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Chapter One


31 December, 11.59 p.m.


Ten …


The telly blares with the sound of pissed-up revellers as the camera pans down the Thames. Fifteen years ago, I would have been there with them, having spent all evening jostling for a spot and dying for a wee so I was in a good position for the countdown.


Nine …


I’m so glad I’m not on a packed riverbank, drinking Prosecco that’s only cold because the temperature is Baltic and pretending to have a good time while worrying about how busy the tube station will be post-midnight.


Eight …


At least Jack and Sav are asleep. Finally. The best thing about having young kids is that you can use them as a convenient excuse to get out of things you don’t want to do. ‘Sorry, no babysitter!’ is the best get out of jail card of all time.


Seven …


Even if most of the time it’s a total ball-ache having no babysitter, because it means you can’t do things you genuinely want to do either.


Six …


But New Year’s Eve definitely doesn’t fall into that category. I’m not even bothered about sitting here alone, watching the countdown on TV, while Adam is up in Sheffield.


Five …


It’s not as though he’s up there having a good time. Having to get on a rammed train from London on New Year’s Eve to give your thirty-seven-year-old brother a talking to because he’s possibly-maybe-almost-certainly been barred from another pub in the city centre, and they want some money for damages otherwise they’re pressing charges. Cheers, Gabe. Happy sodding New Year.


Four …


That’s a point. I bet Adam had to pay the landlord. Not that he’d have mentioned it to me. He always gets funny with me if I bring up lending Gabe money.


Three …


‘Lending.’


Two …


The last time he did it he didn’t even tell me, and I went overdrawn on the joint account paying the deposit for Center Parcs.


One …


Thousands of people scream ‘HAPPY NEW YEAR’ and hug each other as Big Ben bongs in the background. Fireworks erupt, filling the screen with colour and smoke, and the BBC presenter out on location tries to finish her link above the din.


‘The British public was assured that the great clock’s bongs would be temporarily restored during important national events, such as New Year and Remembrance Sunday, until restoration work is completed.’


I drain the dregs of my white wine. The rest of the bottle is in the fridge and for a second I contemplate getting a refill, before yawning and remembering that, despite it taking until 10 p.m. to wrestle the kids into bed, they will almost certainly be up pre-6 a.m., as is the unwritten law when you’ve been left to parent solo and have imbibed more than two units of alcohol.


Instead, I flick off the telly and fire a message to Adam.


Hope it’s not a nightmare up there. Happy New Year. X


He’s probably already asleep at his mum’s house, back in the single bed in the room he used to share with Gabe.


The patch of floor in front of me simultaneously lights up and chirrups. Bloody kids! Adam’s iPad lies abandoned, screen up, on the carpet, half concealed by Christmas toys that they’ve already got bored of. My text appears in the corner, obscuring part of the photo on his home screen, a selfie where we’re all smushed together in front of the London Eye. You can barely see the wheel because it’s all grinning faces, or in Jack’s case, him anarchically shouting ‘poo’ when Adam said, ‘Everyone say cheese.’ I pick up the tablet and put it on the table while I look for its case, clearing a few other stray toys from the area. The house looks like a bomb-site, with discarded superheroes, cardboard boxes and foot-shattering bits of Lego all over the carpet. The kids have insisted on keeping every single bit of tat from every Christmas cracker, so there’s endless plastic crap spilling out from the toy drawers we’re now resigned to having in our once relatively stylish living room.


I pick up the debris – Sylvanian, Sylvanian, Spider-Man wearing a Sylvanian’s outfit (Jack will be livid) – and find the case underneath the Millennium Falcon. It’s plastered with fairy stickers, which makes me grin. Sav’s handiwork. Adam will look very cool reading the Guardian on his iPad on the tube when he goes back to work on Thursday. The screen lights up again as I pick it up. Another message. That it’s simply from ‘J’ makes me look more closely. I can only see the preview.


Thanks for partying with me like it’s 1995 again …


Who’s J? And what party? He’s with his brother, sorting out yet another catastrophe of Gabe’s own creation. That’s what he said anyway. Maybe he went out for a drink after clearing up Gabe’s mess and bumped into someone he knew. I can’t begrudge him that. What’s a night off from the kids if you can’t have a spontaneous night out at the pub?


But that doesn’t tell me who J is.


Heart fluttering, there’s a second when I don’t want to know, but my suspicions quickly take over and I swipe the screen open, tapping the passcode – Jack and Sav’s birthdays – onto the landing page. My stomach plunges as the full message appears, along with the rest of a thread that goes back way further than tonight.


Thanks for partying with me like it’s 1995 again. Shame I have a flight or we could have got drunk and seen in the New Year together properly – although sparkling water and a king-size at the Hotel du Vin is a bit more glam than cider and sneaking into my old bedroom back at my parents’. x


1995. A flight. An old bedroom.


In 1995, Adam was a sixth-former in Sheffield. And he was going out with a girl called Jules. Amazing Jules, who broke his heart when she went off to a different uni, and whose brilliant career as a pilot was mentioned on one of our early dates and has provided fodder for my lower self-esteem moments ever since.


Adam’s reply is almost instant.


Safe trip. Text me when you get back x


He hasn’t replied to my message.


The tablet trembles in my hand so I grip it a bit tighter. I can hear whooping and music outside, through the walls of our North London terraced house and drifting along the street, but even through the bangs and whistles the sound of my own breath catching is louder. It feels like my body is pulsating but my mind is clear, focused. Because I instantly know it’s not going to turn out to be a misunderstanding. He’s never even mentioned seeing Jules, so how can it be? I swipe my shaky finger down the page to reach the start of their conversation. It scrolls and scrolls and scrolls, new messages loading up every time I think I’ve got to the top, my eyes blurring with tears as they settle on the odd word or phrase as messages whizz past.


In me
Beautiful
Fucking sexy
Can’t wait


It looks like sometimes they’ve exchanged several messages a day, and sometimes days have gone by with no contact. Eventually, the window bounces, going back no further. Five months ago: 5 August, 11.07 a.m. A blue bubble showing that Adam sent the first message.


Hi, this is my number these days.


Seven words that blow apart my night. My year. My life.






Chapter Two


1 January, 4 p.m.


I’ve been sitting in silence for hours when I hear his key turn in the lock. When the kids are running riot I usually yearn for quiet, an hour to myself, but today – when I’ve packed them off so I could wait alone for Adam to come home – the silence makes me feel as though I can’t breathe. The door slams and I jump, as if I haven’t been poised for his entrance all afternoon. What I mean to do is thrust the tablet into his hands the second he walks through the door, while saying something damning that an imagined crowd of similarly wronged women (on Oprah? OK, more like Loose Women) would greet with thunderous applause.


Instead I rush into the hallway and stop dead at the sight of him. He looks normal. Like, completely normal. His dark hair is streaked with the same few strands of grey; his chin is dotted with the same patchy stubble I used to tease him about. He doesn’t look like a man who’s been shagging a hot pilot.


‘You wouldn’t believe the state of the train back,’ he’s moaning, as if I could give two shits. ‘A signal delay on top of the typical New Year’s Day chaos meant we were diverted to Doncaster and all the ticket reservations were cancelled. There were people crammed in every spare centimetre of aisle.’


He leans in to give me a perfunctory kiss, not noticing – or at least not mentioning – that my face looks like a crumpled-up paper bag from the combination of crying and swigging the vodka I found at the back of the freezer. As he does, I flinch, and my voice cracks as I choke out, ‘I found your texts. Are we over then?’


In a split second his whole face changes. He looks exactly like Jack when he’s been caught doing something he shouldn’t, knows there’s no denying it, but is going to lie anyway. I’d laugh, except I spent until 7 a.m. sobbing and reading his sexy back-and-forth with Jules, before trying to hold it together in front of the kids this morning on no sleep and no answers.


‘What texts?’ he says, his hand frozen where he’s only half unzipped his coat. ‘What are you talking about, Iris?’


The fright on his face ignites a deep guttural anger that sonic booms around my body from somewhere inside my chest.


The fucking coward.


‘You’re lying,’ I say. ‘Don’t you dare lie to me on top of what you’ve done.’


I wish his train had crashed on the way back from Sheffield and he’d died. Actually, I don’t. But only because then I’d have to listen to people telling me what a great husband and father he was, and what I want everyone right now to know is what a burning trash-fire scumbag he really is.


He’s still staring at me, saying nothing, just looking scared. Big grey eyes questioning what I’ll do next. ‘Are you going to say anything?’ I ask, in a way that leaves no room for ambiguity. He needs to speak. Yes? No? I’ve made a terrible mistake, Iris, I lost my phone weeks ago and it’s someone else sending sub-Tinder-level sexts to my high-school girlfriend.


He’s not looking at me; he’s still fumbling with the zip of his coat. He opens his mouth to speak but all he says is: ‘Where are the kids?’


‘Fran’s,’ I spit back. Somewhere beneath the pulsating rage and the full-body fear, there’s a pang of guilt – for the kids and for poor Fran, who texted me at 5.30 a.m. when she was woken up for the day by her twins with the sort of mum-moan about having a shit night’s sleep that deserves a reply full of solidarity for her suffering. Instead she got a hysterical phone call from her best friend that resulted in having two more children dumped on top of her own three on New Year’s Day.


The blood is pumping around my body, crashing through my temples. Self-loathing is churning in my stomach, a hangover-esque paranoia pressing at the back of my eyes. But it’s not paranoia because it happened. My anger shrivels back into hurt as quickly as it appeared. Darts of dread fire through my brain. Is he leaving us? Is that why he isn’t saying anything?


Adam looks around the hallway like a spooked animal looking for an escape route. We painted it four years ago, in a knock-off shade of the mousy Farrow & Ball one that David Cameron painted that stupid writing shed. It’s all shabby now, having been scraped by the kids’ scooters and grocery bags every time we’ve carried anything through it to the kitchen, all the mundane stuff you do when you’ve been married forever and haven’t got enough time to be careful. The grubbiness of normal life, not sex-in-a-fancy-hotel life.


‘Why did you do it?’ My voice is so wobbly the whole sentence vibrates.


He finally turns to face me.


I can’t tell if he’s crying or I’m seeing him through my own tears, but his face is crumpled, blurred. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says after what feels like a thousand years, his voice shaking. I leave the pause to stretch out while I wait for the rest. Either a barrage of apologies and excuses, or the alternative. Him saying he’s sorry because it’s over. It doesn’t come quick enough and in the end, I can’t help but fill the gap.


‘Sorry about what? Which bit? Shagging someone behind my back, or getting caught? Destroying our marriage or the fact that you’re only now telling me it’s over?’ My voice is anguished. ‘Say something, Adam. Tell me. Isn’t it enough to do this to me without leaving some sort of X Factor-style pause to build up the suspense?’


‘Can we go into the lounge?’ His rucksack is still on his shoulder. I don’t want it in the house. A bag of laundry from his sordid affair. That he’ll drop into the basket along with all the other clothes, expecting someone – me – to wash it.


‘If you’re going to leave me, I don’t want it to be in the living room.’ This suddenly feels very important and I don’t know why. Maybe because last June after Mum told me about her cancer, Adam held me there while I cried. In my head it still seems like a place of sanctuary.


‘I’m not going to leave you,’ he says quietly. He finally drops his bag and rubs his left shoulder. It’s been giving him gyp for weeks. The aches and pains of being over forty, I joked with him the other day. I offered to make him an appointment at the osteopath. For his sex injuries, I think now. He rubs his hand over his stubble. Takes a big breath. He’s stalling. ‘I don’t know what this … thing is. Was.’


‘Was?’ I spit it out. ‘As of midnight, it looked pretty ongoing to me. Did you dump her while you were on a stationary train in Doncaster?’


‘No.’ His eyes drop and he fiddles with his coat zip again before giving up on it. I can see his hands shaking. Good. ‘But I will end it. It’s not what you think.’


‘Do tell me what I think, Adam. No, do.’


‘It’s been a difficult few months,’ he says, stepping closer towards me. I instinctively step back. ‘Don’t you feel that?’


It has. Mum’s illness came without warning, the full horror coinciding with Sav starting school in September, which she’s decided she hates. Earlier in the summer, Adam’s work decided to make them all reapply for their jobs – without necessarily being guaranteed one at the end of the process. ‘Difficult’ is an understatement; I’d say it’s been hideous. But I didn’t start fucking someone else as an escape. I started running.


‘Are you telling me you had an affair because you’ve been stressed? With that logic I should have been shagging both the Hemsworth brothers by now.’


‘Who are the Hemsworth brothers?’


I forgot that Adam’s too worthy to know anything about pop culture. He didn’t have a TV when we first met. I should have dumped him then. ‘It’s irrelevant,’ I snap. ‘Don’t change the subject.’


His eyes flare with a spark of annoyance. ‘Well, what do you want me to say? Nothing I say now will be right.’ He sighs. Rubs his chin again, as though the whole conversation is making him weary. ‘I didn’t mean for it to happen—’


‘Which time?’ I interrupt. I’m not having him getting defensive, not when he’s the one in the wrong. ‘Or at all?’ I can’t get my words out fast enough. It’s as though I’m trying to speak while running; I’m not taking in enough breath between words.


He at least has the respect to look ashamed. ‘No. Yes. Neither. We ran into each other. A while back. And we stayed in touch. It wasn’t …’ His eyes flick over me, and I want to cry at the casual judgement. All I can think about are the pictures I saw of Jules last night while deep-diving into her Instagram feed and how I nowhere near measure up, particularly not right now. She’s all jet-setting around the world for beach sunset set-ups and cocktails in Miami. Shiny, almost black hair, with tanned skin and liquid brown eyes. She’s a cross between the actress who plays Wonder Woman and a Kardashian sister, except without the identikit pillow face. Photo after photo of her looking curvy and strong while sipping green juices, hiking up Runyon Canyon in LA or wearing her hair braided in front of waterfalls. It’s like she has one of those Insta-husbands following her around to take eight thousand versions of the same almost perfect shot until they get the right one, except if she had a husband, she wouldn’t be shagging mine, would she? Maybe she would. After all, she’s sodding Wonder Woman.


‘It wasn’t a thing,’ he finishes. ‘Not to start off with.’


‘No, not until the twenty-sixth of August, to be exact.’ Adam looks at me as though I’m being facetious, but I’m not. The date is seared into my brain, along with the text.


Wow. I wasn’t expecting that. We should talk. I feel like I’m 17 again.


And her reply:


Go back to your wife. We’ll speak soon. X


He did. Go back to his wife, that is. But he went back to her too. Again and again.


‘Iris.’ He reaches a hand towards me.


‘Don’t.’ I flinch and angle myself away. ‘I’ve read the messages. I know what you said to each other.’ I also know the one thing neither of them has ever said. It’s my only port in this storm of emotion. They have never said they love each other. Not over iMessage anyway.


I don’t want to know the answer but I ask him anyway. ‘Do you love her?’


Adam’s eyes fly open in shock. ‘What?’


‘Please don’t make me say it again.’ Tears are falling down my face and I swipe at them with the raggedy cardigan-shawl thing I only ever wear around the house. ‘Is she The One? The one that got away and you never got over? I knew she broke your heart but that was …’ I work out the years in my head; Adam’s forty-three in June. ‘Twenty-five years ago. If you’ve been waiting for your moment to win her back, like some sort of pathetic Friends Reunited story, then now’s the time to say.’


‘No, she’s not … The One or whatever,’ he mumbles, reaching out for me again. This time I slap his hand away.


‘Get. Off. Me.’


He cradles his hand in the other, a wounded look on his face as though it genuinely hurt him.


‘She was someone, you know she was, I told you about her. I don’t think I would have ever left Sheffield if it wasn’t for her.’ If Adam’s trying to get sympathy for his hard-luck-northerner-done-good story, he’s picked the wrong time. Raised by a single parent, absent father, blah blah blah.


‘Yet you’re willing to throw away our family for her. And what, let your kids be raised by a single mother, while you fuck off to travel the world with her.’


My missile wounds him just as it was supposed to and colour rises to his cheeks. I can see by the way his face hardens that he’s angry. ‘I would never abandon the kids and you know it.’


‘Do I?’ My voice is icy. I’m finally getting a foothold in this conversation and talking like someone in a TV show who knows exactly the right thing to say and how to hit his weak spots. Good. Yet each bit of malice I throw at him makes me feel worse. I don’t want to be a character in a script with the person I love. Loved. Whatever. ‘I’m not sure I know you at all. I certainly don’t know what you want. So what is it? Do you want to stay married or have I done you a favour by finding out?’


His voice stumbles. ‘Iris, please. I’m sorry, my head’s been all over the place. You and I—’


‘YOU’RE STILL NOT ANSWERING THE QUESTION,’ I scream at him, and he recoils as though I’m about to hit him. As though I’m the one who’s problematic. Something snaps inside me; my patience, my heart, who can tell. ‘I want you to get out,’ I decide. I hate this conversation. I hate how powerless I am to influence its outcome. I hate that he’s not begging me for forgiveness.


‘What?’


Now I’ve said it out loud I don’t know how I could stand to have him here to start off with. ‘You need to leave. I’ll tell the kids you had to stay at your mum’s a bit longer.’ My mind starts whirring with the logistics. ‘They don’t need to know you’ve come back yet.’


‘Where am I supposed to go?’


‘I hear there’s another lovely Hotel du Vin in Wimbledon,’ I snarl, picking his bag up off the floor and throwing it at him. It’s not heavy but he reacts by dramatically stepping back. Two days ago, I would have taken the piss out of him for that, and we’d have laughed about it. Now I think he’s pathetic. ‘It’s not my problem where you go. I just know that I can’t stand to have you here right now.’


‘But we haven’t sorted out …’ He stops. ‘This,’ he finishes lamely.


‘No, we haven’t,’ I say. ‘Because I’ve been waiting for you to decide if you love me, if you love us, if you want to stay. And I’m no nearer to an answer. But I’ve realised that it’s not just up to you, it’s up to me too, and all I know is that I can’t think with you here.’


I squeeze past him, adding another scrape to the hallway wall with my belt as I keep as far from physical contact with him as possible. Another marker of family life. Perhaps the final one. But I can’t think about that right now so I open the front door instead, a blast of freezing January wind rushing in from a day that has got dark having barely got light to start with. And then I fix my expression into one more solid than I feel. ‘Go, Adam. Get out.’


He takes a tentative step towards where I’m standing on the threshold. ‘But what about Jack and Sav? They’re back to school tomorrow and I’m supposed to be dropping them off. I want to see them.’


He’s right. During the week, I have to leave for work a full hour before him. Our entire family routine relies on Adam doing the school run in the mornings.


‘I’ll come by and get them in the morning,’ he adds. ‘They’ll worry if I’m not here and you won’t make it to work on time otherwise.’


‘They won’t worry, because they’re going to think you’re still at your mum’s. It’ll be weirder if you turn up for the school run. And I don’t need you to. We’ll manage.’ I have no idea how we’ll manage. My heart twists again. ‘I’ll ring you in a few days and we can talk. In the meantime, you can think about what you want.’ I start to usher him towards the door, but he holds his hand up, desperate.


‘I don’t want to leave. I want our family. I want us. We need to talk about it.’


The right words, but at the wrong time. Why didn’t he say any of this earlier, when he could see I wanted it all to be a big mistake?


‘I can’t talk to you now. I can barely stand to look at you.’


‘Please, Iris.’ His eyes are frantic, searching my face for a different response.


Am I really about to chuck him out? What if he goes straight back to Jules?


Then you’ve answered your own question.


I look out into the street. The lamp-posts have all come on and it’s deserted. Everyone keeping out of the cold and nursing their hangovers with a takeaway and a film. How I wish that was us. ‘You need to go,’ I say flatly. ‘You don’t get to say when the time is to talk about it.’


He closes the rest of the gap between us, passing me and going through the door, but then he stands in front of me on the doorstep, his tall body tensed and still.


‘You can’t make me leave.’


I shiver and summon up all my strength. ‘No, I can’t. But hardly anything you’ve said since you got home makes me think you care about saving us, so if you won’t do the one thing I’m asking for then I know it’s over. Give me some time to think and to keep things normal for the kids.’


He pauses, stares at me for a second longer, before nodding solemnly in assent. ‘I’ll phone them later and pretend I’m at Mum’s.’


It’s this small act of complicity that threatens to overwhelm me. To protect them, I have to protect him.


I shut the door before I can see which direction he goes in and then sit down on the stairs, looking at the door, half expecting him to come back. I pull my phone out of my pocket. My husband is gone. Who can I say that to? I’m ashamed and embarrassed. Fran already knows the bare bones, but I can’t ring her when she’s with the children. I’ll fill her in when she drops them off in a couple of hours. Until then I need to sort out the practicalities, like how they’re getting to school tomorrow. More than anything, I wish Mum was here. For many, many reasons. Am I going to have to pull a sickie on the first day back of the year, when I’m going to be expected to be refreshed and on it? I swipe my phone open, and sniff as hard as I can while wiping my face on my cardie. I think of Jules in her body-con sportswear, hiking. Under my baggy cardie, I’m wearing a slogan T-shirt that says ‘Give Peas a Chance’ that Jack (Adam) bought for my birthday two years ago, and boyfriend jeans that look cool when people like Rosie Huntington-Whiteley wear them with heels and slouchy tops, but on my pear shape make me look like a middle-aged refugee from an Avril Lavigne gig.


Don’t think about Jules.


Another sniff and I think about the one person I can depend on, stabbing at the contact. The phone quickly connects.


‘Happy New Year, Iris.’


‘Happy New Year,’ I reply, my voice thick from suppressed tears. I force myself to sound perky. ‘Adam’s been called up to a family crisis in Sheffield, but the kids go back to school tomorrow. Dad, I don’t suppose you’d be able to help me out for a couple of days, would you?’






Chapter Three


2 January, 7 a.m.


‘I want a Curly Wurly!’


‘No, Jack. I said NO,’ I snap as I slam closed the kitchen cupboard, narrowly avoiding his fingers and wincing at my own carelessness. ‘Toast or cereal.’


‘I hate toast with seeds in it,’ he mutters, just as I remember we don’t have any bread anyway.


‘Fine. Cereal it is.’ I shove a box of Cheerios in his direction. He deliberately doesn’t catch it and the box tips, Cheerios skittering all over the counter. He starts laughing.


‘JACK!’


‘You’re the one who pushed it over.’


It could be a typical weekday morning, with me endlessly losing it, when Sav comes into the room, climbs onto a seat at the kitchen table and says, ‘Where’s Daddy?’


My heart squeezes. She’s sitting there all sleepy in her favourite unicorn pyjamas, completely unaware of the way our lives have collapsed.


‘I told you, sweets, he’s at a work thingy. He’s got to meet some important people about raising some money for his charity.’


The doorbell goes, saving me from any further explanation, and I run into the hallway to answer it.


Even though he was here on Christmas Day – eight days that now feel like eight years ago – Dad’s slightly wrinkled shirt and could-do-with-a-wash chinos (Dad is of the generation that thinks you should look smart even when at home) seem bigger, baggier. Registering this spears guilt through my anguish. I haven’t seen him enough. Does he even know how to work the washing machine? The iron? Mum didn’t like him meddling with ‘her’ appliances, which took care of both the laundry and any responsibility he might have felt about being a ‘new man’, as he occasionally called it.


He waits on the doorstep for me to let him in, clutching the little wheelie suitcase (cabin baggage-approved size) Mum got in the sale at Debenhams a few years ago. Mum would have used her key, then started tidying up as she made her way from the hall to the kitchen.


‘Come in,’ I say, swallowing him in a massive hug as he steps into the hall. He looks inordinately pleased to be here. The hug takes me as much by surprise as him. He’s never been a big man, but now my 5’6 seems to completely dwarf him. He hugs me back, almost sagging against my weight, and we stand there for a minute holding on to each other. Did I even hug him on Christmas Day? The last time I can remember doing it is at Mum’s funeral, a fact that makes me want to burst into tears.


‘I’m glad you’re here,’ I say. Which is true. I want my mum, but I miss my dad too. Steady, constant Dad, looking perplexed whenever I talked through a drama with Mum but not saying anything, just helping out with practicalities like offering lifts or discreetly taking the kids to the park so I could vent. I want him to lead me to the sofa, sit me down and tell me what to do. Whether to leave Adam or to fight for my marriage. Or to simply agree that there’s nothing worse than the hurt and humiliation I feel right now. But I also don’t want Dad to know what Adam has done or to ponder why he might have done it. Mum and Dad always had a running joke that I was a bit of a drama queen, but during a row once, Dad told me that I was ‘hard work’. I’ve never forgotten it. He might have felt guiltier about the time he smacked my bum for deliberately smashing a plate when I was four – and of course that’s the memory I’d wheel out whenever I was pissed off and threatened to call Childline – but it’s that off-the-cuff remark when I was fifteen that has burned the longest. Maybe I am hard work. Maybe I’m too much. Maybe Adam craved someone more self-sufficient, less needy. Or better looking, more successful, sexier.


Dad pulls away from the hug with an awkward clearance of his throat. ‘Sorry I couldn’t come any sooner. There were no trains running from Weybridge yesterday, New Year and all that. I didn’t want to bring the car, wasn’t sure about parking permits.’


‘God, don’t worry, it’s fine.’ This morning would have been way easier if he’d been here last night, but I might also have had to talk to him properly. It’s probably better all round if I only have twenty-five minutes before I have to leave the house. ‘Cuppa?’ I say, just to be saying something, and to get us out of the hall and into a situation where I can feasibly leave for work.


‘Lovely,’ he replies, parking his suitcase and following me to the kitchen.


‘Gan-Gan’s here!’ Sav shouts, jumping up from her chair and hurling herself at Dad’s legs.


‘Steady, Sav,’ I say, holding out an arm to stop Dad from falling over. A trip to A&E is probably the only thing that could make life worse right now.


‘Hello, Iris darling,’ Dad says, leaning down to hug her.


‘I’m not Iris, I’m Savannah,’ Sav says, bursting out laughing. ‘Silly Gan-Gan.’


Dad laughs too but I see a flicker of insecurity in his eyes. He’s always done that, got everyone’s names mixed up, but lately he has been doing it more. Sign of getting old. I usually ignore it; he won’t like Sav drawing attention to it.


‘Thanks again for coming, Dad, it’s a big help. Adam …’ I’m not sure I’m ever going to be able to say his name again without my stomach lurching. ‘His boss sprang this stupid trip on him. Who does that on the first day back of the New Year? A training course in bloody’ – where did I say? – ‘Portsmouth.’


Dad’s face crinkles in confusion. ‘I thought you said it was a family crisis up north. I hope everything’s all right.’


That’s right. How did Adam manage to have an entire affair when I can’t even get this one story straight? And why am I the one having to cover for him? I choke out a small laugh.


‘Yeah, I assumed it was something to do with Gabe – you know what he’s like – when he told me about it at the last minute, but no, just his boss assuming he could drop everything and rush off. He’s got to give some training to a sister charity down there, so they can learn how to deliver the events in schools. He might have to go to Sheffield at the weekend though.’ Too late I realise that this isn’t what I told the kids. I’m babbling and can’t stop.


Dad chuckles, not noticing the prickling sheen of sweat that has formed over my cheeks and forehead. ‘Or Adam forgot to tell you,’ he says. ‘You know what us blokes are like, pretty rubbish at organisation.’ Dad sits himself down at the kitchen table and Jack instantly starts chatting to him, while I turn away and flick on the kettle, discreetly wiping my tearful face with a damp tea towel. ‘Your mother had that big calendar with everything marked in – birthdays with ages, holidays, appointments, the days all the bills were due. God forbid I sprang something on her. Except I always did, of course. Those conferences I had to go to, I always completely forgot about them until the day before. She was at home anyway though, so it never threw her too much, apart from the annoyance. But it’s not the modern way, is it? Not the done thing to stay at home any more.’


The subtle dig registers, even on top of the warm memory of Mum always being at home.


I let it go, not trusting myself to answer, and discover Jack has topped his bowl of Cheerios with chocolate raisins.


‘What? It’s only like having a bowl of cereal with chocolate bits in it,’ he says, his cheekiest, most insolent look on his face.


‘We don’t buy cereal with chocolate bits in it,’ I reply tightly. ‘Because it’s bad for your teeth.’


‘Oh, let him just this once, Iris,’ Dad interrupts, and the only reason I don’t kick him out there and then is because I need him so much right now.


The triumphant look Jack shoots me reminds me so much of Adam I almost gasp. I force my mind to run over all the small tasks I need to do before school. Mornings are Adam’s domain. Were. What do I need to remember so they stand a chance of leaving on time?


‘Grandad’s going to take you to school because Daddy’s away,’ I explain.


‘I DON’T WANT TO GO TO SCHOOL,’ Sav instantly shouts. She’s hated it ever since she moved up from pre-school to big school and we – Adam – has this routine every morning. I don’t have time for it now.


‘Dad, I have to go in twenty minutes,’ I say, looking down at my crumpled pyjamas. I haven’t showered since New Year’s Eve and I can practically feel the grease working its way along my hair. It’s blonde and bobbed and looks all right when I have time to style it, but it also needs washing every day if it’s not going to resemble a flat, oily helmet.


‘So let me run you through everything. Sav likes a bagel for breakfast.’ From the side of the microwave I pull out a Dulux paint chart that I swiped last time we were in B&Q. I point to two starred shades, Trench Coat and Caramel Latte. ‘These are the parameters of how toasted it should be. Any darker or lighter and she won’t eat it.’ I clock the incredulous look my dad is giving me and hold his gaze. ‘I know. But believe me, I am saving both your time and your sanity. The butter must be spread right to the edge. Jack has his Cheerios. He’s not supposed to have chocolate on them, so he definitely can’t have anything else after that, regardless of what he tells you.’


‘Noted,’ Dad replies, winking conspiratorially at Jack. Jack blinks back because he hasn’t mastered winking yet.


‘Dad, seriously, the dentist said we had to be strict with his sugar intake.’ Whatever. Not today.


‘Their uniforms are …’ Festering at the bottom of the washing machine. I walk over and open the door before fishing them out and throwing them in the tumble dryer, ignoring the waft of damp coming off them. ‘Drop-off is at eight fifty; no earlier, but before nine. Then they’re both in tea-time club so you can get them any time before six; no later or they will fine me and/or ring social services. I’ll ring them and tell them to expect you, as you’ll need a password to pick them up. Can you give them their tea? I’m usually back to do the pick-ups but I have, er, a meeting.’ I don’t but I know if I text Fran – and maybe Nat – she’ll meet me for a drink. We couldn’t talk last night when she dropped the kids back, and it took every last bit of my strength to get through the bedtime routine without breaking down. I couldn’t risk Jack or Sav overhearing me sobbing on the phone.


‘Tea, right-o,’ Dad says. ‘Sausage rolls, I think.’


I start to tell him no way and that they need vegetables but instead grit my teeth. This is not a normal day. These are not normal circumstances. The rules do not apply. Adam broke them all.


‘When’s Daddy back?’ Sav asks, throwing me. It’s Wednesday and I’ve only thought as far as tomorrow, maybe the weekend. My stomach drops.


‘I’m not sure,’ I say noncommittally. If I’m not worried, they’re not worried. That’s the idea anyway. ‘I’ll ask him.’ I pull out my phone, trying to look casual even though my heart is thumping.


FaceTime the kids when you get this. FYI you’re going to a course in Portsmouth, then potentially back to your mum’s at the weekend.


Blue ticks. He must have his phone in his hand. Why?


Portsmouth? Why Portsmouth?


Fury pulses through me.


I don’t know, Adam. It was the first place that came to mind. I’m not as good a liar as you.


My phone vibrates.


Adam would like to FaceTime.


‘Oh look, it’s Daddy!’ I call, my voice dripping with insincere cheer. ‘I have to go and get ready for work.’ I hand the phone wordlessly to Jack and leave the room before anyone can see yet more tears dripping down my face.






Chapter Four


2 January, 6 p.m.


‘Have you heard from him?’ Fran is holding two empty wine glasses upside down between her fingers. She flips them over and pours out two large white wines in one fluid movement. We’re at our usual All Bar One in King’s Cross, which is on the way home from my office in Paddington, Fran’s in Clerkenwell and Nat’s in Canary Wharf, but also far enough away from all of our houses that we’re unlikely to see anyone we know. The Christmas decorations are still up, despite party season being a distant memory and the piety of Dry January being in full swing. The barman looked positively thrilled to uncork the bottle, probably because it was a change from squeezing fresh lime into soda.


I blow out a big breath, one I feel like I’ve been holding in all day, and make a grab for my drink before she’s finished pouring, so it ends up all over the table. ‘He messaged me this morning to ask if he’d be taking the kids to school tomorrow.’ One message. Business-like. That’s all I got. It was like a punch to the gut.


‘And?’ Fran starts fiddling with her hair, swirling it first into a ponytail and then a messy bun before feeling along her wrist for a hairband to secure it. Fran is all hair. Big, glossy, dark brown hair that I think is to die for but she swears is the bane of her life because she has to plan around having enough time to wash and blow-dry it. Left to its own devices, it takes two days to dry.


‘I said no. I don’t want him anywhere near me or the house at the moment. I feel sick every time I think about him.’


‘Fucking prick,’ says Fran, swigging her own drink. The phrase has become a reflex. ‘I still can’t believe he wasn’t grovelling to you yesterday.’


‘Maybe he doesn’t want to,’ I say. ‘His only communication has been about the kids; he didn’t ask me to forgive him. I’ve spent all day trying not to cry at my desk.’ I take another massive gulp of my wine. Earlier, at work, as I kept my head down and tried to avoid the ‘How was your Christmas?’ chat, I swore I wasn’t going to drink. My head was foggy enough after another night of next to no sleep, but now I can’t stop myself.


‘Did you tell anyone at work?’


‘You’re joking, aren’t you? Happy New Year, everyone! My husband’s been shagging his childhood sweetheart and now I don’t even know where he’s staying. Imagine if annoying Sophie’ – my work nemesis – ‘got hold of it. She would love nothing more than to play the role of chief comforter, while slowly extracting all the details to parse out as gossip dressed up as concern.’


My job – which I usually love – is for the National Trust. I’m a Philanthropy Manager, which involves looking after our high-rolling donors, nurturing the relationships between the Trust and its wealthiest benefactors, and organising special events and tours. It’s busy and intense, with a lot of one-to-one meetings and phone calls – pretty unusual in a world that now runs on texts and emails, but many of our benefactors are older, and they want the personal touch when they’re dropping tens of thousands of pounds on a cause. I like meeting people and loathe being trapped behind a desk, so that’s one of the reasons I enjoy it. Usually. Fran – a freelance financial writer who rents a desk in a co-working space – sometimes willingly goes days without speaking to another person in a professional context and thinks I’m mental.


‘Thankfully a lot of people aren’t back in until next week. I had two meetings where I was expected to listen rather than contribute, and then I went to the Pret furthest away from the office to cry in the toilets for half an hour. I dodged most of the Christmas chat, and told the people who did corner me that it was hard because it was the first one without Mum.’ Which is true. Christmas was already wrong before all this kicked off. ‘I’m not going to be able to avoid telling people forever, though, am I?’


Fear and humiliation, fear and humiliation – my mind is pinballing between the two. My marriage is failing for the most cliched of reasons and I don’t know what to do.


‘I don’t want anyone to know what he’s done. Even you knowing makes me feel like a failure.’


Fran slams her glass back onto the table. ‘You’re not a failure, Iris. He’s a fucking prick.’


‘Is he, though? I want answers, but what if the answer is that I’m a shit wife?’


‘You’re not a shit wife,’ she replies instantly, leaning back into her chair. ‘And you don’t need to tell anyone – definitely not some nosy cows at work – if you don’t want to. It’s none of their business—’


‘But it doesn’t stop people talking about it, does it?’ I interrupt. I’ve done it myself; everyone has. I’m painfully aware that this is hot gossip. It will have every coupled-up person I know examining their own relationship and talking about my marriage as if it’s a cautionary tale. There have never been any secrets about the reality of marriage, and marriage after children, between me and Fran, but that doesn’t mean what she says to me is the same as what she says about me when she’s alone with Liam. The idea of her – of anyone – talking to her husband about me and Adam is revolting. I imagine them saying things like, ‘Well, she did work very hard,’ or ‘He did spend a lot of time in the north,’ dissecting our lives for the pitfalls to avoid if they want their own marriage to work out.


At that moment, Nat walks in. ‘Sorry, sorry,’ she’s saying as she approaches the table. ‘I had to pick up Georgia and get her tea before I could leave the house again. Mark had to work late.’ Mark always has to work late, but as usual we both ignore the implication that under normal circumstances, he would be more involved in his child’s daily care.


‘I’ll get another glass and Iris can fill you in,’ Fran says, standing up.


‘No, no, I’m fine for now,’ Nat replies, pulling up a chair. ‘Dry January, you know how it is.’


‘Good for you,’ Fran says, picking up her glass and shooting Nat a look that makes it clear she’s disappointed with her lack of camaraderie. Nat opens her mouth to say something else but clocks Fran’s expression and shuts it again.


‘It’s OK, I can’t stay that long either,’ I say gloomily. ‘Dad’s there and I haven’t told him what’s going on. He thinks I’m at a meeting.’ I take another slug. It’s nice wine. Too nice for me to be throwing down the back of my throat as quickly as possible during the forty-five minutes I have before I need to head home. ‘I can’t face it.’ Dad will be so disappointed, maybe even disapproving. He and Mum met at nineteen, were married for fifty years, and were still sickeningly in love when she died. The fact that I didn’t even meet Adam until I was thirty-one means I can never measure up to that level of first love or lifelong commitment. And now, Adam has decided I’m not what he wants after all. He changed the rules while I wasn’t paying attention.


‘Have you thought about what you’re going to do?’


Bless Fran. The assumption that Adam has fucked up and it’s entirely my decision what happens next is true friendship. But maybe Adam doesn’t care if he’s forgiven. Nat’s eyes flit towards me but she doesn’t say anything. She looks nauseated though, which is about five per cent how sick I am about it all.


I gesture at my phone, which is still resolutely silent. ‘It’s not like he’s on his knees, begging to come back, is it? For all I know, he’s with her.’ As I say it, a spear of pain and self-pity slices through me and Nat grabs my hand to squeeze it.


‘He’s hiding,’ says Fran, with a confidence I don’t share. ‘You caught him and now he’s terrified of what you’re going to do. You have all the power.’


‘Do I?’ Of all the things I feel – small, sad, inadequate, pathetic – powerful isn’t one of them.


‘Yes.’ Fran looks annoyed with me. ‘You have the kids, you’re in the house, you’re getting on with things without needing him to be involved.’ I’m not sure shipping my dad in as a temporary nanny counts as getting on with things in a strong, independent woman sort of way, but I keep quiet because Fran’s in full flow. ‘Meanwhile, he’s sitting there realising exactly what he’s lost and how much work he needs to do if you’re going to consider continuing in your marriage. Listen, I wanted to show you this.’ She pulls her phone out of her bag and swipes the screen. ‘Read that,’ she instructs, thrusting a news article into my face as Nat leans in to look.


Women happier after divorce, new survey claims


By Hanna Williams


Metro, 25 September 2016


The key to finding happiness as a woman? Getting divorced. Contrary to the lonely divorcee cliché, a new UK survey has revealed that 53% of women reported feeling ‘much happier’ following divorce compared to only a third of divorced men.


The survey of 1,060 divorced men and women, commissioned by The Times, asked thirty personal questions about respondents’ lives and reasons for divorce to ascertain their feelings following marital separation.


Women were more likely to use celebratory language, such as ‘glad’ and ‘fulfilled’, and talked about being ‘free to be myself’. Men were more likely to speak of ‘failure’ and ‘disappointment’.


Women were also more likely to say they were happy single and weren’t looking for another relationship (61%) compared to 47% of men, although both men and women spoke of ‘freedom’ and ‘new beginnings’.


The top reason for splitting up was the respondent or their spouse ‘changing as a person’, but most of those surveyed gave multiple reasons. The second most common reason was ‘mutual unhappiness’. A partner meeting someone else was cited by 34%, but wronged spouses take heart: of those extra-marital relationships, only half survived.


The biggest piece of advice all those surveyed gave was ‘don’t get married’, and if you do tie the knot and it isn’t working out, don’t feel as though you’re stuck. ‘Get a divorce sooner rather than later,’ said one respondent. Maybe singledom is the real happy ever after?


‘The end? Turns out divorce was the first chapter.’ Writer Poppy Quayle on how life began when her twenty-year marriage imploded.


‘This article is nearly three years old,’ I say, handing Fran’s phone to Nat so she can read it properly.


‘That doesn’t mean it’s not still true; if anything it’s probably more true.’


I see Nat’s eyes skimming over it. ‘Fran, this is a bit premature, isn’t it? Who’s talking about divorce?’


Fran shoots her another look. ‘Well, we’re not not talking about divorce, are we?’


‘He’s ended the affair though, hasn’t he?’ Nat asks. ‘Like, she’s gone, done, dumped. He’s promised you that, right?’


‘He hasn’t promised me anything,’ I say dully. I’ve been obsessively checking Jules’s Instagram today for any evidence of either heartbreak or triumph, and there’s been nothing. Not even one of her ‘sunrise as seen from the cockpit of a plane – oh, by the way, have I mentioned I’m a pilot’ specials. ‘I haven’t spoken to him.’


‘He will, though. I’m sure he knows what a massive mistake it’s all been. Of course it is. You’re such a good couple,’ she carries on. ‘And you have to think about the kids too. It’s so much better for them if their parents are together.’ And just like that my hackles are on high alert. How would she know what’s better for my kids? How dare she?


‘I’m not going to do anything on a whim, Nat,’ I say, spitting the words out like tiny pebbles. ‘I can barely think at all right now.’


‘You’re in shock,’ Fran cuts in. ‘Of course you are. All I’m saying is you should be using this time to decide what you want.’


‘I want to not feel like this.’ The wine has hit my bloodstream. I’m getting maudlin. I was aiming for numb but it’s making me muddled, as though I’m on the cusp of what a trashy women’s weekly magazine would describe as a ‘boozy breakdown’.


‘No. Remember you don’t need him.’ Fran slaps the self-loathing down. ‘Separate yourself from the hurt, the humiliation and the shock.’


I choke out a bitter laugh. ‘That’s basically who I am right now. Without that triumvirate, there is no me.’


‘Iris.’ Fran fixes me with a look. An ‘I don’t have time for this’ look. Which she doesn’t. She has an eight-year-old and three-year-old twins. The childcare jiggery pokery she’s had to enact to meet me here at short notice proves it. Nat too. Her job as an HR manager for a bank is full on and Mark never does his share. The flexible working she negotiated after having Georgia is constantly stretched to its limit. Fran, Nat and I have a standing monthly wine date, which we Doodle into our diaries two months in advance to make sure it happens, but that meet-up isn’t scheduled for another two weeks.


‘Think about this: if he hadn’t cheated, how would you feel about your marriage?’ She holds up a hand as I start to speak about my life falling apart, quelling my rising panic about how and where I could afford to live if I was a single parent. ‘Not as a reaction to what he’s done or what will change in terms of the house and kids if you split – what would you want to do? Where do you want your life to be in, say, a year’s time?’


She takes a sip of wine and gives me a small, tight, supportive smile, one that’s weighted with the knowledge of every conversation about our marriages we’ve had in this exact bar over the years. ‘You get a say in it too, and you don’t have to make a decision right now, but think about it. Would you want to stay together?’ The smile gives way to an enquiring look. ‘Or would you want to go?’






Chapter Five


7 January, 10 a.m.


‘You’ve been quiet. Did you have a good Christmas?’


Sophie is standing over my desk, one eyebrow raised expectantly, wearing an ‘ironic’ jumper that says ‘January Blues’ on it. I quickly pull the headphone out of my left ear and minimise my browser window, where I’m watching a TED Talk that Fran sent me titled ‘How Not to Let a Break-Up Break You’.


‘Happy New Year, Sophie,’ I reply wearily. ‘And yes, fine, thanks.’


‘You look …’ She lets that hang in the air for a moment. ‘Have you had that cold that’s been going around?’


I consider my outfit. Grey trousers and a black woollen sweater, about as far from the bright tailored dresses I like to wear for work as possible. And my face is probably as grey as my jumper. Any make-up I applied this morning will have seeped into my deepening worry lines, and I’m so tearful I couldn’t risk any eyeshadow. She might as well say I look like shit.


‘No.’ I hope that shuts her down, but she nods and waits for me to ask about hers. I can’t bring myself to. Every office has a martyr and ours is my fellow Philanthropy Manager, Sophie. She’s always lamenting things that nobody else cares about, like running out of the speciality teabags that only she drinks and acting as though it’s incredibly unfair that she has to pay for them out of her own pocket, even though we all chip in for the PG Tips. I have analysed my feelings towards her many times and there’s nothing in particular I can pinpoint about her that is ‘bad’, which in turn makes me feel antifeminist, but I’ve come to the conclusion that it’s not unsisterly for someone to piss you off. She just is annoying.


‘I know you’ve only just sat down’ – her eyes flick to the clock on the office wall above my desk, a pass-agg acknowledgement that I am late, as I have been every day since I came back to work after Christmas – ‘but there are some urgent donor emails that Vanessa says need actioning within the hour and they need your input.’


There are always some urgent donor emails to deal with, particularly in January when we run through our donor activity for the year, and book in events to try and retain our big spenders after their charitable donations at Christmas. Meetings upon meetings upon meetings to ensure everyone feels appreciated – and we hit our targets. Usually I thrive on it, the good sort of stress, but the problem with being a team player and a mucker-inner is that everyone notices immediately when you stop mucking in.


I pull up my inbox and try not to wince at the two hundred unread messages that glare out at me. Anything I can’t get to during the day I usually clear in stages in the evening or over the weekend, so that I stay as close to inbox zero as possible. I’m forever missing vital plot points in Netflix dramas because I’ve got one eye on my phone while watching something with Adam. It’s the only way of keeping on top of the queries and requests that come from donors who are spending a lot of money and aren’t used to having to wait for a response. It also means that my colleagues now expect me to reply swiftly, even out of office hours. I know – rod, own back and all that – but it’s part of the reason I have been promoted twice since starting here, and our director Vanessa refers to me as her rock (usually when she wants to palm off a job, but even so).


However, this weekend all I could think about – between the activities with the kids I jam-packed into it to avoid thinking about why Adam hadn’t been in touch with me, other than that one attempt to take them to school – was Fran’s question. I drove myself mad wondering where he was, who he was with, while refusing to break and message him first. It wasn’t him who had to deal with Jack’s questions, Sav’s questions, Dad’s questions, about where he was and when he’d be back. It wasn’t until yesterday morning, Sunday, when the sun crept out for a couple of hours, Dad offered to walk the kids down to the park, and I had some headspace to think, that he finally kicked into gear.
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