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  What if


  you had achieved


  everything you ever


  wanted to achieve


  except love?


  If Lily’s date goes well,


  she will jump from Magdalen Bridge.


  And if it doesn’t…


  With thanks to Natasza Smielowska


  for proofreading the Polish
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  4 p.m.


  Lily was well into her thirties yet her swaying stiletto stroll across Magdalen Bridge sucked the city dry. To the tourists, Oxford briefly became but a backdrop to a fine-boned, expensively bobbed blonde in a pink mini-suit tailored tight to a tiny waist.


  Her nose was held aloft: it looked like scorn, yet to her, it was a shield.


  As she bent at a bin, cars fell silent; birds paused in the sky. Apparently depositing litter, Lily surreptitiously slipped one final stone upon her own private pile.


  Straightening, she gazed at the Isis meandering through the meadow past cattle contentedly chewing cud, their breath steaming in the clean, spring air. Lily stepped nearer the parapet, looking straight through the water to where Virginia Woolf would be waiting at the bottom, arms open, her calm, pale face trailing the duckweed which swayed in the stream.


  Tonight, Lily would wear her winter coat. Its capacious pockets were just right to hold her heavy stones. Tonight, if her date went well, her bucket list would be empty. It would be time to end the sound and fury.


  She would wait for a lull in the passers-by. She would take a final, self-consciously poetic peek at the moon behind Magdalen Tower, and then at the moon and Magdalen reflected in still waters, and then, with scarce a splash, slide over the parapet and through the looking glass.


  5 p.m.


  Lily stood in the lobby, one foot in her flat. A hand groped in her dressing gown pocket for the third time. Yes, the keys were there. Yes, it was fair to have trust issues with other people, but yes, it was stupid to distrust herself.


  She checked for a fourth time, then withdrew the foot. The door swung shut. She checked for a fifth time. She still had the keys. Not sure whether to laugh or scold, Lily padded across the landing to a slab of oak, possibly stolen from Balliol, inscribed Prof. Skłodowski i Prof. Skłodowska. She knocked as hard as her skinny knuckles would allow, then rubbed the door with her sleeve. With a date imminent, Lily had moisturised from her hair to her toes.


  The Skłodowskies’ door opened with an eerie creak. The dry top hinge was a yard out of reach for the ancient lady who stooped before her, a thinning, ill-pinned bun of white hair falling from the top of her head.


  “Hold still,” instructed Lily in the singsong tone of one playing a traditional game.


  The response was obedience and a chuckle. Deftly, Lily re-pinned the bun while five dried twigs suffering from geriatric tremor reached into her dressing gown and cupped as much of a plump, C-cup breast as they could hold.


  “Done!” Lily announced.


  The quivering fingers squeezed, then withdrew.


  The old lady, in an accent as thick as her homemade borscht, begged, “Most beautiful neighbour, come! I apologise me, that my husband is not. Come! Come! Is at over-nineties chess match. Winner is man not dead after fifty move!” She cackled. “Please to sit down. Śliwowica—I know, I know. This bottle only sixty procent.”


  Lily followed her into the kitchen corner, overtaking just in time to take down the thimble-sized glasses, not the tumblers intended. Neither said a word. Rituals need no commentary.


  They sat. With an art acquired of the years, the thimbles were filled to the brim: only surface tension kept the bulging liquid in the glass.


  “Drink!”


  Lily obeyed, closing her eyes and knocking it back, praying that Prof. Skłodowsky would return soon enough to rein in his lush wife. Lily’s concern was not for her hostess, for ninety or not, she would be fine: she took her breakfast from a glass. Lily, however, breakfasted on oestrogen and had make-up to apply, preferably on the right parts of her face.


  She opened her eyes. The old lady wobbled with every beat of Lily’s fibrillating heart. Once her pupils ceased their spasms, she laid a document on the table. The old Pole rummaged in a pocket, rubbed her glasses and balanced them on her nose. “What is paper?”
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