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Friends without Benefits

 

Evelyn Fenn


To the Secret Triangle.


Chapter One

I BAGGED A table. U get the drinks LOL!!!!

Clare keyed a quick ok, pressed Send, and dropped her phone into her bag. No matter how much she liked Louisa and how much she usually enjoyed their Tuesday evening get-togethers, Clare wasn’t looking forward to tonight. Only three days before, Clare had broken up with her long-term, long-distance boyfriend, and Louisa was sure to want details.

Clare took a fortifying breath and jogged up the steps that led to the pub’s front door.

The Quill and Scholar, a favourite hangout of postgraduates and lecturers, buzzed with the after-work crowd. Although the pub appeared older than the university, it had opened less than thirty years before when it had capitalised on a fashion for bottled lagers. Since then, the Quill had moved with the times, catering for fashions for real ales and craft beers and, most recently, craft gins.

When she had been a student, Clare had eschewed the Quill’s designer labels in favour of happy hours, Boddington’s, and flavoured schnapps served in test tubes by the chain pubs a couple of hundred yards down the road. Although Clare had never developed a taste for bottled beer and she hated gin, she liked the Quill’s ambience and décor. Plus, nobody could go wrong with the house Chardonnay. Besides, these days, the kinds of places marketed to undergraduates made her feel old.

Clare loosened her scarf, shoved her hat and wrist warmers into her jacket’s pockets, and fought her way through the crowd towards the bar. The room was full of people, many of whom she knew by sight and some by name.

Mikey, an astrophysics postgraduate who moonlighted as a barman, greeted Clare, and said, “The usual?”

“Please.”

He sighed theatrically. “One of these days I’ll get you to branch out. Some of our botanicals are amazing.”

Clare nodded and, not meaning it, said, “One day. Not today.”

While she waited for her drinks, she waved at Sam, an occasional drinking buddy, who was in the throes of writing up her doctoral thesis.

Clare exchanged notes for drinks and change, and then, holding her glasses aloft, she set out to find Louisa.

Clare and Louisa had nothing in common beyond a host of shared memories from their undergraduate days and a friendship that had endured across the years. Clare’s dad had once described Louisa as having more neck than a giraffe. On another occasion, he’d said, “That lass has got more front than the esplanade at Blackpool!” Given that Louisa had, when eight and a half months pregnant, worn a white dress as she headed down the aisle for her second marriage, seeking a blessing in the church of a god she didn’t believe in, Clare supposed Dad might have had a point.

Clare had taken an excessively long time to realise that Dad had a crush on her best friend. Mum thought it was hilarious. She had tried to explain it more than once, but Clare still didn’t get it.

Even though he’d only met her a dozen times over the years, Dad often asked after Louisa. Clare would say that she was fine, and Mum would laugh, kiss the top of Dad’s balding head, and say, “You can dream so long as you don’t trade me in for a younger model or buy a motorcycle!” Then Dad would colour slightly and answer that he was only being polite and that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with the mother of his children.

Clare slalomed her way through the crowd and up the wide, wooden staircase that led to the first floor, where the rooms of the converted Victorian villa were smaller, quieter, and cosier. Her favourite, a former bedroom with a large bay window that offered good views along the busy street and thus afforded great opportunities for people watching, was at the front of the building.

Today, Louisa hadn’t been able to bag seats at the window and, instead, had parked herself at a table pressed against a wall, where she was now frantically working the screen of her smartphone.

In her business suit and heavy bling, her overcoat and accessories neatly arranged on a neighbouring chair, Louisa stuck out like a gemstone among pebbles. She had allowed her knee-length skirt to ride up slightly, thus emphasising her long, slender legs, and revealing kneecaps along with a hint of thigh. Thanks to genetics, a lot of self-discipline, soft lighting, and hair dye, Louisa passed for a good decade younger than her forty-and-a-few years. Louisa also dyed her eyebrows and eyelashes; Clare hadn’t known people did such things until they’d shared a flat in their second year at uni.

Even this late in the day, Louisa’s makeup appeared flawless. She wore matching vermillion lipstick and nail polish, the latter almost certainly the result of a mani-pedi, and her eye shadow and eyeliner looked as though they had been applied by a draughtsman.

Clare slid Louisa’s usual in front of her. Louisa glanced up and gave her the barest of acknowledgements as she continued working her phone.

The immaculate nail polish glittered with reflected light as she finished typing and sent a message. “There. Done. I’m all yours.”

“Everything okay?”

“Oh, yes.” Louisa brushed Clare’s concern away. “Just a teensy crisis at work. All sorted now.”

Knowing Louisa and the general nature of her job, Clare was certain that, whatever the crisis had been, there would have been nothing teensy about it. Only major crises got escalated as far as Louisa, who had always been able to make light of the most catastrophic emergencies. Clare envied her insouciant self-confidence.

There was a pattern to their evenings together. Glass one would carry them through an exchange of war stories and a sympathetic hearing of each other’s colleague-related character assassinations. Sometime during drink two, having got all their work angst out of their systems, they would move onto subjects of greater mutual interest. Glass three was when they got to the difficult topics, the ones that laid souls bare. Today was going to be at least a three-glass evening. They wouldn’t get to—let alone through—the interrogation otherwise.

Sure enough, when there was barely an eighth of an inch of liquid at the bottom of Clare’s second glass, and Clare’s perception was blurring around the edges, Louisa asked, “How were the in-laws?”

“The…what?”

“You know. Gavin’s parents. The people you went to visit at the weekend? The parents of your SO?”

SO. Significant other.

“My insignificant other, you mean,” said Clare, doing her best to copy Louisa’s style of banter. “We split up.”

“Oh.”

There was something in the way Louisa said, “Oh,” that made Clare bristle. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well. You and Gavin. You’ve always struck me as a couple more in word than deed.” Clare tried to hide her shock at Louisa’s astute observation by gulping the dregs of her drink. “Did you even do it with Gavin? Ever?”

Clare’s silence spoke volumes.

“What was wrong with him?”

“With…him?” Clare asked. “You tell me. You set us up.”

“I don’t know him that well. So, tell me. What’s wrong with him?”

“Nothing, as far as I know. We went out a few times. We didn’t click.” She stood up. “I’ll get the next round.” If they were going to have this conversation, she was going to need that third glass, and maybe another after that.

Clare beat a retreat downstairs. As she waited to be served, she leaned on the counter, feeling unnerved. Was Louisa as perceptive when it came to her colleagues as she was with Clare? If so, that would go a long way towards explaining Louisa’s rapid rise through the hierarchy of local government.

Louisa hadn’t been marked for greatness as an undergraduate. She had seldom turned up to her nine-o’clock lectures, instead relying on Clare to take notes for them both. Clare had occasionally wondered how one-sided their friendship was, and whether Louisa was a user. However, they had stayed in touch after graduation, and a true user wouldn’t have done that.

Most of their crowd had had jobs while they were at uni. The majority had worked in bars or restaurants, preferring to work evenings and weekends to avoid conflicts with their lecture schedules.

Louisa had been different. She had made the most of her assets, which included her legs. She had met husband number one while lounging precariously on the bonnet of a high-end sports car, modelling at a motor show.

Luca had turned out to be forty-seventh in line to the throne of a minor European principality, thus qualifying him as a Z-list celebrity. That meant, as Louisa put it, she had been a Z-minus-one celebrity. From the middle of their second year on, he had lured Louisa away from college every weekend. As, in Luca’s world, weekends lasted from Thursday night until Monday evening, Louisa had become even more dependent on Clare’s notes than she had been before.

Louisa had invited Clare to the wedding. Clare hadn’t gone because she hadn’t been able to afford the airfare to Antigua. She had made a point of reading about it in Hello, though.

Louisa and Luca had divorced nine months later. Louisa had done well out of the divorce, which, by some miracle, had not been covered in any of the gossip columns. She had been unexpectedly sensible about the windfall, which she had eventually invested in the care and education of the children she’d had with her second husband, Nick.

Nick had run off with one of their nannies who, in an ironic twist of fate, also had insanely long legs and looked like a younger, softer version of Clare’s glamorous friend.

Louisa’s lacklustre academic performance had reflected a lack of focus and application rather than a lack of ability. Between divorce number one and marriage number two, Louisa had, thanks in part to a short skirt and a middle-aged letch, landed herself a management traineeship in one of the local councils. Her subsequent rise through the ranks had been meteoric.

Louisa always had one or two men snapping at her heels. She enjoyed being looked at and asked out, and she enjoyed dates and sex. Clare knew this because Louisa liked to share the details, never stopping to consider whether Clare wanted to hear them.

Clare carried the replenished glasses upstairs with exaggerated care. She misjudged the distance to the table as she set them down and sloshed wine onto her right hand. Unthinkingly, she lifted her hand to her mouth and sucked. Louisa gave her a look that fell somewhere between amusement and disapproval. If Clare had been one of Louisa’s children, Louisa would no doubt have told her off.

“Are you happy?” asked Louisa.

Wow. That wasn’t what Clare had been expecting. “What sort of question is that? Of course I’m happy!”

“Honestly? You don’t seem it.”

There was Louisa’s straightforward perspicacity again.

Clare reached out and began to pick at a beer mat. “I’m not unhappy. Therefore, I must be happy, right?”

Louisa took a quick sip from her glass. “I’m not sure that’s how it works.”

“All right, oh wise and great one, how does it work?”

To Clare’s surprise, Louisa had a ready answer, suggesting that she’d given the question some thought. “The absence of unhappy doesn’t necessarily make you happy. Happiness isn’t a binary state. I prefer to think of it as more of a spectrum. As something fluid.”

Clare stared owlishly at her, too hazy to want to deal with pub philosophy.

“I worry about you,” said Louisa, trying a different tack. “You used to do things for fun. Remember fun?”

“I do things for fun! I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Yes. But when was the last time you did anything else for fun? With anyone fun?”

“I go to the theatre,” protested Clare.

“With people from your work.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the people from my work.” But a voice in her head questioned whether that was entirely true. They were people she did things with, so she didn’t have to do them alone, but she didn’t hang out with them beyond talking shop in bars or coffee shops. She never invited any of them home.

“How many people know you knit?”

“A few.”

Louisa tried again. “How many people know you wrote short stories in college?”

“I don’t do that anymore.”

“That’s not my point.”

“Then what is?”

“Those things. They’re a part of you. They make you who you are, but all you ever seem to be these days is Clare the Academic, and that’s all your colleagues, even the ones you do things with, see, but it’s not you! You need someone to share yourself with. You need someone to be with.”

Clare peered at Louisa and said mulishly, “How long have you been wanting to say all this for?”

“A while. But after Gavin…”

“You’re beginning to sound like my mother. ‘I want you to be happy. I want you to meet someone. I want to see you settled.’ Oh, God. You’re not going to try to set me up again, are you?”

Louisa hadn’t only set Clare up with Gavin. Before that, she had introduced Clare to Chris, and before that there had been Ian. And that was not to mention a whole raft of other men Clare hadn’t gone out with. She’d agreed to go out with Gavin more to shut Louisa up than in the hope that something might come of the relationship.

Smug couples often wanted to spread their joy onto career singletons, and Louisa was always more inclined to play cupid when she was in a relationship of her own. Louisa had been going out with Gwyn when she had set Clare up with Gavin. Louisa and Gwyn had burned hot and bright but had fizzled out fast. As far as Clare knew, Louisa had not been with anybody since.

“No,” said Louisa. “But you’re right about one thing. I do want you to be happy.”


Chapter Two

CLARE LIVED ON the second floor of a four-storey block of flats that was managed by an inefficient but officious management company. When they had been built, the flats had been marketed at young professionals. However, a glut of similar properties across the city, along with the development’s location on the edge of the student village, had made the block popular with buy-to-let landlords, and a large proportion of the flats were now rented out to undergraduates.

She let herself in through the building’s front door, which faced the main road. An array of letterboxes was located on the opposite wall, next to the back door, which, in turn, opened onto a large courtyard given over to parking. As Clare went to check her mailbox, she sighed as she espied the usual pile of junk mail her fellow residents were inclined to leave on the floor.

Clare tried not to be judgemental. She had nothing against students: she had been one once. But she suspected they, who were least invested in the building, were mostly to blame. She wished someone else would take a turn at gathering up and dumping the junk mail and flyers into the communal recycling. Tonight, even Clare couldn’t be bothered to tackle them; the alcohol was beginning to wear off, leaving her with a feeling of fatigue that threatened to turn into a hangover.

She trudged up the stairs to the front door of her flat. She let herself in, disarmed the alarm, and went into her kitchen where she poured herself a large glass of water and forced herself to drink. The kitchen, like all the rooms in the flats, was pokey. The flats appeared well-proportioned when empty, but as soon as anyone tried to live in them, the meanness of their dimensions became all too obvious. They had no built-in storage, and there was negligible space for personal possessions. Unfortunately, Clare had a lot of personal possessions, mostly books, but also the assorted paraphernalia that went with a minor knitting obsession.

Clare carried the glass through to the living room and plonked herself on the sofa. She rested her head against its cushions and let the world spin around her for a while. When, eventually, she drained the glass, she left it on the coffee table and went to bed.

*

GIVEN HOW FUZZY she’d felt when she’d gone to sleep, Clare was pleasantly surprised by how alert and awake she was the following morning; she even went so far as to leap out of bed to get a head start on the day. She washed, dressed, grabbed a hasty breakfast, which she gobbled standing up, then headed out to catch a bus into town. She stood on the lower deck and spent the journey staring idly out of the window as she compiled a to-do list in her head.

The bus got caught in rush-hour traffic, which made Clare wish she’d delayed leaving home for another half hour. Unless Clare was giving an early lecture, she tended to wait until just before nine o’clock to leave for work. That way, she avoided the worst of the traffic and was almost guaranteed to get a seat. Since she seldom left campus before seven in the evening, and usually took work home with her, she refused to pay any heed to the more mischievous of her colleagues who teased her about her aversion to mornings.

*

BECAUSE CLARE LIVED in such a small flat, she didn’t have space for a home study, so, unlike many of her colleagues, she made good and frequent use of the office provided by the university. She had done her best to personalise the space with books on the shelves, a couple of pictures on the walls, and some potted plants she hadn’t managed to kill.

The only drawback to using the office as much as she did was that it made her easy to track down, and students had no qualms about seeking her out when other staff were nowhere to be found.

Like now, for instance.

Someone was hovering beside her office door. So much for having spare time before the first of a long string of supervisees turned up.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” the student said. Clare had to give her credit for politeness but was less convinced about her sincerity. She came across as more impatient than apologetic.

Clare recognised her from one of her classes the previous semester. What was her name again?

“I saw you coming into the building, so I waited for you.”

Between coming into the building and reaching her office, Clare had stopped barely long enough to say good morning to a couple of people. Had she detoured to make coffee, would Elspeth— Yes! That was her name! Would Elspeth have given up and gone away?

“I’m here now,” said Clare as she unlocked her door. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m applying for teacher training next year. I was hoping to get a reference?”

By rights, Elspeth should have asked her tutor for the reference, but Clare had taught her, and that—apparently—was good enough. Plus, her tutor, Hugo Atkinson, was notorious for working from home. A reference wasn’t too much to ask for, was it?

But it wasn’t one reference. Thanks to the elusiveness of her colleagues, it was a whole bunch of them, and a host of other problems besides.

Clare had raised the issue at a staff meeting once. She hadn’t got far because her esteemed colleagues refused to acknowledge that they were the cause of any difficulty.

*

THE FIRST OF Clare’s supervisees arrived as Elspeth was leaving, and he was followed by others. Clare had barely twenty minutes to grab lunch and a large coffee before the afternoon’s staff meeting.

Professor Buonamici and Angela Preston-Wick were already in the boardroom when Clare arrived.

Buonamici was a dapper man. He had olive skin, brown eyes that twinkled even when he was serious, an impressively full head of white, curly hair, and a chevron moustache. Around campus, he was famous for his folding bicycle, which he rode year-round, whatever the weather. Standing next to him made Angela, who had added the Wick to her surname upon her marriage the previous summer, look even taller than usual.

Buonamici paused their quiet conversation long enough to acknowledge Clare before returning to a discussion about arrangements for his upcoming trip to the US. Clare listened idly to the details of the conference venue, the keynote speakers, his wife’s excitement at going along for the ride, and the quality of shops and restaurants in Boston. More people trickled in, and Clare lost the thread of the conversation somewhere around the cost of flights and luggage allowances.

Ben Duncan sat next to Clare and launched into an anecdote about how he had caught one of the second-year students, who had logged on to the teaching computer at the front of the computer cluster, looking at porn. Ben had wanted to check that the projector was working; when he’d switched it on, a remarkable amount of bare flesh, tits, and bottoms displayed in glorious Technicolor for the whole room to see. Clare laughed obligingly at his story, and Ben accepted her response as his due.

Ben was tall and lean, and shaved his head. Clare wasn’t sure whether that was a hipster fashion statement or a practical response to a receding hairline. He was given to wearing T-shirts with jackets and denim jeans. In the 1990s, when denim trousers on a lecturer were a symbol of rebellion against establishment norms, he might have passed as cool. Now, two decades on, he looked scruffy.

Observant and entertaining, Ben was popular with the students. Clare also enjoyed his company, but she knew better than to confide in him as he was a notorious gossip.

Hugo Atkinson, who had come in especially for the meeting, and Colin Adams arrived together.

Atkinson was tall, had high cheekbones, and greying hair. There was something of the aristocrat about him, the result of either the way he carried himself or the way he spoke.

Colin Adams was a baby-faced man who would still look about twenty when he was bald and in his nineties. He had blond hair, blue eyes, and pink cheeks. He hung around with Atkinson on the rare occasions that Atkinson deigned to visit the department. Atkinson tolerated him more because he liked to have allies and followers than because he liked Adams specifically. Clare doubted that Atkinson was capable of liking anyone other than himself.

There was nothing scintillating on the agenda, but there was plenty that would enable three or more hours of pontificating. Clare suppressed a sigh.

The final stragglers arrived, with Professor Silcox arriving last, looking as harried as usual.

Clare seldom had much to say during these meetings; unlike some of her colleagues, she tended to speak only when she had something constructive to say.

Atkinson liked his own voice, and he was under the impression that other people did too. Thus, he was inclined to opine whenever opportunity arose. This had unfortunate consequences: he often stated the obvious, or repeated things already raised by someone else, and anything worthwhile he might have had to say tended to get lost in the overall windbaggery. The last was a shame because Clare suspected that somewhere deep—Mariana Trench deep—down, Atkinson had some good ideas. Atkinson’s reputation as a boorish bore was cemented by his preferred mode of delivery: loud and monotonic.

Buonamici called the meeting to order and rattled his way through the apologies. However, he did not have the same success with the minutes of the last meeting. Less than a quarter of the way through, Adams half raised his right hand, palm open and fingers extended towards the ceiling, to get Buonamici’s attention. “If I could interject, Chair…”

Uh-oh.

Clare felt similar resignation from everyone else in the room. Adams was a stickler for detail. That, allied with an encyclopaedic knowledge of university policies and procedures and his penchant for using half a dozen words where one would do, was enough to plunge even the most patient person into a pit of despair. Meetings tended to be a lot shorter and less fractious on the rare occasions when he sent his apologies.

“If you must,” said Buonamici, “but keep it brief.”

Adams cleared his throat, which told Clare that this was not going to be brief. She caught Angela Preston-Wick, who was sitting opposite her, rolling her eyes. Clare ducked her head to hide a smile.

“If I might refer you to the paper I circulated at the meeting of the 25th March, 2015, wherein I discussed the likelihood of a reduction in the availability and amount of grant available to—”

Clare willed her brain to untangle the key message from its woolly padding and was grateful when Buonamici did it for her. “Yes, yes. Your previous paper said that there was a risk of a reduction in funding, and the latest figures show that you were right. That was perspicacious of you. How good of you to point that out.”

Wow. That was pithier than usual! There was something different about Buonamici today. He was normally more…tactful, suave, and measured in his comments, preferring to keep his irony—or was it sarcasm?—to himself. What had changed?

Adams looked thwarted. However, as the meeting was just beginning, Clare was sure he would find opportunities to say more later.

“Matters arising? None? Good. Agenda item one: research strategy…”

The meeting dragged. Clare listened with half an ear, doodled, mentally plotted out a journal article she wanted to write, and agreed or disagreed as required.

“Now, the final item on the agenda: staffing changes. First, I’m sure you will all be delighted to hear that Angela is expecting her first child.”

A desultory smattering of congratulations greeted the announcement.

“Angela expects to go off on maternity leave sometime in May or June.”

“Typical,” coughed Atkinson into his hand.

“What was that?” asked Buonamici.

“I was…considering the…adjustments…we’ll have to make if Angela is absent during the exam period. To have our examinations officer off at that time of year will be most inconvenient—”

“We’ll discuss cover arrangements at a future meeting,” said Buonamici. “But I will be happy to minute your interest in the role.”

Atkinson continued to talk as though Buonamici hadn’t spoken. Only his expression—he looked as though he’d found something smelly on the bottom of his highly polished shoe—gave away the fact that he hadn’t liked what he’d heard. “—and no doubt we’ll have to pick up the slack next year to cover Angela’s teaching load, and we’ll have to take on extra pastoral and administration duties—”

“Which will be no more onerous than when someone takes sabbatical,” said Buonamici.

“Sabbatical! That’s another thing! No doubt, as soon as Angela returns to work, she’ll be applying for sabbatical leave to help get her research profile back on track! At least Clare, here, has had the decency to avoid having kids!”

There was so much wrong with Atkinson’s comment that Clare didn’t know where to begin. Angela had no such problem. She leapt to her feet, her cloud of frizzy brown hair bouncing. She braced her hands on the edge of the table, locked her elbows, and leaned forward. Dark eyes narrowed, she said, “How dare you! What you are saying is highly inappropriate!”

“I’m only saying what everyone else is thinking!” Atkinson lounged in his chair, his arms crossed over his chest.

Ben shook his head. “Oh, no. Not what I was thinking!”

“Me neither,” said Clare, finally—if ineffectually—finding her voice.

The conversation disintegrated into a heated argument.

“Enough!” shouted Buonamici. When Atkinson opened his mouth to say something else, Buonamici forestalled him, banging his palm on the table. “I said, enough!” He glared, and when he was sure everyone had backed down into silence, he continued. “I have one final item of staffing news, and I have saved the best for last. I will be retiring at the end of the academic year—”

Atkinson sat straighter, like a hungry dog that had caught a whiff of dinner.

“Old professors never retire,” quipped Ben. “They become emeritus.”

There was a titter of polite laughter.

“—after which I intend to spend more time with my family’s vineyards.”

Ah, yes. The famous vineyards. Buonamici gave wine to his staff and doctoral students at Christmas. To Clare’s untrained palate, it tasted rough and acidic.

“The advertisements for my replacement as chair and head of department will go out in two or three weeks.”

“I’m sure I’m not alone in my…disappointment…upon hearing your announcement,” said Atkinson silkily. “You have, over the years, contributed greatly to—”

“Yes, yes. My departure will be a terrible loss for the department, blah, blah, et cetera, et cetera.”

“Exactly,” said Atkinson, unable to resist.

The meeting concluded. People stretched kinks out of their backs as they stood. They gathered their long-dead coffee mugs and other assorted possessions, and broke into small groups, their conversations all about Buonamici’s retirement.

Ben held the door open for Clare as they left the room together. He grinned at her and said, “Now let the games begin!”


Chapter Three

“HAVE YOU NOTICED anything odd about Hugo lately?” Clare asked almost a fortnight later, when she and Ben found themselves leaving the department at the same time and falling into step as they headed towards Oxford Road. She glanced at her watch; she had a good quarter of an hour before she was due to meet Louisa. “He’s behaving very out of character.”

“Au contraire. I think he’s behaving very much in character. You just need to know how to read the signs.”

Clare realised she had to be missing something and said as much.

“You’ll figure it out,” said Ben blithely. “You’re coming to the seminar on Thursday, aren’t you?”

Clare wondered at the change of topic but nodded. “Of course. I’m looking forward to hearing what Kyle Jones has to say.” Kyle Jones was a young, promising researcher from one of the colleges of London University, and Clare had been anticipating his talk ever since she had learned he was on this year’s programme.

“You haven’t heard?”

“Heard what?”

“He cancelled. Family emergency.”

“Oh. What a shame!” Clare suspected that she should be more sympathetic about whatever crisis was keeping him away, but her own disappointment was too immediate. Tamping down her reaction, she said, “Who’s going to speak instead?”

Ben shrugged, but there was something knowing about the way he smiled that made Clare ask, “Are you being coy?”

He placed his hand on his chest in a flamboyant, slightly camp, gesture and smirked. “Would I?” After a beat, he said, “You should come. I doubt you’ll be disappointed. And you’ll come to the bar afterwards?”

“Probably.”

“Good.” He turned left, towards the city centre.

Why was he laughing? What wasn’t he telling her?

She turned right, heading for the Quill, and her Tuesday rendezvous with Louisa and Chardonnay.

*

AM UPSTAIRS AT window table. First round’s yours.

Clare sent the text, put her phone down, and turned to watch the comings and goings below.

Her phone dinged a minute or so later.

On my way.

Five minutes after that, Louisa strode along the pavement and turned onto the pub’s front path. Clare had once asked Louisa how she managed to move so fast and so easily in high heels, and Louisa’s explanation had been laconic: “Practice.” When pressed further, she’d expanded her explanation to “Lots of practice.”

Clare lost sight of Louisa before she reached the front door, her view blocked by a lot of ivy and the roof of the porch. Soon afterwards, laptop bag and capacious handbag over her right shoulder, and drinks in hand, Louisa joined her at the table. How did she manage to juggle everything so easily and elegantly?

“Good day?” Louisa asked.

“Not bad. People are behaving oddly at work, though. Hugo Atkinson has been seeing students. Something’s up, and it’s incredibly mysterious.”

“What kind of up?”

“If I knew, it wouldn’t be mysterious, would it?”

“Fair point,” acknowledged Louisa. “What do you think is going on?”

“Honestly? I have no idea. Ben reckons I’ll work it out eventually, but he isn’t giving away any clues. How about you? How was your day?”

“Senior management signed off on the four Es.”

“Four Es?” Was Clare supposed to know what they were? Oh, yes. Louisa had mentioned them before, but that had been months ago.

“You remember. Our organisational values: engage, ensure, equal, and excel.”

“Eh? What does that even mean?”

“Maybe you need to read our value statement to get the full impact.”

“Value statement? What’s one of those?”

“Hold on a mo.” Louisa rooted around in her laptop bag. She pulled out a hardbound notebook, flicked through the pages, and said, “Here you go. ‘We engage with our communities to ensure equal treatment and access to services for all, and we excel in everything we do’.”

“You know that’s total bullshit, don’t you?” said Clare, unable to stop herself.

“Expensive bullshit,” agreed Louisa. “You wouldn’t believe how much the consultants charged for that.”

“Probably not and, given that I pay council tax, I suspect it’s better I don’t find out.”

“You’re probably right.” Louisa took a quick swig from her wine glass and stood again. “Back in a sec. Going to pop to the ladies.” She sashayed between the tables as she headed out onto the landing.

Clare shook her head, frowned, and rummaged through her bag for a pen. She pursed her lips, picked up a beer mat, and began to write.

When Louisa reappeared, Clare frisbeed the beer mat in her direction and said, “There you go.”

Louisa reached out, fumbled the catch, but managed to hold on to the mat on her second attempt.

Clare waited while Louisa read what she’d written. “We are passionate and proud of the work we do. We aim to operate in a principled, persuasive, and participative manner. We seek to make ours a prestigious organisation.”

Louisa stared straight into Clare’s eyes. “You came up with that—”

“While you were in the loo, yeah.”

Louisa looked as though her legs were going to give out. She sat, placed her head in her hands and shook it. “Fuck.” She grabbed her glass and gulped half of her remaining wine. “It took the consultants six months and thirty thousand pounds to come up with the four Es. And you did a better job in five minutes.”

Clare’s mouth dropped. “How much! I’m in the wrong job!”

Louisa upended her glass and glugged. “God, we’re crap, aren’t we?”

“If I were you, I’d hope that the newspapers don’t get hold of what you’ve told me. Thirty thousand. You wasted someone’s salary for a year on consultants.”

“Not me, personally,” protested Louisa weakly.

“Nobody in local government ever seems to do anything personally. But you’re part of the senior management, so surely you had some part to play in the collective decision?”

One day, not many months into her management traineeship, Louisa had realised the people she worked for were no more intelligent than she. They were simply much better at blagging, had been lucky, had benefitted from nepotism, or a combination of all three. On that day, she’d resolved to become one of the favoured few. She’d honed her people skills—which had never been lacking to begin with—and she’d begun to climb the greasy pole. Louisa owed her success as much to barefaced arrogance as to ability. Then again, arrogance was a kind of ability, too, although not one Clare attached much value to. Clare opined, now Louisa was nearly at the top of her career, she needed to take responsibility along with the rest of the bigwigs.

“We consulted,” said Louisa.

“Who with?”

“Our employees. They were invited to comment.”

“Did they?”

“A few did.”

“How many’s a few? And what did they say?”

“Eight,” admitted Louisa, which, out of a workforce of thousands, wasn’t impressive. “They weren’t complimentary.”

“But you’ve adopted your four Es, anyway.”

“Yes. We needed something—”

“Why?”

“—and nobody came up with anything better.” Louisa paused. “What do you mean, why?”

“Why did you need four anythings at all? I mean, what’s the point?”

Louisa tilted her head slightly. “It’s what businesses do: mission; vision; values…blah, blah, blah. Even the university has them.”

“It does?”

“I’m sure it does.” But as Louisa wasn’t able to back up her assertion, Clare wasn’t convinced.

They drank in morose silence for a minute; then Louisa said, “Can I keep this?” She held up the beer mat.

“Of course. Though I can’t imagine what you’d want it for.”

Louisa shrugged elegantly. “You never know. It might come in handy sometime.”

“Oh, sure. When you find yourself short of a coaster.”

Louisa tucked the mat inside her notebook. She glanced across at Clare as she put them in her bag and said, “It’s your round.”

*

THEY SPENT MUCH of glass number two talking about the latest exploits of Louisa’s two children. Nick was going to take them skiing at half term. Patrick wanted to give up the cello, which was a pity because he was pretty good, or would be if he ever bothered to practice. Joanne was going through an everything-is-terrible-and-I-don’t-want-to-talk-about-it phase. “She bought black lipstick last week too. I’m sure she’ll get over it eventually. I mean, I did.”

“You had black lipstick?” asked Clare. “I don’t remember that.”

“It was before I knew you. I was still in school. I also dyed my hair pink.”

“I wanted to do that, but I never had the nerve.”

“My mother went ballistic.”

Clare chuckled. “I can only imagine what mine would have done, but I suspect ballistic would be putting it mildly.”

“Anyway, that’s enough about my lot. I want to talk about you.”

“Well, that’s going to be a short conversation; I don’t have anything new to tell you.”

“Maybe not. But I’ve got some questions I want to ask.”

“Questions?”

“Yes. But first,” said Louisa, getting to her feet, “I’m going to get the next round in.”

Clare waited while Louisa disappeared downstairs. What on earth did Louisa want to talk about? As a glass three conversation, it couldn’t be good.

*

“I’VE BEEN THINKING,” said Louisa as she made inroads into her fresh glass. “About you and Gavin.”

Trying for a lightness she didn’t feel, Clare said, “I thought I’d got off lightly last time.”

“Meaning?”

“Your previous attempt at an interrogation wasn’t very—” Clare floundered around for a suitable word and, when she failed to find one, she made up her own. “—interrogationy.”

Louisa raised her immaculate eyebrows, but she didn’t challenge Clare’s use of the word; probably she couldn’t come up with a better one, either.

“The thing is, even when you’re dating, you don’t actually date.”

Clare stared. The conversation had barely begun, and she already wanted it to be over. How could she get away without causing a scene? Maybe she should resign herself to causing a scene anyway.

Louisa put her hand on Clare’s forearm. “Calm down. I’m not saying any of this to upset you.”

“I’m not upset,” said Clare through gritted teeth.

Louisa ignored the lie. “What did you want, growing up?”

“What?” said Clare, puzzled by the abrupt change in the conversation’s direction.

“You heard. When you were younger, what did you think your adult life should be like?”

Clare played along. “I don’t know. What everyone wants, I suppose. House. Family. Security. Money. Fame. Fortune. Success.”

“Married, double income, two kids?”

“Yeah.”

“And have you found it?”

“Of course not. You know that. Lifelong singleton, me.” Clare waggled her unadorned ring finger.

“Why?”

“I never found The One, I suppose.”

“The One?”

“You know. The One. That person you click with. The instant attraction.”

“Your soulmate?”

“Maybe, although I don’t believe in soulmates.”

“Why not? Because soulmates are ridiculous but The One isn’t?”

Clare’s insides squirmed uncomfortably as Louisa exposed the gaping flaw in her logic.

“If you truly wanted that, why have you never put any effort into looking for it?”

Clare’s forehead creased into a frown. “I believed it would happen when the time was right. There have been more immediate things to deal with. You know, doctorate, job, career.”

“Other people manage to juggle all that with a relationship.”

“I’m not other people.”

“No. You’re not.” Tentatively, she said, “You told me that you and Gavin didn’t click.”

“So?”

“What I want to know is, why would you put up with not clicking for so long? Why hang on to something that empty?”

“I don’t know. Inertia, perhaps? Biding time until someone better comes along?”

“Were you? Biding your time, I mean. I never got the impression that you were looking for anyone else.”

“I wasn’t.”

“What about Gavin?” An idea struck Louisa and she leaned forward expectantly. “Maybe he was unfaithful! Was he?”

Clare shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t ask.”

“But you dumped him.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Like you said, there was nothing between us. No chemistry. And when he tried to take my hand—”

“Yes?” said Louisa eagerly.

“Nothing,” muttered Clare, her face flaming at the memory of what she had done. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Why not?”

“It’s—” Clare broke off, stopping herself from saying, “embarrassing.” It was the latest in a long line of embarrassments, of relationship failures. Yet another proof that she was incredibly bad at something other people found easy.

She was surprised and relieved when Louisa didn’t press her for an answer. Instead, Louisa reached into her handbag and extracted a neatly folded wodge of newspaper.

“I found this last Sunday.” Louisa unfolded what turned out to be a lifestyle supplement, turned to page five, and pointed to an article. “Read it.”

Clare looked askance at the apparent shift in topic.

“Go on. Read it.” Louisa thrust the paper towards Clare.

Clare shrugged, took the paper, and stared at the headline, which read, “I’m Not Attracted to Anyone.” This was followed by a subtitle: “An asexual speaks out.”

Asexual. Clare had heard the word before, and there was something about it that had resonated. But she had shied away from it, sure it didn’t apply to her. She’d meet someone, someday. That’s what normal people did. Wasn’t it?

She glanced at Louisa, who was watching her intently.

“Oh, what the hell?” muttered Clare under her breath. She lowered her eyes and began to read.

“Remind you of anyone?” asked Louisa when Clare was still only two-thirds of the way through.

“No,” said Clare, through clenched teeth.

“Are you sure? Because I read the article and I thought of you.”

“Why on earth would you do that?”

“Oh, small things. Like our previous conversation. Like the conversation we’re having now. About how you never have a serious relationship. How you never seem to want to sleep with your partners. How you—”

“Enough!” snapped Clare, overcome by, and bristling with, a blend of anger, outrage, and humiliation. How dare Louisa! “That’s…enough!”

Louisa backed off. “If you say so.”

They sat in awkward silence, masking their unease by emptying their glasses.

Louisa resorted to small talk. Clare tried to play along, but their usual, easy camaraderie was lost, and Clare found an excuse to leave soon afterwards.

*

CLARE WAS STILL bristling when she got home. She dumped her bags, and then thumped and bumped her way around the kitchen as she made an inadvisable late-night coffee.

She carried her mug through to the living room, collapsed onto the sofa, and laid her head on its cushion. She muttered at the ceiling, “Well, that was a spectacularly crap evening.”

How dared Louisa question her like that! About her sexual orientation!

She switched on the television and stared unseeingly at the screen as she tried and failed to get everything Louisa had suggested out of her head. The questions, her discomfort, and Louisa’s insinuations and downright accusations spun around and around and refused to leave.

She couldn’t cast aside the seeds of the idea Louisa had planted, so she drained her mug and parked it on the coffee table. She picked up her iPad and pecked aggressively at the screen to open Safari.

She stared at the browser.

She took a deep breath and stared some more.

She didn’t want to do this.

Or did she?

She did. She had to know.

She began to type a word into the address bar.

Asexual.


Chapter Four

THE MORE CLARE read, the more her palms sweated and heart thumped, and the more she thought, It’s describing me.

She got up, paced around the room, sat down again, and returned to her reading. This time, once she began, she didn’t stop.

There were other people like her out there. If one per cent of the population was asexual, that meant… She did some rapid arithmetic. Population of the world: seven billion. More? But seven billion made the maths simple. One per cent of seven billion was seventy million people. Population of the UK: seventy million. Give or take. So that would mean, seven hundred thousand asexuals in the UK alone.

There would be twenty-five thousand asexuals in Greater Manchester, five thousand in the City of Manchester. Was that right? Clare checked. Yes, and that was a lot of people. Okay, so some of those people were children, but even so.

Thousands of asexuals, all feeling—or not feeling—the way she did. She wasn’t broken, or wrong, or any of the things that in unguarded moments crossed her mind. She must have walked past people like herself on the street, and she hadn’t known. Had never imagined.

She wanted to shout her new understanding from the rooftops. Instead, she stayed up, scouring the internet for nuggets of information until the silly wee hours turned into something not so wee, and she dragged herself off to bed.

*

WITH DAYLIGHT CAME a sense of caution and, thanks to her lack of sleep, a foot-dragging, brain-draining fatigue.

Clare made it to the lecture theatre with barely a second to spare before nine o’clock. She struggled to concentrate, so the class she delivered was far below her usual standard. Her brain was mush. Every time her mind wandered the teensiest bit, it screamed internally, “I’m asexual!” and she worried she might forget herself and scream the words out loud.

Concentrate, she thought. Concentrate on the Poor Allotments Management Act (1873).

After two hours of standing in the windowless lecture theatre, going through the motions of imparting knowledge to thirty-nine undergraduates, Clare scarcely remembered a word she had said. She disconnected her laptop from the projector and set off to her office, which was in a different building, a brisk five-minute walk away.

She winced as she stepped outdoors, the low-slung sun a painfully bright contrast to the lecture theatre’s artificial lighting. She paused, blinked the glare away, and stifled a yawn.

There was warmth in the winter sun, so she closed her eyes and took a few moments to enjoy the feel of its rays on her face. Some tension that she hadn’t been aware of left her shoulders.

“Clare!”

Clare looked around.

“I was hoping I might catch you.” Sam voiced the statement like a tentative question.

“What’s up?”

“Do you have time for coffee and a chat?”

The mention of coffee leapt out at Clare. “Music to my ears,” she said. “I was heading to the department, anyway.”

“No,” said Sam. “I meant somewhere away from the department.”

Curiosity piqued, Clare said, “Oh?”

“I want…need…someone to talk to.”

“Okay. Beans Are Us?”

“Fine,” said Sam, relieved.

Although the coffee shop was bustling at eleven fifteen, Clare and Sam managed to find a table tucked away in a dimly lit corner that offered a modicum of peace and privacy.

“I’m sorry to talk to you about this. I probably should talk to Ben, but…”

Clare filled in the gaps. Ben was a great supervisor, academically speaking, but he wasn’t always the best at the personal support aspect of the job. Plus, there was always his lack of discretion to consider.

Sam got to the point. “I heard that Angela is pregnant.”

“That’s right.”

“I was wondering… This sounds opportunistic…but do you know whether there’s any chance of a temporary job?”

Clare felt odd, having a normal conversation when everything about her was in a state of flux. She was amazed that Sam hadn’t picked up on the thoughts that she was sure she was broadcasting: asexual; asexual; asexual. Clare said, “Maternity cover, you mean?”

“Yes.”

Clare sighed. “I honestly don’t know, but I wouldn’t get my hopes up, if I were you. There may be some teaching hours, but more likely her second- and third-year courses won’t be offered next year. And her administration and supervision will get divvied up among the rest of us.”

“Oh, well,” sighed Sam. “I guess I’ll have to keep on looking.”

“You’re hoping to submit your thesis soon, aren’t you?”

“Yes. I’ve only got a couple more chapters to finish and the introduction and conclusion to write, and then the final edits. I should get it in by April, at the latest.”

“And you’re worrying about what you’re going to do after that?”

“Yes. I don’t want to move away, but, unless something comes up soon, I may have to. Ricky—”

“Your boyfriend, right?”

Sam nodded. “Ricky doesn’t get it. My writing up—the hours and the stress—is putting a strain on our relationship. Any talk of having to move for my career makes things worse.”

“I’m sorry,” said Clare sincerely. “I wish I could be more help.”

*

AVEN—THE ASEXUAL Visibility and Education Network—hosted a large online forum which was frequented by a lot of intense people. Intense young people seeking a level of self-awareness that Clare, at the same age, hadn’t thought to look for. She envied them.

There were discussions about labels. There were so many labels! They were so confusing! There was an academic paper in there somewhere, begging to be written: “Labels: self-indulgence or an aid to self-validation?” Then again, possibly someone had already written it.

Attached to the label discussions were mentions of “special snowflakes”, which sent Clare running to check the Urban Dictionary. She revisited the Urban Dictionary to find out what “Netflix and chill” meant. In turn, that led to her raising her eyebrows and muttering a perplexed “Really?” under her breath. Apparently, anything and everything had a double meaning in the hands of “sexuals”, even the most innocuous phrases.

She found herself remembering her school days and all the jokes and innuendoes that had flown over her head. Her classmates and brother had teased her mercilessly as a result. Her parents had teased her, too, but they had been nicer about it.

She found an entire forum devoted to “Older Asexuals”, which included a discussion thread called, “For 20-somethings getting off the ground”. Since when had twenty-somethings been old?

When she posted for the first time, she found herself the recipient of large quantities of virtual cake, and she experienced a heady sense of belonging. When she wrote about her relief at finding other people like her, she was inundated with yet more pictures of cake.

There were some things, though, that she still wasn’t ready to discuss, not even with people known only by usernames and avatars. The fact that she was a forty-something virgin was one of them. Over time, her shame had become ingrained, and she couldn’t shake her belief that people wouldn’t understand, or wouldn’t believe her, or would outright ask how that was even possible. Losing one’s virginity was an adolescent rite of passage. How had she not?

She’d tried. She’d wanted to, at least on an intellectual level, and she’d come close, once, or twice.

That she never had had been one more thing marking her out as broken and setting her apart from the rest of humanity. Until now.

Now, here was a community of people who shared similar life experiences.

She had long believed that she hadn’t met the right person. Her inability to find a special someone to fill the partner-shaped hole in her being had depressed her. She’d never considered that not only did such a person not exist but neither did the hole.

There was no hole.

She was whole.

Whole.

Not wired for a boyfriend or girlfriend. Sex wasn’t in her DNA. The right person for her might turn out to be no person at all.

That didn’t make her broken or a failure, only different. Different in a way that had led her to a community of people who were the same.

*

BY THE TIME Thursday came around, Clare had mostly come to terms with her disappointment at Kyle Jones’s cancellation. At least he had a worthwhile excuse: his partner had gone into labour earlier than expected. According to the grapevine, the baby, a boy, had been delivered safely and was doing splendidly for someone who was in an incubator and being fed oxygen through a tube.

Closer to home, the week’s seminar would have been cancelled had someone not stepped into the breach. Clare had not expected that someone to be Hugo Atkinson.

Clare might have skipped the seminar except for the unspoken expectation that everyone attend if possible. By contrast, the open invitation to go to the staff bar afterwards was genuinely optional; the evenings usually turned out to be convivial, even if there was a lot of shoptalk.
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