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Before



The ring must have cost a small fortune. Three diamonds – a larger one, the size of a plump green pea, flanked by two redcurrant-sized gems. Not a hint of colour, though; clear and sparkling. Under the bright lights of the kitchen, the pastry chef inserted the platinum band into the side of an almond cake square. It had lines of vanilla cream and blackberry mint jam, and he was conscious of not spoiling the aesthetic of his creation.


‘You can’t leave it hanging out like that,’ one of the servers said. Everyone agreed. There was quite a gathering now.


‘For fuck’s sake,’ the chef said. He pulled the ring out and shoved the ruined cake to one side. ‘Plate,’ he barked.


He sliced a fresh piece horizontally, making sure the line of cream was left undisturbed.


‘Do people still do this?’ he said, pressing the ring into the top layer. ‘Really?’


‘It’s romantic,’ someone said.


‘Don’t be fucking soft.’


The cake was dusted with almond sugar. He dipped a pointed spoon into a jug of blackberry coulis, considered drawing a question mark, and instead made a curling loop.


At the hob, the kitchen assistant was stirring the contents of a saucepan. The chef took the pan, looked into it with a frown and said, ‘Good.’ Everyone remained quiet. Using a tablespoon, he drizzled the hot caramel sauce in a zigzag design over the back of a ladle, and after a brief cooling instant, placed the sugar cage over the cake.


He nodded. ‘Service.’


At the table, there was laughter. Another bottle of wine had been finished and the volume of conversation between the four of them had steadily increased throughout the meal.


Luke wiped his mouth with his napkin. They had a round table in the middle of the room, one that Luke wouldn’t ordinarily have booked. He preferred to watch rather than be watched, but this evening he wanted everyone to see.


‘What did I order again?’ he said to Sarah, who sat to the right of him. She was perfect tonight, her pale hair pinned up.


‘The fig leaf ice cream, same as Daniel,’ Kate replied, before Sarah could speak.


A waiter appeared and placed the cake down.


‘I didn’t order this,’ Sarah said, looking up at the waiter, perplexed.


Luke grinned. ‘I did – a surprise. It’s almond cake.’


‘You remembered.’ Her eyes lit up and she gave him a coy smile.


Luke was pleased it was going to plan.


‘And what did you have?’ Daniel said, leaning towards his wife. He placed a hand on her thigh.


‘The chocolate mousse, same as usual. No surprise for me.’ Kate mock-frowned and put her hand over his. He gave her leg a gentle squeeze.


‘Can I get you anything else?’ the waiter asked.


‘No, that’s all,’ Luke said.


‘Bon appétit.’ The waiter gave a little bow and Luke nodded a silent thank you.


They all picked up their cutlery.


‘I don’t even know where to start.’ Sarah looked at the sugar cage as if it might bite.


Luke smiled in a kind way. ‘Just give it a tap, like a crème brûlée.’


Kate tasted her mousse. ‘This is divine,’ she said to Sarah. ‘Better than sex.’


‘Bloody hope not.’


Kate pretended to ignore her husband and took another spoonful. ‘You should have it next time, you really should.’


‘I will,’ Sarah said, still contemplating what was in front of her. ‘But I always choose the chocolate.’


‘You can never have too much of it.’ Kate remained deadpan, as Daniel rolled his eyes. Sarah laughed along with them, more so from the comfort of being accepted than humour.


Daniel moved his hand up his wife’s leg, his fingers soft, making her cheeks flush. They had discussed the possibility of another baby, but she was enjoying the flirtation and lightness of their relationship again, now their daughter had turned four. Just a while longer, she thought. Please.


‘Enough of that,’ Luke said. ‘We’re in the presence of culinary art, and Sarah needs a moment.’ He experienced a brief agitation. ‘Go on, darling.’


Sarah broke the cage with her fork, and they all cheered.


Daniel wasn’t entirely sure what the fuss was about, but he had an idea. This was the third time they had been out for a meal with Sarah, and they never usually met Luke’s girlfriends more than once. Sarah was young, a little naive perhaps, but he was glad for his friend. Luke seemed happier, calmer somehow.


Sarah ate a tiny corner of the cake. It was delicious. She went to slice off a larger section and the ring fell out.


‘Oh Luke,’ she squealed. ‘Is this … I can’t believe …’ She blinked and tried not to cry. Technically, they were already engaged – Luke had proposed two weeks ago on the balcony of their hotel suite, overlooking Lake Como – but he hadn’t presented her with a ring. She had been worrying that he regretted his spur-of-the-moment gesture. But there it was, shining bright on her plate.


Luke was already down on one knee. There were oohs and aahs from the surrounding tables.


‘Say yes,’ someone shouted from the other side of the room.


‘I haven’t asked her yet,’ Luke shouted back.


The whole restaurant was watching.


Luke took the ring. It was sticky with jam, and cake crumbs fell away. He put it in his mouth and licked it clean.


‘Dear God,’ Kate said, and handed him her napkin. ‘With this spat-upon ring …’


Sarah smiled, nervously.


Luke wiped the ring, composing himself. ‘Sarah,’ he said. ‘I knew the minute I saw you that you were everything I ever wanted. Will you marry me?’


‘Yes,’ Sarah said in a loud voice.


Applause erupted. Someone whistled. Luke slipped the ring onto her finger and pulled her towards him. ‘I love you,’ he managed to whisper. And there it was – in that moment, nothing was bearing down on him.


In the kitchen, after crowding around the doorway to watch, everyone filtered back to their stations. ‘How the other half live, hey,’ the chef said. He was thinking about his partner and the troubles they had been having. He wondered what it would be like to have a life like those rich people out there. He was sure they never had to endure tough times. Not in the same way. People like that wouldn’t understand how love was sometimes not enough.


He put the used ladle in the sink and told his assistant to clear up the sugar mixture, now solid and stuck to the bottom of the pan.
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Twelve Years Later


Luke is dressed in his favourite suit, with the new shirt he bought the other day, and a blue dotted silk tie. His father used to say the mark of a man was in the knot of his tie. As a boy, he spent hours practising. The simple four-in-hand, the double-knotted Prince Albert. He even knows how to tie a criss-crossing fishbone, although he would never wear anything as pretentious as that. Today, he decided on a full Windsor.


The en suite is fuggy. He wipes the mirror with a towel and gives his reflection a final once-over, smooths an errant tuft of hair. As much as he tries to focus his thoughts on the usual morning routine, the date keeps sounding in his head. A siren: March the sixth, March the sixth.


In the mirror, he sees his father, as if he is actually there, looping and tucking the end of his tie so quickly it is impossible to follow. For a moment, Luke is a boy again, copying his father’s movements, noticing the new pinstriped suit that makes him seem even taller, more important. His father bends down and smiles, tells him he’ll get it right if he practises. All it takes is perseverance. His brother Seb is there, watching from the doorway, waiting until their father leaves before he comes over and ruffles Luke’s sticking-up patch, runs a finger along his jawline, half affectionate and half something else.


Luke turns from the mirror and goes back into the bedroom. Sarah is still asleep. She stirs, although she won’t fully wake until after he has gone. He can just make out the lines of her face in the early morning light, the curve of her nose, the high cheekbones. Such a beautiful woman, his wife. Makes him think of that film where the man wakes up on Christmas Day and finds himself in the life he would have had if he had stayed with his sweetheart from college. You’ve really grown into a beautiful woman. Sarah loves that film.


She throws out an arm and pulls it back under the covers. Always this fidgeting routine. One of the good things about being married for so long – their eleven-year-old daughter a barometer – is the predictability, the unbending structure. He knows that without it, everything else would be meaningless. Only on days like today, its rigidity feels more of a curse than a blessing.


On his way downstairs, he goes over his schedule. Most of his recent investments have brought decent results, but the fund is not doing as well as he had hoped. Geoff is now laying down unnecessary operational procedures. ‘We’re running a hedge fund, not a fucking Economics department,’ Luke joked in their meeting the other week. Geoff hadn’t laughed. The old bastard is losing his edge.


In the hall, he hears movement behind him.


‘Daddy?’


Zac is on the bottom step in his dressing gown, rubbing his eyes with his fists, hair sticking up in the same way Luke’s does.


‘What are you doing out of bed?’


‘I wanted to say goodbye.’


He rushes over and puts his arms around Luke’s waist, squashes his head into the bottom of Luke’s ribs, exuding a sweet fusty smell.


‘Come on now, back to bed. You won’t do well in your maths test if you’re tired.’ He gently pats his son’s head.


Zac frowns and steps back, folds his arms across his chest. ‘I’m not tired. I always wake up at this time.’ There’s an edge to his voice like a prodding finger. Luke would normally try and cajole him out of his bad mood, only everything else is pressing in.


He straightens his jacket. Zac stands there, defiant, his small feet naked on the glossy tiles. For a split second, Luke isn’t standing in the hall with his son, he is at the river’s edge with his own father, looking down at his own bare feet. He is eighteen. His father is saying he will never be forgiven for what he has done. The river hurries past regardless, gurgling over the stones.


‘Up those stairs,’ Luke says. The annoyance is building now, is harder to contain. ‘Mummy won’t be happy if she finds you down here.’


Zac walks with an exaggerated gait, purposefully delaying every step. ‘And anyway,’ he says, not turning around, ‘I had my maths test yesterday.’ He runs up the last few stairs, two at a time. There is the sound of a closing door.


Luke releases a breath.


When his children were born, first Lucy, then Zac two years later, it seemed unthinkable that he would ever feel anything but joy. It was so simple: his wife, his children. Only, it hasn’t been at all how he imagined. Sometimes, the discord he feels is so powerful he’s afraid he will crush them. Other times, he is the one being suffocated.


He picks up his laptop bag and goes outside, pulling the front door shut with the smooth ring of the door knocker. It is cold this morning and his breath steams. He looks down at his hands, expects to see them shaking, but they are still.


Steve is already there, the tick-tack rattle of the diesel engine echoing against the tall white buildings. Luke pauses before getting in, looks up at his house. He got everything back, didn’t he? Home. Money. Family. He got it all back.


He grips the top edge of the car door and stares at the darkened windows.


‘You okay, Mr Linton?’ Steve says from inside the car.


‘Yes, yes.’


He gets in, feeling his phone vibrate in his pocket. It is the latest release, ahead of its launch date, a gift from Geoff. Geoff likes to show off his connections.


‘Usual coffee run?’ Steve asks.


Steve has been his driver for the past six years. They rarely converse, but they have an understanding, a mutual respect. Steve’s wife chucked him out of his house last year, threw his clothes into the garden, not even the decency of a suitcase. It was the only day he has ever been late for work. Luke gave him some cash, an early bonus. He knows what it is like to be at the mercy of other people’s decisions, to have your life ripped away. Steve’s back on his feet now, has a flat in Balham.


‘Not today,’ Luke says. He needs a coffee, but there is still this endless fucking game with Geoff. Who can get in the earliest, who has the greatest unyielding stamina?


His phone vibrates again, and he pulls it out of his pocket. He knows who the text is from, even before seeing her number.


Can’t wait to see you


‘Remind me,’ Luke says, leaning forward and projecting his voice. ‘The best route to Surrey? Kingston, down that way.’


Steve looks in the rear-view mirror and says there’s a couple of options, depending on roadworks, and taking into account the traffic that’s usually bad over the bridge. ‘Is that where we’re going, Mr Linton?’


‘No, no. Straight to the office.’


Luke sits back and taps the end of his phone against his chin. The car stops at a junction. He types a reply, confirming he will be there at seven thirty tonight, and deletes the conversation thread. He looks out of the window. They are on the Bayswater Road now. He settles back, watching the familiar buildings, the fellow early risers.
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Sarah is in the office. She doesn’t usually work on Fridays, not unless there is a deadline panic on one of the ad campaigns, but she had a weak moment of obligation this morning and decided to come in.


While her computer fires up, she cranes her neck over the monitor to see who else is there; Harriet’s jacket the only sign of life. She rushed to get in early as well, asked Magda, their housekeeper, to take the children to school and sacrificed her usual walk through Lincoln’s Inn. She likes to pause beneath the vaulted stone ceilings of the undercroft and contemplate: the permanence, the brief sense that the world is exactly the way it should be. Silly really, but that is how she feels when she stands there, looking up. A moment of respite.


She puts her head back down. Her notebook has a few incoherent lines about the new campaign she is meant to be working on. Groundbreaking and clever were the directives from the meeting last week. She doesn’t feel very clever today.


The truth is, she’s lost her urgency. She always planned to be a creative director by the time she turned thirty-five – she’ll be thirty-five next year. That’s why she went for the promotion, to keep herself on track. Although she isn’t sure what she will do if she actually gets the job.


Chatter at the far end of the office. A few others have arrived and are settling at their desks. She twists her wedding band around, straightens the diamond trio of her engagement ring. All she can think about is Luke. It’s the anniversary of his parents’ deaths today and he is going out for a client dinner later. That will mean drinking.


She pushes the notebook to one side and opens her emails. A meeting request for Monday. She gets out her phone.


Think I’ll find out about the promotion on Monday


She pauses before pressing send. Deletes the message. Puts her phone down. What she really wants to say to her husband is that she knows what he was doing in his study last night – what he has been doing most nights for some time – and she can’t cope with it any longer. She wonders what he would do if she admitted that.


Perhaps quitting her job would be the answer. It wouldn’t mean she had failed, would it? When she was at school, at university, she had such an inner force driving her forward. Her teachers used to praise her ‘singular focus’ and she was voted ‘most likely to succeed’. Now, she isn’t entirely sure what she was ever trying to prove.


Zac didn’t say goodbye when she left this morning.


‘Magda will take you to school, so that’s a nice treat,’ she had said.


He stood looking down at his scrunched-up toes. She knew she was talking to him like he was five, but she was trying to hold it together.


Luke doesn’t understand what she has to contend with, how his distance makes everything feel unbearable at home, how it undermines her ability to cope with her own children.


Her daughter is going through a difficult stage. The other day, when Sarah came home from work, she heard a murmur of voices coming from Lucy’s room. As she opened the door, Magda was holding Lucy’s hand, patting it.


‘Is nothing,’ Magda explained later, chopping carrots. ‘Not yet teenager, not feel like girl.’


When the children were babies, they’d hired a nanny. Luke said everyone had nannies – his friends, colleagues. But to Sarah, it felt like cheating. She shouldn’t need any help. Of course, she is grateful for Magda, and feels justified because she works, but her old friends managed without nannies and housekeepers; they went back to work and juggled everything.


Her new friends, the ones she met through Luke, said they were secretly jealous of her ambition. They said her resolve to keep her career was admirable and she shouldn’t have to give up anything. Money brought choice, they said.


But there are times when she imagines what it would be like to be a stay-at-home mum. Making a life out of organising ballet and football, getting involved with the school fundraising. She looks at those other mothers, the ones who take their children to a million clubs, the ones who make spectacular cupcakes and chair the PTA. She wonders if their children love them more.


She gets up and goes past the salmon-coloured sofas to the small office kitchen. Harriet is there, leaning against the sink with a steaming mug in her hand. They both joke about how they can’t think until they’ve had their morning coffee.


‘Have you heard yet?’ Harriet says.


Sarah fills the kettle. The gush of water is loud.


‘Thought I would have done by now. Richard wants to see me Monday.’


Harriet gives a sort of grimace and looks away.


‘What is it? Have you heard something?’


Harriet is Richard’s PA and knows all the gossip.


‘I shouldn’t really say anything.’


‘Oh, go on, please. I can’t stand the thought of waiting another weekend.’


Harriet drinks before speaking, as if she is considering what to say, and then lowers her voice. The kettle is noisily coming to the boil, making Sarah move closer.


‘Amit stayed late yesterday. Richard asked me to do him a favour and type up those minutes from the meeting. I heard him on the phone.’


‘Who? Richard?’


‘No, Amit.’


Harriet pauses, but Sarah already knows what she’s going to say. Her stomach somersaults.


‘He was talking about when he starts as creative director,’ Harriet says with a sad look. ‘But don’t say I told you. I just think it’s a bit mean to make you wait.’ She reaches out and touches Sarah’s arm. ‘I’m really sorry.’


Sarah focuses on her new mug. It looks pristine next to the limescale-crusted kettle. She bought it from Liberty the other day, imagined how it would look sitting on her new creative director desk in her new creative director office. It reminded her of the wallpaper in the bedroom when they had first bought their house. A sprawl of blue flowers – she loved that wallpaper.


‘Don’t take it personally,’ Harriet says. ‘Amit was here before you and he’s been vying for that job for years.’


Steam clouds as the kettle clicks itself off.


‘It doesn’t matter. I’d been thinking I wouldn’t accept the job anyway. The children …’


Sarah swallows. Stupid to feel upset over something she knows she doesn’t want.


‘If I had your life, you wouldn’t see me for dust,’ Harriet says.


Sarah spoons coffee into her mug, pours the boiling water and stirs. Keeps stirring, can’t look up or else the tears will fall. Blinking and stirring. Blinking and stirring.


‘Anyway, I’d better get back to it,’ Harriet says, moving towards the doorway. ‘Do you fancy lunch at that new place?’


Sarah drops the spoon into the sink and takes a sip. It scorches her throat.


‘I think I’ll just grab a sandwich.’


Harriet pauses. ‘Are you okay?’


‘Just tired.’ She puts her mug down and takes the cloth from the side, wipes the worktop with concentrated attention.


Harriet comes back in and stands close, lowers her voice again. ‘You’ve been looking peaky recently. A bit thin, if you don’t mind me saying. Is everything all right?’


‘I’m fine, honestly.’ Sarah manages a smile. ‘Time of the month.’


Harriet makes noises of consolation and agreement. Sarah leans against the worktop. There is a splinter in her throat, a fault line that might give way any second. She can’t break down at work, they’ll never take her seriously again. She considers Harriet’s lipstick – always so perfect, no bleed lines. She must use a lip pencil.


‘We should go out again, one weekend,’ Harriet says, moving towards the door.


Sarah unclenches, the panic receding. ‘Yes, definitely. Let’s put something in the diary.’


‘How about this Saturday? Tim’s fishing.’


‘I’d love to, but I can’t. Our friends are coming over. I think you met them once, at a party.’


Harriet frowns and shakes her head.


‘They’re Luke’s friends really, from his student days. Daniel’s nice, you know, sincere. And Kate is too, but when we talk it’s like there’s something there, under the surface. Do you know what I mean? I’ve known her for all these years and yet I don’t know her at all. I think she hates me.’


‘She’s just jealous. They’re all older and you’re—’


‘Only eleven years. He’s not as old as you … God, I didn’t mean—’


‘Don’t worry,’ Harriet says, shrugging it off. ‘I know I’m an ancient cow.’


‘I really didn’t mean—’


‘I know you didn’t. You need to stop being so bloody serious.’ Harriet gives a generous smile which creases up around her eyes.


Sarah had a thumb push puppet when she was a girl, a cheap wooden thing. Her brothers had one too. Hers was a dog and when she pressed the base, it collapsed. That’s how she feels right now, like that dog – wired and ready to collapse with one push.


‘I shouldn’t have come in. I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’


‘You go home,’ Harriet says. ‘No one’s expecting you to be here.’


Sarah nods.


‘And have a good weekend. Get drunk. Give that Kate something to talk about.’


They both laugh and Sarah apologises again. Harriet waves a forgiving hand as she goes back to her desk.


The tap drips into the sink.


Sarah watches a bead of water appear, as if from nowhere, growing fuller until it falls. Plink. And then again. She thinks of Luke. His study. She has tried to make a special point of being more obliging with him in bed, but that only seems to highlight everything she is doing wrong.


She remembers when he took her to the hotel with beautiful sheets. Their room overlooked Lake Como and the sun made white sparks on the water. Lying in those sheets and making love. No fears, no swerving away. And on their last night, he asked her. He said he’d been planning it for weeks, although she sensed it was done with wild spontaneity – he didn’t even have a ring. ‘Say yes, or I’ll throw myself into the lake.’ That’s what she had adored about him, his all-consuming ferociousness, his ability to make everything else seem insignificant. It didn’t matter that he was older, or that they’d only been seeing each other for a few months. None of it mattered.


Last week when they made love, he said, ‘Am I hurting you?’


She moved her hips to make him come as quickly as possible. It was like having a plaster pulled off a wound not properly healed. She blames her period or tiredness or preoccupation with the children. Everyone’s sex life lulls after so many years, doesn’t it? She tells herself these things and pretends to be reassured.


Sometimes, when she is in bed alone, she touches herself. Rolls over onto her hand and buries her face in the pillow. Once, she imagined Luke fucking another woman, imagined his pleasure at being inside someone else. It made her orgasm. And then she cried until she was breathless.


She devours articles about sex in magazines, as if the words will somehow change her. If she is feeling brave, she looks things up online. Sex problems, painful sex, loss of libido. She reads about the symptoms, the causes, the psychology. Until she is numb. Then she tries to forget, thinks instead about the new cushions she might buy for the sitting room, or the curtains that aren’t quite the right shade.


She wants to be able to talk to him. Each night, they kiss and say, I love you, before shuffling into their usual positions. She could say something then, but it never feels right. When he gets out of bed, disappears downstairs, she could say something on his return, but by then she can smell the musky bleach of his semen.


Does he do it because she’s gone off sex? Or has she gone off it because of the things he does in his study? The questions are an endless unanswerable loop.


Amit is in front of her, his smug face, grinning.


‘Morning. You in today?’


‘So it would seem,’ she says.


She picks up her coffee, now tepid, and goes back to her desk.
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The traffic from New Kings Road towards Putney is heavy, the continual stop-start of brake lights. Luke checks the clock on the dashboard. It is six fifty-two and he is meeting Jill at seven thirty. No need to hurry, although he wants to be the first one to arrive.


Over the bridge and along the High Street. The music needs to be loud, and he turns it up. Has to be Radiohead when he’s driving, when he’s feeling like this. There’s still an echo of a buzz from the line he has done, but he could do with another.


All day he’s been seeing his mother everywhere. It happens sometimes, not just today, although today is often the worst. At lunch, she was the woman who queued ahead of him. It was the way she kept touching her fingers to her nape, checking her hair was still in place. Later, she was the woman who stood in front of a shop window, elegant in her long camel coat. When he walked past, she smiled, as if seeing him had brightened her day. And in the pub just now, as he waited to buy his supplies for the night, she was the woman at the bar, smoothing down her skirt. She stood with a man and had her hand on his arm, her fingers in the crook of his elbow. Luke couldn’t tear his eyes off them. It brought back memories of summers in Italy. Everything had slowed there. Even Seb was peaceful. All of them together on the terrace, Seb catching crickets in the grass. His mother would rest her hand on his father’s arm. That simple gesture, something so familiar and yet so compelling. It made him feel safe.


The phone cuts in, ringing urgently. He forgot to turn it off. He never normally forgets.


‘Hello?’ he says. ‘I’m driving.’


‘Darling, I know. I saw your car was gone. Why are you taking your car?’


He cannot stand to hear Sarah’s voice. She doesn’t belong in the place he is in.


‘Do I need permission?’


‘Don’t be silly.’ She laughs, although he can tell she isn’t sure if he is joking. ‘Are you okay? You sound—’


‘I’m fine. Fine. Concentrating on driving.’


‘Don’t be too late, will you? Dan and Kate are coming tomorrow. You haven’t forgotten, have you? I’ve made a lamb cassoulet. But I can’t remember, do they like lamb? I should have checked before now and—’


He knows the lamb is an excuse. She knows what Dan and Kate like to eat.


‘Look, I have to go. The traffic’s a nightmare.’


‘Please drive carefully, darling … and don’t drink, will you? Luke, please don’t drink and drive.’


He tells her he won’t, and they say goodbye. I love you, she says, and he says it back. There is a cold snap as soon as she is gone. He turns the music back up and thinks about Jill. Everything else needs to disappear.


The restaurant is easy to find. A short walk from the car park. A trendy place, a vision of dark leather, dark wood, chrome. He pulls up a stool and orders a single shot of bourbon. There are a few couples eating, a group of women laughing and two other lone men. The couple at the nearest table are young. They look no more than eighteen, but everyone looks like a teenager now he’s the wrong side of forty-five. The boy is fawning over the girl, his body language apologetic, submissive. The girl tells him she wants to pig out after her shitty week. ‘Let’s get smashed tonight,’ she says, and laughs brashly. She holds the menu in front of her face. The boy’s eyes are searching, eager for her to look at him, and when she does, the boy reaches his hand across the table to take hers. ‘I love you,’ she says. Luke turns away, unable to watch them any more.


He sees Jill a moment before she spots him. She looks different out of her work suit. Her legs are slim in tight blue jeans, her body unusually trim for a woman of her age. She wears the sort of outfit that tells him she is trying hard to be sexy but wants to make it look as if she’s not bothered. He likes that.


They reach towards each other, although he notices she doesn’t let herself get too close. They politely shake hands. He feels familiarity in this routine and yet at the same time a frisson of newness.


‘Did you find it okay?’ she says. ‘It’s so easy coming from town. That’s why I moved out here.’


He nods in agreement and tells her he parked in the car park she recommended. He asks what she would like to drink and waves at the barman, orders two small glasses of Sauvignon Blanc. She perches on a bar stool. He can see how nervous she is, twisting her earrings around then touching the buttons on her top.


‘You look lovely,’ he says, and makes sure to hold her gaze for just long enough. ‘Shall we go and sit down? Get something to eat?’


They take their glasses to a small booth with high-backed seats. She puts her bag next to the wall. He takes his time and remains standing, looks around the bar. With some women, he understands how he needs to be overly attentive, to make them feel safe; others prefer a little distance at first. Jill, he guesses, wants him to go slow, although he doesn’t want to put her off entirely by seeming too distracted. This part is a delicate balance.


He sits and fingers the stem of his glass, smiles at her. She smiles back and leans into the table.


‘I thought it would be nice to meet away from town,’ she says.


‘It’s perfect,’ he says. ‘I came to the racecourse once. And years ago, a colleague lived out this way. Oxshott, I think. It’s a lovely area.’


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Lots of big houses.’


He looks to the bar where a waitress is putting drinks onto a tray.


‘We should order,’ he says. ‘What do you recommend?’


‘Oh,’ she says, blushing a little. ‘I haven’t been here before. A friend said their seafood is very good.’


‘Seafood it is!’ He gives her a warm smile and he can tell she is pleased.


The waitress walks to a neighbouring table, and he catches her eye. As they wait for her to come over, Jill checks her bag. Luke notices a flash of diamond on her wedding finger. He remembers the mention of a husband, how she spoke about him in a sentimental way. He recalls her saying they had recently separated, but it is even more of a thrill to think that she is taking a risk in being here with him.


‘Shall we order a bottle?’ he says.


She closes her bag and runs her fingers through her hair. ‘I shouldn’t really have any more. I’m driving.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after you,’ he says. ‘We have plenty of time and the food will soak it up.’


He is about to tell her that he’s nervous as well, to put her at ease, but the waitress arrives and places a pot of breadsticks on the table, hands them each a menu.


‘Can I get you anything to drink first?’ the waitress says. He can’t help noticing her slim wrists, the precision of the fine bones.


For a moment Luke considers them both. He imagines Jill’s jealousy. And afterwards Jill would suck him off. She’d do it willingly.


‘If you can bring a bottle of white,’ he says. ‘The Sauvignon.’


The waitress smiles, and they have a brief moment of connection. She bends over the table and touches his empty glass.


‘Have you finished?’ she says.


‘Oh yes.’


She picks up his glass and leaves.


Jill puts the tip of her finger in between her teeth, as if she is deciding something. That gives him an unexpected rush.


‘Just think,’ she says, shifting in her seat. ‘We wouldn’t be here if Geoff had come to that meeting instead. It’s funny how coincidences happen, isn’t it? But I knew the minute you sent me that message. We’ve already gone over those points, I thought to myself. It’s just a straightforward contract.’ She looks at him, to see his reaction, and when he gives her a shy smile, she visibly relaxes and continues. ‘I never thought I’d be back on the dating scene. I couldn’t stand to do that online thing. So tacky … and you don’t know who the hell you’ll be meeting, do you?’


She picks up a breadstick, snaps it in half and nibbles at one of the pieces.


‘I’m not a serial killer, I promise.’


She laughs and relaxes further, as if she is relieved to have the first awkward moments over. He laughs with her when she recounts a funny anecdote about speed dating.


‘I wonder what you’d have thought about me?’ he says. ‘I’d have tried to impress you.’


She blushes, keeps talking, relaxed enough now to hold his gaze for longer. He watches the opening and closing of her lips, sees the wet of her tongue.


Once they have ordered – him the seafood platter, her the seared tuna salad – they talk about holidays and places they would like to visit. She tells him she wants to walk along the Great Wall of China one day and that she once saw the Berlin Wall, before it came down.


‘Did you know they rebuilt it in the eighties and made it fourteen feet taller? With murals and graffiti all over. But it was art, you know, not real graffiti.’


Her face lights up as she talks, and he tells her he would have liked to see it.


‘You should have been there when it was pulled down,’ she says. ‘The way people greeted each other. It makes me want to cry thinking about it. The army was there, handing out cups of tea.’


‘You have a thing for walls, don’t you?’


‘I’ve never really thought about it. I suppose I do.’


He likes teasing her and making her laugh.


This anticipation is to be savoured. He watches how she takes her hair in her hand and flicks it over her shoulder as she talks. The delicate pulse in her neck, the flush of colour in her cheeks each time he smiles. He can sense what she is going to be like when she lets herself go.


When the meal is over, they sit for a while, talking some more, until she checks her watch and says they’d better be going. ‘I’ve got to get back for the babysitter.’ The way she looks at him as she says this – confident, yet an undercurrent of self-consciousness – is very satisfying. He pays the bill, and they walk back to the car park.


They stand next to his car. The light from the overhanging streetlamp casts a deep shadow across her face. She fiddles with her earrings and then points at the bonnet of the Porsche.


‘Is this yours?’ she says.


He nods.


‘It’s really nice. We nearly got a second-hand one years ago but didn’t in the end. You know, with the children and everything.’


‘Do you want a drive?’


‘I need to get back,’ she says, stepping away.


‘I thought we were going to spend some time together.’


‘Everywhere’s shutting now. And I really have to get home.’


‘Clubs are always open. Or a hotel. We could get a room for a while. Unwind.’


He hates how she is making him say it outright like this.


‘Oh, no. I don’t think so.’


She pulls at the strap of her shoulder bag, moves it in front of her body.


‘Really? What about your messages? You said—’


‘No, I don’t think I …’


‘So, you’ve got me down here for what?’ He laughs to make sure she knows he is only joking. He feels a little out of breath. ‘Come on. Just a quick spin, I’ll bring you straight back, I promise.’ He goes to the passenger side and opens the door. ‘I don’t want the evening to end, Jill. Do you?’


He signals for her to get in, but she shakes her head, laughs with a nervous trill. He can’t believe he read her so wrong.


‘I’m sorry, but I really must be going,’ she says. ‘Thank you. It’s been such a lovely evening.’ She pulls a bunch of keys from her bag, stands there expectantly. What is she waiting for? Does she expect him to kiss her now, after rejecting him?


He shuts the door and goes to the front of the car, purposefully not looking at her as he makes his way to the driver’s side. He should drive off, not drag it out any longer, only he has to feel her skin under his lips, has to know how it tastes. In fact, the craving is too much to bear. He goes to her, and she doesn’t stop him as he cradles her head in his hand, threads his fingers through her hair. Her kiss is lingering, albeit chaste.


In his car, he watches her drive off. Spots of rain appear on the windscreen. The noise of the seat belt clicking into place is loud, so grating he could rip it out of its socket. His hand shakes as he opens the packet of coke he bought earlier at the pub. Then it becomes steady again, controlled.


He starts the engine and turns the music up loud. Before driving away, he sends a message to Eloise to say he will be calling in on her within the hour. All he will think about is the beat of the song, the roar of the engine.
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It is after midnight. The tick tick of the clock, the thump thump of his heart. Daniel rolls over and rams his fist under the pillow. Another week. If he doesn’t get a job soon, they will lose everything. They would be forced to move in with his parents, and he can imagine what that would be like. Endless talk about the beans from his dad’s vegetable patch, nobody daring to mention their situation. Kate would leave him. She’d take the girls. It would be one of those angry drawn-out divorces. They’d argue over kitchen utensils and old CDs. She’d blame him for all the wrong decisions they ever made, dragging up old wounds. That one decision she was forced into, all those years ago.


He scrambles to sit and grabs the glass of water from his bedside table. Gulps it down. His skin is clammy, his T-shirt stuck to his back. Thoughts are insidious in the night, like bindweed. He needs to get a grip. He knows Kate made her choice freely. She had been the one to persuade him, not the other way around. When she was scared at the hospital, he knew it wasn’t anything to do with their decision. He had known that.


It was during their final year at university. They had been together two years and were meant to be going out to celebrate. She said she didn’t feel like it. She said she needed to tell him something.


He went with her to the doctor’s. A week later they caught the bus to the hospital. She had to wear one of those papery gowns. The nurse said reassuring things, but Kate was clearly terrified. Her eyes kept flitting around, taking in the metal bed frame, the blue-green privacy curtain hanging from a wonky rail, the cardboard sick bowl. It was as if she was looking for something she had lost, something she wouldn’t be able to live without.


When the doctor arrived, Kate asked if there was another way. He explained that she could have the tablets instead, two taken twenty-four hours apart. It would be like a painful period, he said, with prolonged cramping. The bleeding could last for some hours. He sighed and said that if she wanted to do that, she would have to be discharged and booked in for another appointment. Perhaps she ought to go home and think about it some more? He stood at the end of the bed, remained there while she deliberated. A pair of stupid kids, the look on his face said.


Daniel had sat on a chair covered with blue plastic, pulled as close to the bed as possible. He hadn’t known what to say for the best. They held hands and he tried to ignore the dragging sensation in his legs, his wrists. He wanted to stand and look the doctor in the eye, wanted to say the only reason Kate was wavering was because of the needle. She hadn’t had an anaesthetic before.


They had spent several days going over it. The kind of discussion that felt like a fight. She reminded him about their finals – only six months away. They had a plan, she said. After they graduated, they were going to get a flat together. She would study for a PhD, and he would get his career started. They’d regret it for ever, she said. A baby was meant to come later, once they were married, once they’d had those indulgent years of spending whole weekends in bed, only getting up to grab something to eat, feeding each other chicken slices from a packet, spooning peanut butter straight from the jar, laughing when they realised they didn’t have a clue whether it was breakfast or dinner.


But still. The suspicion that she blames him rears up every now and again, like the pain in his shoulder from an old rugby injury. Their argument earlier hasn’t helped, either.


It was after dinner and the girls had already gone up to their rooms. He got a couple of wine glasses from the cupboard and went over to the fridge.


‘You look like you need one of these.’ He held up an opened bottle of white.


‘God, yes,’ she said.


He handed her a glass and raised his in a toast. ‘Here’s to getting through another day.’


She didn’t smile.


‘So?’ she said.


Her head gave an impatient wobble, like she was waiting for him to respond to something she had already said.


‘I’m sorry?’ He looked down at the fruit bowl on the counter, toyed with one of the waxy apples.


‘So, what’s your plan? You don’t tell me anything these days.’


‘My plan?’ He knew exactly what she meant.


‘Daniel, you need a realistic plan.’


She swigged her wine aggressively, as if that would somehow upset him.


He had already told her about the endless emails, the hours on the phone, the spreadsheets with every permutation, every conceivable forecast for how long their savings would last. The banks weren’t recruiting, but he was looking into all sorts of other jobs. She knew this. They had even discussed the possibility of him teaching, only he would have to do a course. It wasn’t like he’d been sitting around doing nothing.


He should have cut through it, should have gone over to her, held her in his arms, should have told her he was sorry for being a miserable bugger – Please don’t worry, we’re going to be okay.


But he didn’t. That’s what he needed to hear from her.


Instead, he had stared out of the window above the sink. The wind was up, dashing the skeleton heads of the old hydrangea blooms against the sill.


‘I can’t fucking go on like this,’ she said. ‘You don’t tell me anything and it’s all on me. It doesn’t take much, does it? To make the wrong decision.’ She was so angry she threw her glass into the sink. It broke like an egg and the remainder of her wine glugged down the plughole. He felt like shouting: What the hell do you mean? But he let her storm off. He was afraid of what she might say.


A dog barks outside and he is pulled back to the bedroom, aware now of the gap in the curtains. A slice of moon piercing the dark. One more burst of barks and the dog will stop. He has deduced it belongs to Mrs Thompson, the woman who chairs the village neighbourhood watch programme. She lives three houses down and walks her black and brown Yorkshire terrier every day after lunch. Remarkable the things he knows after six months at home.


He tries to get comfortable, pulls the duvet up. His hand reaches out, feeling the cool expanse of sheet, seeking the warmth of her body, even though he knows she isn’t there. It’s unbearable when they argue.


A line of light shines beneath the bedroom door. He imagines her asleep in the armchair, half-marked schoolbooks slipping from her lap, her drink knocked over. She’ll be cold down there, wake with a crick in her neck, like she did the other week. Another stupid row. He’d forgotten to put on a load of washing. What’s wrong with you? she’d shouted. The next morning, she said she hadn’t intentionally slept downstairs, but it was obvious she was trying to make him feel terrible. And he does – she’s having to work so hard, juggling two teaching jobs.


He could tell her that he forgets things because most days he only manages to draft a few emails before he realises the girls need picking up from school. That he can’t sleep and even when he does, he wakes with a leaden body. He has this unaccountable anger. Even though he’s proud of how hard she’s working to support them, he also resents it. Makes him feel like a failure. She said the other week she was going to write a book. How can she manage that, on top of everything else? How can he tell her that the more she does, the more useless he feels?


The other day, she reminded him about how they used to enjoy brainstorming ideas, how he had once been such an integral part of her research and studies. She kept on about it like she wanted him to admit they had drifted apart. That their marriage was in trouble.


Then there are the other times, when she appears happy and relaxed, when she flashes him a teasing look. It is confusing. These moments should bring reassurance, not anxiety. Even with the burn of desire, he still can’t make his body respond properly. It has been going on for months now. He is a complete failure.


He throws off the duvet and leaps out of bed. He won’t sleep until she is beside him.


Downstairs in the living room, the fire in the wood burner has dwindled to an ashy pile. The smoky smell of it lingers. Kate is curled up asleep in the wingback chair, her head resting on the arm, her feet poking out. A sweep of hair lays across her cheek. He resists the urge to tuck it behind her ear. Perhaps he could scoop her up and take her back to bed. They could make love and this awful feeling would be gone. Most of all, he wishes for that.


He stands back and looks around. There is an empty wine glass on the coffee table. The essays she was staying up to mark are also there, neatly stacked, although he doesn’t see any evidence of the usual biro-penned notes in the margins. Her laptop is on the floor and next to it, a half-empty bottle of white, leaning against a fallen cushion. It isn’t the bottle he took from the fridge earlier but the cheap one he bought the other day. He sets it straight, accidentally knocking her laptop with his foot. The screen comes to life. He picks it up, puts it on the table. There is an open window on the screen. A chat with lines of messages. A blinking cursor.
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