolgellau, flooded, but I can take you as far as Penmaenpool.’

         ‘That’s very kind, Huw, thank you. As you can see we’re completely unprepared,’ Ada says, stepping towards him. In the torchlight she sweeps her arm towards Ryan.

         In the back of the car the stench of wet dog is overwhelming. Ryan shuffles his feet around, trying to find a flat resting place; welly boots and rubber mats brush against his bare skin. His toes are numb and he wonders how long it takes for hypothermia to set in. Beside him Ada is talking too loudly and he wants to ask her to be quiet. It’s been a long time since he was in the back of a car; he’d forgotten how nauseating the bends are from this vantage, how bumpy the roads.

         ‘You down for long?’ Huw asks from the front. ‘Brave to come out in shorts,’ he says. A guffaw erupts from his beard.

         ‘I told him,’ Ada says, ‘but he wouldn’t listen. He’s stubborn like that.’

         ‘City boy, I guess,’ Huw says. Another bubble of laughter bursts from the front.

         Behind Ryan’s head the hot breath of the sheepdog tickles 7his ear. Its gravelly tongue brushes his neck. Only with Ada could he find himself in this situation, careening down tiny rock-strewn roads in the darkness. He tunes out their conversation.

         She places a hand upon his knee and he pushes it away; this act of familiarity feels inappropriate in a stranger’s car. The car slows and the headlights illuminate a river ahead, flowing at right angles to their road. Huw tuts loudly and shakes his head.

         ‘There’s no getting across here, not unless you want to swim it.’ He turns now. ‘You’d be okay, in your shorts …’ – an impish grin – ‘but you young lady, well, you’d catch your death of cold.’

         She smiles to show her dimples. How simply she transforms herself at will; it’s hard to reconcile her sweetness now with her urgent determination of earlier, sinewed arms hoisting him into position beneath her, the strong grip of her hands against his wrists.

         Huw turns the car around and they head back in the direction they’ve come from. There’s no option, he informs them, but to seek shelter in Abergwynant and retrieve their car in the morning, if the rain abates, that is. He can drop them at a hotel that can probably put them up for the night if they’d like. They would, they agree. Ryan thinks of his warm clothes and the large en-suite bathroom at their B & B.

         Above the entrance to the hotel a tin sign swings in the wind. Ridge View Hotel, it informs him, though there’s no view tonight. A single bare light bulb hangs inside the porch, illuminating the cobwebs above.

         ‘Thank you, you saved us.’ Ada leans over and kisses Huw on the cheek. Muttering thanks, Ryan forces himself to stroke the dog’s head as he clambers out of the back seat.

         ‘There’s only one room left,’ the receptionist informs them from behind the wooden desk at the bottom of the stairs. Ryan pulls out his wallet. She fiddles with her roll-up with one hand 8while tapping the keyboard with another. He saw the car park on the way in, empty except for an upended wheelie bin.

         ‘Yep – you’re lucky, there was a cancellation.’ Luck is a subjective thing, Ryan considers as she leads them upstairs. The threadbare carpets shrink back from tobacco-stained walls. The building is larger than it looks – there must be twenty rooms at least. They do not pass another person or hear any sound of other guests. At the end of the hallway on the left there is a doorway; curled pencil-sharpenings of red paint fall as he turns the key.

         ‘You from England?’ the receptionist asks.

         ‘For our sins,’ he replies.

         ‘Shout if you need anything,’ she says, disappearing back down the hallway.

         He sits on a bed and peels off his flip-flops, rubbing his toes between his hands. The bedroom is cold and there’s mildew on the window frames. A single radiator on the far wall gurgles, emitting a feeble attempt at heat that can only be felt by touching it. The twin beds are separated by a dressing table with chairs on either side. The floorboards between them are freezing and littered with protruding screws. He opens a door.

         ‘Shit.’

         ‘What?’ She looks up from the armchair where she is emptying her pockets.

         ‘Where’s the shower?’

         ‘She said it’s down the hallway.’

         ‘You’re kidding …’

         ‘It’s not the Ritz, you know.’ She walks over to him and hugs him from behind. ‘It doesn’t matter, does it? At least we’re here together.’ Usually he appreciates her optimism.

         ‘How long does it take for hypothermia to set in?’ His teeth are chattering.

         ‘You’re such a hypochondriac.’ She laughs and throws him a threadbare towel.

         
             

         

         9The lights in the hallway have gone off and he can’t find the switch to turn them back on. He reaches for his phone torch, remembering too late that it is in the car miles away. The communal bathroom’s redeeming feature is that it smells of chlorine, permeating through the holes in the ceiling; he grits his teeth as the lukewarm shower burns his feet. By the time he returns to the room she has dragged the two beds together and the dressing table and chairs are pushed against the far wall. She lies with her back to the door. He turns the lights out and slides in between the covers, wrapping his arms around her. She pushes back against him. He was craving sleep but his body takes over. She has this way of persuading him without a word being said. The beds rock against the thin walls as he moves inside her.. Afterwards he holds her against him, their bodies moulded into one. He breathes in the faint smell of her sweat and closes his eyes.

         
             

         

         The next morning, sitting in the dining room, she reads the local papers. It took him half an hour to dry their clothes with a hairdryer. Breakfast is surprisingly delicious; bacon crisp against his tongue, buttery potatoes laced with red onions. A pot of coffee sits between them.

         ‘Oy.’ He nudges her foot under the table. ‘Can you pass me one?’ He gestures to the papers. The rain has stopped and he’s looking forward to a long hot bath back at the B & B.

         ‘I’ve got an idea,’ she whispers suddenly. ‘What do you think?’ She slides an article in front of him; he looks at the headline: Sheepdog walks 240 miles home.

         ‘You want a dog?’ he asks, raising his eyebrows. ‘I’m not sure we’re ready for the commitment.’ She kicks his foot.

         ‘Not that one – look, below.’ Old farmhouse for sale, 4 acres, rural setting.

         ‘You’re crazy.’ He laughs and fidgets with the jam jar.

         ‘I’m serious – look, it’s cheap!’ He peers at the details. 10

         ‘There’s a reason for that: you’re paying for a pile of stones. We could go to the beach, get them for free.’

         She sighs. ‘You’re no fun.’ Standing, he pushes back his chair, kisses her ear. He catches a glimpse of the receptionist hovering outside the door, watching.

         ‘Come on, let’s see if the road’s open again, catch a lift.’

         
             

         

         For the second time in twelve hours he’s being driven by a stranger, sitting in the back of a van with Ada up front charming the postman, who has agreed to drop them back at their car, assuming that they’re happy to drive his delivery route.

         ‘It’ll be good to get a tour of the local area,’ she exclaimed enthusiastically. It seems inevitable that the route would pass by the abandoned cottage from the paper. Ada bubbles with excitement, clutching the newspaper in her lap. The postman is telling her about the fat lady who lives on the right, whose husband left her for the local landlady, and the man who lives in the closest cottage, who used to own half the land in the area but lost it all when he gambled it away.

         ‘Not long now,’ the postman offers, turning slightly. He shrugs. ‘Not as keen as the missus, then? Don’t blame you – wouldn’t touch it myself.’ Ryan doesn’t answer. He’s been transplanted into the middle of someone else’s fantasy and this trip to Wales is starting to feel like a very bad idea. The van stops a few metres back from an iron gate.

         ‘It’s one of the downsides to this location, the gates. Nine in total,’ the postman announces. ‘This land used to have multiple owners, so they divided it with gates and walls to separate the cattle. Now it all belongs to one farmer, but the gates remain.’ He tuts loudly and gestures to the surrounding fields. ‘The walls are crumbling so the gates are pointless, cattle and people roam as they please but God forbid a driver forgets to close the gates behind them. Fastest way to piss off the neighbours. Pain in the arse, if you ask me.’ 11

         ‘People are sticklers for rules,’ Ada sighs. ‘Darling, can you open the first gate, please?’ She leans back and squeezes his hand.

         The door is ripped from his fingers. The rain may have abated and the sun broken through, but relentless winds roll across the fields. As he struggles with the rusty lock, he catches his finger in between the frame and the gate. ‘Fuck.’ Back in the car, dishevelled, he abandons any pretence at civility. At the second gate she jumps from the van to open it. Finally, the ninth gate is opened and closed. The postman pulls the van over to the side of the road.

         ‘I’ll wait for you here,’ the postman informs them. ‘The road’s too bumpy to drive down; it’d be the first thing needing doing, should you buy it.’ Ryan’s about to insist it’s not necessary to delay the man further for a whim, but Ada is out already, walking between the potholes, arms open wide and face turned upwards.

         ‘She’s refreshing – you’re lucky.’ The postman winks.

         
             

         

         His flip-flops have seen better days and the shorts that have only just dried out toughen up in the cold air. They should have gone to Greece, or Bermuda. What were they thinking? He hurries to catch up with her. The road is steep and tree lined with forestry land pushing in from both sides. In the distance he glimpses her golden hair, which she has released from its ponytail. The main road is out of sight when he sees the cottage, tucked into a clearing in the forest. Admittedly it’s more intact than the photo led him to believe, a shape of a house at least. He’s aware of his pulse racing. Ada runs towards him. As she pulls him towards the cottage he feels a knot unravel in his chest. She leads him to the front door.

         ‘It’s perfect, isn’t it?’ He had intended to feign interest to pacify her, but as he takes it in, the crumbling granite walls and the fireplace open to the sky, he can’t ignore the enthusiasm skipping in his throat. His mouth is dry. It’s like nothing he’s ever 12considered. He’s used to designing new homes, passive houses that leave a minimal imprint, frames that can be erected within days. Watertight, airtight, full of glass and light.

         ‘It’d take us months to rebuild.’ Instantly he regrets saying it. She claps her hands and embraces him. ‘Hypothetically,’ he adds.

         ‘I knew you’d come around when you saw it,’ she is saying, and he’s trying to find the right words to let her down, but even as he flounders he knows that he won’t find them because this pile of boulders in the middle of Welsh farmland feels as if it has been waiting for him. They round the corner of the cottage and emerge into the clearing beyond, where sheep scatter among the trees. They walk up the slope, his thighs screaming from the efforts of yesterday, up to the skyline and to where the ground levels and grasses flatten.

         
             

         

         She passes him the map the postman has lent her. The Mawddach Estuary glitters in the midday sun below them and Barmouth sparkles beyond. In the distance the mountains of Snowdonia stretch out in mist-soaked peaks and the Llŷn Peninsula juts out defiantly at the edge of the horizon, at right angles to Bardsey Island, which rises anxiously from the sea. Turning 180 degrees, he sees the cottage down below them, nestled beneath the ridge of Tyddyn Shieffre. He sees the forestry land encroaching on the cottage and the brambles that spread like fingers latching onto the ruined windows and door. For as far as the eye can see there’s no sign of a single person. He closes his eyes and opens them, willing something to shift and cast doubt, but the sun splinters above their heads and though there’s every reason to turn and walk away, when she wraps her arm around his waist he knows that this must belong to them. A shiver runs through him. It is not theirs to take, but they have made a habit of taking what does not belong.

         ‘Our own private vista.’ Ada smiles and he knows that she has won; his judgement blurred. They walk back up the 13broken driveway slowly. As the van comes into sight, they see the postman pacing beside it.

         ‘I thought you weren’t coming back,’ he says, opening his door and throwing himself into his seat heavily. ‘I’ve a job to do, you know.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Ada says, ‘we got distracted by the view.’ Ryan clambers into the back of the van, his thoughts filled with the cottage that has already changed everything. London seems farther away than ever as the engine starts and they pull off, the postman muttering ‘tourists’ under his breath. Has it really been only four months since this whole thing started? He has a sense of hurtling towards something even as he knows he should be turning away. 14
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            Rules of an open marriage #2:

            Our arrangement is a secret between us

         

         London, December 2015

         Emily coils her hair into a chignon and clips it high on the back of her head, smoothing a stray hair behind her ear. Standing back, she tilts her head. Too old: she’s forty-three, not eighty-two. Unclipping it, she lets her hair fall over her shoulders. She prefers herself like this, more natural. She applies grey eye shadow to her eyelids and dabs highlighter onto her cheekbones. She pinches her lips hard and smiles to see them flush with colour. The best makeup in the world doesn’t compensate for this good old-fashioned trick, learned when she was eight.

         Turning sideways, she examines her profile. She wishes her breasts were larger, but nothing is perfect. She refuses to fall down the slippery slope in pursuit of perfection that so many of her peers have. She knows too well how it starts with a simple nip and tuck. It’s inevitable that a few months later her nose would be too pointy and her lips too swollen. Before she’d noticed, she’d be walking around looking like an inflatable doll on steroids. She’s going au naturel and to hell with anyone who complains about it. Perfection is relative, anyway.

         Her legs ache from her bike ride, but this is how she’ll preserve herself, with exercise and healthy food. She’s glad 16that she had boys and does not have to deal with the neurosis and stresses of teenage girls. She’s not sure she could handle the self-doubt and the diets. There’s enough to worry about without adding to the list. She remembers her disappointment when she was twelve and she got her period; the wondrous anticipation of becoming a woman clashed disappointingly with the reality, the mess and inconvenience, and the depressing realisation that she was stuck with this for the next forty years at least. There were other things too: the realisation at fifteen that her breasts were not going to get any larger, that she would never have a cleavage to display without stuffing her bra; that there was nothing silky about legs and armpits and pubic hair. Then, soon after, the discovery that this thing called sex that they’d talked about as sacred was a perfunctory and clumsy affair, ultimately unsatisfying. And then, at university and finally an adult, a dawning comprehension that at this point, fully grown and equipped with freedom, she was not at liberty to pursue her increasing sexual libido with whom she pleased, as there were now expectations – such as commitment and monogamy – attached to the transactions. And then of course there was Charlotte, who could have changed everything, but didn’t after all.

         Her phone beeps and she thinks uncomfortably of the message she received earlier from her student, Leo. It’s not like anything untoward has happened and he’s a great writer, but she does regret giving him her number. Her husband comes into the bathroom behind her.

         ‘You look gorgeous,’ he says, brushing his lips against her neck. ‘Don’t be long, we’re running late.’

         ‘One minute and I’ll be down,’ she says, doing up her necklace and giving herself a final once-over in the mirror. In the bedroom she gets her handbag and checks for the essentials – car keys, lipstick, envelope with tickets to give him later, her surprise. She’ll give it to him after the ceremony, once they’re 17alone. It’s been so long since they’ve been away together without the boys. Every time she thinks of getting on that plane a frisson of excitement runs through her.

         Venice, three glorious days of wandering the alleyways and meandering canals. It would have been better to go for longer, but the boys have revision sessions for exams coming up. Her husband works so hard anyway, wouldn’t be able to take any more time off. It’ll be good for them to have some time alone – she’s missed him these last few weeks, though it’s been worth it. The award he’s nominated for is well deserved, a huge accolade for someone just into their forties. Carrying her bag in one hand, high heels in the other, she pads across the oak floor to the hallway.

         Leaning over the glass balustrade she calls down, ‘Coming.’ Down the hallway flanked with framed photographs, she knocks on Sam’s door. ‘We’re off, darling.’ A pause and then a scuffle before he opens the door, hair dishevelled.

         ‘Have fun, don’t be late,’ he says. He winks and she cuffs him playfully. It happened so quickly, this morphing into a man. His body has filled out, his jaw widened. She notices girls looking at him on the street. He’s striking with his auburn hair and bright blue eyes.

         ‘Are you studying?’ she asks. He rolls his eyes.

         ‘It’s the weekend, Mum.’ She doesn’t need to worry anyway: he’s naturally bright and has been eager to learn from the day he started school. Tom, on the other hand …

         ‘Call me if there are any problems,’ she says, placing a kiss on his cheek. ‘Tom will be back around eleven; we’ll be back by midnight.’

         ‘I’m not a kid you know, Mum, I’ll be fine.’ Behind him his computer monitor is blinking.

         
             

         

         Downstairs the car is waiting, engine humming. She checks the back doors are locked. Closing the blinds on the bifold 18doors in the kitchen, she notices something on the glass, a dark line, smeared. Following it down she sees the bird, splayed on the ground outside, highlighted by the motion sensor. Another one down. She doesn’t have time to move it. The problem with so much glass is that the house is virtually invisible to the birds. She saw a blue tit mid-flight last week, heading straight towards her at the sink. She’d cried at the inevitability of it; there was nothing she could do but wait for the crack of its beak against the glass.

         There’s really no need for window coverings; they’re not overlooked, are entirely isolated from their neighbours and surrounded by trees. Still, the traditionalist in her insisted on having them in the kitchen, at least. She doesn’t like to think that while she’s immersed in chopping an onion, eyes watering, someone could be outside looking in. The car smells of aftershave and a pink cupcake-shaped deodorising air freshener that swings from the rear-view mirror. She leans over and removes it, putting it in the glove box. ‘I hate these things,’ she says. ‘Why would anybody think you’d want to make your car smell like a candyfloss factory?’

         He smiles and puts his hand on her leg. ‘No tights in December?’

         She pushes his hand away. ‘They always have the temperature turned up at these events. I hope they open some windows this time.’ She looks out of the window at the grey pavements, street lights casting golden patterns on the wet concrete. He laughs and ruffles her hair with his left hand, then drapes his arm across the back of the chair. She’s silent as they wait for the traffic lights to turn green. ‘I’d still like to buy an old building one day, you know, with history.’

         ‘Some people would kill to have our house,’ he says, braking hard as a woman with a pushchair steps out from the pavement in front of them. ‘Jesus, some people don’t deserve to be parents.’ 19

         She sighs.

         They pull into the driveway of the house that he’s designed, where the ceremony is being held. Handbrake on, he turns to her.

         ‘We’re our own living history, isn’t that enough?’

         ‘You’re enough.’ She reaches over and puts her hand on his cheek to soften the mistruth. She thinks of the last time she saw Leo in the library, their legs touching. She didn’t pull away.

         
             

         

         It’s strange going to an awards ceremony in a house. Everything is in its place: sofas in the lounge, beds in the upstairs rooms. As if the owner has popped out for some milk and in their absence the house has been infiltrated by a brigade of architects and project planners standing round drinking wine in their designer kitchen and inspecting the seamless joins between the floating counters, and the way the light falls right through the house to the basement, thanks to the installation of glass landings.

         She recognises most of the people here from dinner parties, a pretentious bunch. Her husband was different from the start though, excited about architecture but not pompous.

         ‘We’re not going to change the world’, he tells her, ‘only little bits of it.’

         ‘Emily, how lovely to see you.’ Georgia, Phil’s wife, is gliding towards her and Emily forces a smile. They’ve been meeting on dinner-party loops for years now. Emily can’t stand her.

         ‘Did you hear about poor old Martha? Poor dear, she’s beside herself. I mean, being left for the nanny? What a cliché!’

         It was inevitable to anyone who’d spent five minutes in her husband Greg’s company. There’s a feeding frenzy every time a marriage collapses round here. Georgia swans back to Phil, who raises his head and nods at Emily. He’s marginally more tolerable than Georgia and Emily doesn’t know how he 20can stand being married to her. Enduring her for one evening every couple of months is all Emily can handle.

         ‘Poor Martha indeed,’ her husband whispers. She hadn’t realised he was listening. ‘Her husband’s a fool.’ He leans in and speaks into her ear. ‘He’s blown it this time.’

         ‘You knew and didn’t tell me?’ Emily feigns a hurt expression.

         ‘Idle gossip is beneath you.’ He kisses her nose.

         
             

         

         It’s the third marriage to collapse this year from their group. Emily knows it’s unsympathetic, but she’s tired of all the drama, the late nights providing cups of tea and tissues. ‘You might feel differently if you actually cared about any of these people,’ he said the last time she had clambered into bed at 3 a.m. after setting up the guest room again. It’s true. She feels selfish, but it’s so boring. Anna, her only perpetually single friend (now ex single friend) had accused her of being ‘smug married’. What does that even mean? There’s nothing smug about her marriage. It’s not luck that it is working. She doesn’t take him for granted. They have their fights, like anyone. She knows it’s their arrangement that saves them from the tedium that fells so many of their peers, though she doesn’t say this. Their rules. She could write a book about them. She should write a book about them.

         ‘It doesn’t just stay good,’ she’d told Anna, ‘it takes work. And compromise.’ She’d thought of the last man, the thrill of it. She likes the rawness of unknowing that fades with familiarity. Less sacrifice than most marriages, she wanted to tell Anna, though she didn’t.

         
             

         

         A woman approaches them purposefully and her husband steps forward. He shakes her hand. ‘This is Emily, my wife.’ To Emily, ‘This is Adeline, a consultant on my project. We’ve met before, virtually.’ 21

         Emily steps forward and offers her hand. ‘Lovely to meet you, Adeline – congratulations.’ Adeline dips her head and leans forward. She’s ridiculously pretty, with her wide-open eyes and dimples when she smiles.

         ‘Thanks. I find it all a bit embarrassing, really, the pomp and glory. But you’ve got to show face sometimes,’ she says. Emily warms to her. This evening could be more fun than she’d anticipated.

         ‘How refreshing, to find someone sincere,’ she whispers to her husband when the consultant has been ushered away for introductions.

         ‘Yes, she’s an interesting character. Rather unorthodox, but she gets results. You know how I like to be in control, though,’ he says. Emily watches Adeline as she accepts a glass of wine from the waiter. There’s a confident grace to her movements, despite her claims of embarrassment. Her laughter is deep and surprising and several people turn. A man in jeans, a polo neck and suit jacket moves to the front of the room and taps his glass.

         ‘Max,’ Emily’s husband whispers.

         ‘The biggest challenge to any architect is to sit the house comfortably in the landscape,’ Max says. ‘What Mr Bradshaw has done here is nothing short of genius. Situated on the outskirts of London, this house needed to integrate its urban setting with the rural countryside it flanks. Not only was access difficult, but privacy was key.’

         Beside her he dips his head and whispers, ‘That’s an understatement, it was a bloody nightmare.’ She remembers the day he came home furious at a rejection from the planning office to allow a temporary road surface to be laid. He’d sat and drunk himself into a stupor in his office and after she’d finally persuaded him to go to bed, he’d clung to her, childlike, until he fell asleep.

         He reaches for her hand and squeezes it. ‘I couldn’t have done it without you. Thanks.’ She squeezes his hand in response. 22

         ‘Some people say that building a house is the last remaining act of careful making that we in the West still undertake.’ There are small murmurs of agreement around the room, glasses clinking. ‘That is nowhere more apparent than in this house, where style and quality are paired beautifully with authentic rural details, where crystal chandeliers reflect off polycarbonate partitions that slide on agricultural tracks, where water troughs feature as dazzling water displays …’ He waves his hand to the garden.

         He leans closer again – ‘Those were hers’ – he gestures to Adeline, who is across the room looking out of a window.

         ‘I like it,’ Emily says. ‘Introducing affordable innovation …’

         ‘Spot the writer,’ he says. Emily digs her elbow into his ribs. Released from formalities, the atmosphere lightens and people talk louder. In a corner music is turned on. Ludovico Einaudi fills the room and she recognises the haunting, discordant tones of Nightbook, one of her favourite albums.

         ‘Did you know that Einaudi’s inspiration was Satie?’ Adeline is beside her now, whispering in her ear.

         ‘No, I didn’t, but that makes sense, it’s the same minimalist approach.’

         ‘I love it, it’s so haunting,’ Adeline says.

         ‘My thoughts exactly,’ Emily says. ‘It’s great by the way, all these finishing touches,’ she says, pointing to the ceiling where bare bulbs hang at different heights. ‘Just shows that you don’t have to be extravagant to be stylish.’

         ‘Yes. There was some resistance at first to some of the ideas.’ Adeline takes two glasses of wine from the waitress and passes one to Emily. ‘Mainly from your husband actually, but he has extravagant taste.’ She winks. Confused, Emily fidgets with her bag. Does she really come across as an extravagance?

         ‘Oh,’ Adeline laughs, seeing her confusion, ‘not you, though you’re lovely of course …’ She wedges her glass of wine between her chest and her right wrist while tucking her hair 23behind her ears with her left hand. ‘I’ve seen your house – he showed me, on a call once. He was trying to shape my palette for this project. I think he was a little offended I didn’t take up more of his ideas.’

         ‘Oh.’ Emily smiles and relaxes. ‘Well, he does pride himself on his taste, as you know.’ Speaking a little quieter she adds, ‘But it is rather expensive. There’s a tendency to overcompensate for an impoverished youth.’

         ‘And why not? Come and look at the upstairs – the bedrooms are glorious.’

         Emily glances at her husband who is in deep conversation with Max. She puts her untouched glass of wine on a side table and takes the stairs two at a time behind Adeline, who scales them at high speed. Emily can see the muscles in the backs of her legs as she climbs.

         ‘It’s beautiful,’ Emily is saying as she is rushed through the rooms: hardwood floors furnished with vintage rugs; a free-standing bathtub in the master bedroom.

         ‘You haven’t seen the crowning glory. Come on.’ Emily follows her up a fairy-tale staircase that floats out from the wall. Two floors below the party continues, glass landings distributing flickering candlelight below. Then they’re at the top, a half floor, really, a solid glass floor below them and a glass ceiling above. Adeline closes a door at the top of the staircase and the sounds from downstairs are muted into a quiet hum.

         Emily finds herself pulled onto a sofa. ‘Look.’ Controlled by something invisible, the ceiling opens; the star-stamped sky floods in and the room breathes out. It’s stopped raining. They stare at the silent sky.

         ‘It’s astonishing,’ Emily says, turning. ‘Was this your idea?’

         ‘I wanted something special, a surprise,’ Adeline replies. Emily whistles softly.

         ‘Well, it’s certainly that.’ She turns to Adeline. ‘I’m keen to buy somewhere old, do it up. Not just your standard 24restoration, but with a twist. Maybe you can advise us. When we’re ready.’

         ‘Yes, I think we’d work well together.’ Adeline says. She flicks her hair out of her eyes. ‘Plus I think we could win your husband over with some surprising innovations, open his eyes a bit.’

         ‘I’m sure we could,’ Emily says, and she’s confident they would.

         They sit leaning back on the sofa and Emily is aware of their legs touching, skin against skin. She eases away slightly; she wouldn’t want Adeline to think that—

         ‘You have bare legs, too,’ Adeline says, the palm of her hand cool against Emily’s thigh.

         ‘Tights make me feel claustrophobic,’ Emily replies, her voice strangled. She swallows.

         ‘Same here,’ Adeline says, putting her foot on the coffee table in front of them so that her dress slips higher up her thigh. ‘Anyway, these events are always overheated.’ Emily glances at her sideways and stifles a laugh.

         ‘I couldn’t agree more. Look, I should go back down, my husband …’

         ‘I am sure he’s surrounded by a sycophantic crowd right now – you know how they are. He’s probably loving it; stay a little longer?’ Adeline mimics a pout and Emily relaxes back into the cushions. ‘So what do you do for a living, Emily?’

         ‘I lecture in creative writing at UCL.’

         ‘Impressive.’

         ‘It pays the bills.’

         ‘I’m always fascinated by writers, their ability to invent entire worlds.’ Adeline laughs. ‘It’s a skill, right?’

         Emily smiles. ‘Or a burden. I’ve spent my whole life wanting to make my money from writing and not succeeding.’

         ‘Success is relative,’ Adeline squeezes Emily’s knee, ‘and generally determination wins out, in my experience.’ From 25downstairs the hum becomes louder, a wave of laughter. Adeline rolls her eyes.

         ‘You’re right. I hate these things,’ Emily says.

         ‘So what else, apart from the obvious …’ Adeline grasps Emily’s left hand and twists the wedding ring round. It’s too loose; a miracle it hasn’t fallen off, really. She should have it adjusted.

         ‘Lecturer, wife, bearer of children,’ Emily says, distracted by Adeline’s fingers against her wrist. She wonders if Adeline can feel her hot pulse beating against her cool fingers.

         ‘So what sort of thing do you write?’ Adeline asks, tilting her body towards her.

         ‘Bleak and depressing fiction. It’s therapy for my darkness.’ Emily forces a laugh, her mind racing. She thinks of her husband downstairs, imagines him glancing at his watch and scanning the room for her. There’s nothing in their arrangement that forbids this, but it’s been a long time since …

         ‘You seem solid,’ Adeline is saying. ‘You and your husband, I mean. He’s clearly besotted.’ Emily thinks of the last time they made love. She wonders if besotted can also be comfortable.

         ‘We’ve been together a long time,’ she replies. ‘Twenty-two years, in fact.’

         ‘You don’t look old enough to have been married for that long,’ Adeline says, and Emily is glad that the room is dark, hiding her blushes. For the second time in the conversation Emily thinks of the arrangement that she has made with her husband, and feels an urge to tell this stranger the truth: she wants to let her know that it might be okay to take things further. No, she can’t, it’s one of the rules that their open marriage remains a secret. Adeline is out of bounds anyway, as they both know her. Although how do you define ‘know’? The rules are there for freedom. It’s just … it’s been so long since she met a woman like this, with no façade. Adeline’s hand is back on 26Emily’s leg, her thumb moving in small circles across the soft inner flesh of her thigh, and something flickers inside Emily. The infinitesimal brush of skin against skin.

         ‘Emily?’ Adeline’s voice brings her back. ‘Do you …?’

         ‘Emily?’ Emily jumps at the sound of her husband’s voice through the door and Adeline slips her hand back onto her own leg.

         ‘Got bored downstairs, did you?’ Adeline calls out, standing and smoothing her dress down.

         ‘Sorry to interrupt but it’s Nick’s mum on the phone – we need to collect Tom.’ He opens the door. Emily leaps from the sofa.

         ‘What happened?’

         ‘He’s drunk. They sneaked in booze, apparently, but I’ll go, you stay.’

         ‘Of course not, this is your night, I’ll go,’ Emily says.

         Adeline leads the way downstairs and Emily follows, willing the colour in her face to fade. Everything is bright and overexposed.

         ‘Call me,’ Adeline presses a card into Emily’s hand. ‘I’d love to go out.’

         Emily smiles. ‘Me too.’

         At the door her husband kisses her forehead. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind going?’

         ‘I’m sure. Get a cab home, okay?’

         As she pulls out of the driveway, she sees him close the door. She realises she didn’t ask Adeline anything about herself.

         
             

         

         In the car Tom throws up three times. Emily is furious.

         ‘What were you thinking? You’re only sixteen.’

         ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘I’ve never been so embarrassed. What must his parents think?’ She’d cringed as Nick’s dad reassured her that it was okay. 27

         ‘I said sorry.’ He winds the window down and hangs his head out.

         At home, Sam is smug. ‘Oh dear, little brother. Talk about shit hitting the fan.’

         ‘Sam, that’s unnecessary. I think he’s learned his lesson.’

         
             

         

         The tickets to Venice will have to wait until the morning. With the boys in bed, she walks into the garden with a large glass of wine, the air cold against her bare legs. What happened back there? She hasn’t felt that since Charlotte. Her phone beeps and she checks it. I need to see you, I need to know. Leo. She ignores it. She doesn’t know what she’d say anyway. She can’t deny there’s tension between them and she’s unused to exercising restraint. But he’s her student; it’s different. Lying down on one of the sunloungers that no one’s sat on since the summer, she lets her dress ride up her legs. She thinks of Adeline’s thumb circling against her skin, and of Leo. As her fingers bring her what she longs for, she lets them fill her head. She doesn’t notice that it’s 2 a.m. and that her husband is still not home. 28
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