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With what price we pay for the glory of motherhood.


Isadora Duncan




Prologue


It’s much harder to grip the railing than I had expected. The cold metal bites into my hand until I can’t tell if it’s attached to my body, the last brittle anchor holding me in place. A crowd gathers a short distance away from me on the bridge; some watching through their car windows, others standing with their vehicle doors wide open. A woman points in my direction, her shouts muffled by the noise of the wind. The strands of hair that whip across my face sting my eyes, and I reach up to tuck them behind my ear. A sudden gust nudges me off balance and my stomach lurches, momentarily suspended, before I scrabble to retrieve the iron bar beneath my fingers.


Ripples appear as tiny white flecks on the muddy surface of the river far below me. The two giant towers guarding each end of the bridge look on in anticipation and I draw strength from their solidity. I glance back at the ensemble whose numbers swell as their sense of urgency escalates. I wonder what Jack would say if he was here. What he would do.


I’d watched him this morning as he’d pulled on his trousers and T-shirt, and had realised I was staring at a complete stranger. The urge to get up and unpeel his skin to see if I could reveal something familiar underneath, some evidence that would prove we were once connected, had been almost irresistible. He’d walked out of the bedroom without speaking, whilst I’d feigned sleep, my breath trapped under the edge of the duvet, warm against my chin.


He’s been observing my every move, waiting for an opportunity to vent the anger that flows just beneath the surface of our daily lives. I know he’s hiding something from me. He denies it, but his eyes say he’s lying every time we look at each other. As soon as he left the room, I knew I would do it. Now I’m standing on the narrow girder, there is no fear.


Someone in the crowd breaks away from the group and walks slowly towards me, his hands held up in a gesture of surrender. The noise of wailing sirens grows louder. The stranger keeps coming, his confidence and pace increasing as he makes eye contact and smiles nervously. I turn my face back towards the river and look down. He sees the movement of my head and cries out. I hear his footsteps speed up as he tries to reach the barrier that separates us. He won’t make it.


I let go of the railing, feeling the pressure of the wind against my face that offers up a final moment of contemplation. Then the breeze tapers off, as if acknowledging the decision has already been made, and I step forward into the silence.




Part One




NOW


Alison


The queue edges along the counter at the back of the canteen. Behind it stand the kitchen staff, wiping off beads of sweat with their stained oven gloves as they ladle out spoonfuls of gelatinous food. Everyone rushes to get here early as the choices are limited, even though there are officially two hours for lunch. I want to eat at my desk, but Mrs Painter made it clear that wasn’t an option. She doesn’t allow food to be consumed in the library. I sit in my usual seat, hoping not to be disturbed, rearranging my spoon so it’s exactly equidistant between my pot of yoghurt and my apple.


A shadow falls across my line of vision and I sense someone is staring at me from the other side of the table.


‘Mind if I sit here?’ I look up but say nothing. ‘No objections?’ She’s persistent. ‘I’ll take that as a no then.’ She pulls the chair out and steps neatly into the gap. ‘It’s a nightmare trying to find a space today. Looks like the whole building is down here.’ My shoulders tense as her tray clatters onto the table. ‘You’d think they’d set specific times for different floors so that this wouldn’t happen. It’s the third time this week I’ve had problems finding somewhere to sit.’ She smiles. ‘I’m Sarah.’


I chew on a mouthful as the silence wraps itself slowly round my throat, then swallow, forcing myself to respond. ‘I’m Alison.’


‘Right.’ She pulls her chair tightly underneath her whilst tucking a wayward strand of dark hair behind her ear. ‘How’s the sandwich, Alison? Normally I go for the salad, but there wasn’t any left.’


I glance at the dry pieces of white bread, spread with the thinnest layer of tuna mayonnaise. ‘It’s OK.’ Her face is familiar. ‘Have we met before?’ I ask the question, watching as she bites into the bread and tears off a mouthful, leaving smears of grease shining on the skin around her red lipstick. I reach for a napkin, then change my mind as she takes a tissue out of her 
pocket.


‘I get that a lot. I must have one of those faces.’ She grins and gestures at the packaging on her tray, adding, ‘These are really grim.’


I smile briefly in tacit agreement. ‘D’you work here?’ I’m sure I recognise her, but I know that doesn’t mean anything; I’m often sure of things that turn out to be wrong. I’d been sure about Jack.


She nods and points at the ceiling with one finger. ‘Upstairs. You?’


‘First floor. In the library. Have you been in recently?’ I’m trying to remember where I’ve seen her before.


She takes a large gulp of coffee and makes a face. ‘Ouch. Too hot. Not recently. My office is up on the fourth. I don’t get much time for reading. At the moment I barely get enough time to eat lunch.’ She checks her watch. ‘I need to go. I’ll take this with me. It’ll take forever to cool down.’ As she grips the cup, I notice her nails are perfectly manicured, painted in a dark red colour. I move my hands off the table onto my lap. I’ve tried to stop biting mine, but the tips are barely visible, tiny slivers of white on top of raw skin. She stands up and attempts to grab the crumpled tissue as it floats off her tray onto the floor. ‘Maybe see you here tomorrow?’ She bends down to retrieve it and walks off.


I glance at the clock, wondering why she’d sat down at all. Officially, I have ten more minutes of my lunch break, but Mrs Painter doesn’t tolerate lateness. It’s one of the many things that irritate her. She’s always punctual and she insists on everyone else living up to the same standard. I need to get back.


Edging past the tables full of diners, I tip the remnants of my sandwich in the bin and walk towards the heavy doors leading out of the canteen. The air in the corridor is cooler, untainted by the smell of fried food, and the reception area is empty apart from the few staff who stand chatting behind the main entrance desk. They glance at me, but I hurry past them, ignoring the lift, through the doors that lead into the stairwell. Sliding my hand over the polished wooden handrail, I head up the stairs to the rear entrance of the library.


There are a few of us who work here, but most days we’re on different shifts, apart from Mrs Painter, who’s here all the time. I sometimes wonder if she’s ever done anything else, or whether she’s dedicated her entire life to keeping the books she looks after in some kind of order.


‘You finished already, Alison?’ She emerges from underneath her desk, pulling out a small bag. I nod. We’re pleasant enough to each other during the day, but there’s an unspoken boundary in our relationship. She’s Mrs Painter to me, never Julia, although she always insists on calling me Alison. ‘I’ll take my break now then.’ She doesn’t mind if I go down to the canteen first as she always brings in her own packed lunch.


She heads towards the lift and I wait until the doors close before walking across the library floor to watch through the windows as she appears outside. She sits alone on one of the wooden benches, carefully opening her cling-film-wrapped sandwiches before brushing the errant crumbs off her skirt. She can’t see me, but I recognise the loneliness she tries to hide beneath a familiar routine; taking the same Tupperware box out of her bag each day, nodding briefly at other staff who walk past, allowing herself to hope they might stop to chat.


I’ve never met her husband – I wonder whether he sees a side of her that she doesn’t show when she’s here. Or perhaps she’s one of those people who always looks ill at ease wherever she is, as if she’s constantly expecting the worst to happen. Even when she’s sitting at her desk, she’s always clicking her biro or twisting her glasses chain to keep her hands occupied. I remember being like that after I found out what Jack had done. Picking at the fringe of the blanket on our sofa until I’d made small holes along the edge. And then he’d tried to pretend that everything was normal, and the holes had got bigger, spreading out from the material into our lives in the questions I hadn’t wanted to ask.


I walk over to Mrs Painter’s office while she’s out. She likes to call it an office, but it’s really a desk and chair near the counter that forms the main entrance to the library. Sitting in her seat, I can see straight down the rows of bookshelves, past the cluster of tables where visitors are allowed to sit, all the way through to the double-glazed windows that are always shut at the back of the building. As the library is air-conditioned, there’s no reason for them to actually open, but I suspect they might be fake, like those decorative drapes that resemble proper curtains until you try to draw them.


Someone presses the bell on the counter to get my attention and I wander over, recognising the man from the canteen. He’d been sitting on the table behind me, his green top a splash of colour amongst all the black and grey. He stares at me with a blank expression, his fingers tapping impatiently on the plastic cover of a book. I reach out to take it and Mrs Painter appears at my shoulder, slightly out of breath, still holding her bag, her Tupperware lunch box poking out of the top. She puts her hand on my arm.


‘I’ll deal with this, Alison.’ She glances at the book cover, then back at the man standing in front of me, before taking the paperback and asking him to follow her. His gaze doesn’t leave my face as she walks towards her office. Checking to see that I’m still watching him, he opens his mouth to reveal a chipped front tooth and runs his tongue over his lips in a slow circle before reaching down and stroking his crotch. My cheeks burn. He grins, revelling in my evident discomfort, and strolls after her. I don’t respond as the next person in the queue smiles and holds out their book to be scanned, fearful of encouraging a similar reaction. My face is hot and I’m worried everyone can see my embarrassment. I want to rewind the last five minutes and replay them slowly so I can turn away at an appropriate moment, walking off before he has a chance to see my reaction. I hate the fact I’ve let his pathetic gesture disturb me, but the crudeness of it has lodged under my skin, like a stone in the bottom of my shoe that I can’t get rid of.


Mrs Painter stares over the top of her glasses as the man heads empty-handed out of the library. ‘There’s always one, isn’t there?’ she says.


I nod, unsure whether she witnessed his gesture, or whether she’s referring to something completely different. She runs her hands over the front of her skirt, smoothing out the imaginary creases to help hide her anxiety. I wish that trick worked for me. We’ve got more in common than she realises, despite her authoritarian manner that makes it impossible to cultivate a proper friendship.


Last month she’d called round uninvited to my flat one evening after I hadn’t been to work for a week. I’d opened the door a couple of inches and had glanced at her through the crack until she’d been forced to ask if she could come in. I hadn’t felt that I could refuse and had watched as she’d stared a little too long at the blank white walls and spotless 
surfaces.


‘I don’t like mess,’ I’d told her, wiping a mark off the counter with a tea towel.


‘I can see that.’ Mrs Painter had stepped forward awkwardly and for a moment I’d thought she was going to hug me, but at the last second she’d hesitated and instead handed me a small bunch of pink carnations tied with an elastic band. My dad had used to buy me the same flowers on my birthday; they seemed to appeal to people of a certain age. I’d always found the fragility of their small feathery petals disturbing. They reminded me of scrunched-up tissues with an unpleasant peppery scent, but I’d never had the heart to tell him as I’d loved the fact that he had made the effort to remember. I hadn’t told Mrs Painter either. She’d sat on a chair in my kitchen and sipped the water I had given her.


‘I was worried about you,’ she’d said, ‘but you seem to be a bit better. There’s been a few nasty bugs going around at work. I’m sure I’m coming down with something.’ She’d reached for a handkerchief out of her bag and dabbed her nose. I’d been sure she had only been visiting me so that she could pry into the life I didn’t share with her at work. ‘When do you think you’ll be back in?’ I’d known she wouldn’t be able to resist asking the question.


‘Hopefully in a couple of days.’


She had pushed her glasses down her nose and I’d waited for her to vocalise her disapproval, but she’d leaned across, patted my hand and had begun to tell me something about the library scanner playing up. I hadn’t focused on the exact details; I’d been too busy resisting the urge to get some kitchen roll to mop up the ring of water her cup had left on the 
table.


A buzzer sounds in the library to mark the end of my shift which interrupts my thoughts and I pick up my bag. ‘I’m off now,’ I tell her.


She glances up from some paperwork. ‘OK. See you tomorrow, Alison.’


It’s a short walk home to my flat and I spot the letter lying on the floor as soon as I step over the threshold. It’s a piece of paper which I drop in alarm as soon as I turn it over and see his familiar scrawl twisting its way across the page. The floor swims in and out of focus. I’m not sure how long I stand there, not daring to move. I half expect him to appear, but the corridor remains deserted and the silence echoes around me, waiting in expectation. It can’t be from him. He wouldn’t write to me. Not after what he’s done.


I pull at a loose thread on the cuff of my cardigan, watching it unravel as I wait for the wave of panic to recede. I glance at the floor. It’s still lying there, one corner curled over as if it’s already been read. I was hoping I’d imagined it. I force myself to breathe more slowly, winding the blue thread round my fingers as I count to ten, pulling it tight until the tips bulge dark purple and the thin white line below the cotton matches the colour of the paper on the floor. I wait until the tingling is unbearable before I loosen it.


Bending down to touch the carpet, the stiff fibres reassuringly unyielding beneath my hands, I pick up the letter, pushing the door shut behind me.




Ali,


I’m not sure I should be writing to you. I know I’m not allowed to see you, and apparently, I have to respect that decision. Twelve years has got to be worth something, hasn’t it? You were such a big part of my life, I need to see if we can find some sort of closure. I’m sorry for hurting you and wish I could turn the clock back.


Jack





I read it twice, then crumple the paper up into a small ball and drop it in the bin. My hands are ice-cold as I trace over the scar on my wrist, still livid after a year. How has he found me? I shiver. Anyone searching for me would find that Alison Reynolds has disappeared. The library pass hanging round my neck confirms it: Alison Reid. It’s typed in bold black letters underneath my photo. Jack wouldn’t recognise me now; I’ve changed so much since I last saw him. I’m at least a stone heavier and the lines between my eyebrows at the top of my nose have deepened into furrows. My blonde hair has been cut into a short bob and without any of its former highlights, has morphed into a dull brown colour.


I retrieve the letter from the bin and smooth it out. He said he’s sorry. Is he? Jack is never sorry. He doesn’t do regret. Even when he’d torn us apart, he’d pretended he had nothing to apologise for. That everything could continue as normal. I stare at the piece of paper before ripping it into narrow strips. I shred the strips into smaller squares until the pieces are too tiny and damp to get hold of properly. When I’m done, I throw everything down the toilet, the white fragments floating on the surface like tiny islands. I press the flush again and again, twisting a piece of my hair round and round into ringlets whilst waiting for the cistern to refill, until the water is finally clear. I’m not sure what to do with the clump of brown strands I find myself holding, so I wrap them in toilet roll and stick them in the bin. I crawl into the safety of my bed, not bothering to undress, and pull the duvet around me in an effort to thaw the chill in my stomach that feels like I’ve swallowed a mouthful of ice cubes.


The occasional noise from a neighbouring flat makes me jump as I lie awake in the dark. I tell myself that he wouldn’t break in, he’s not that stupid, but there’s a nagging uncertainty that keeps me awake long after any sound has ceased, a suspicion that I’m not alone in the silence.


I’d been sitting next to him in the back of a taxi as he’d slid his hand over mine, his fingers between my own, looking as if they’d been tailored specially to fit. He had been sticky with sweat from the cheap plastic upholstery, heated to an almost painful temperature by the glare of the sun. The car had stopped and I’d moved to open the door, peeling the back of my legs slowly off the seat, but he hadn’t let me go.


‘You know how much I love you, don’t you?’ he’d whispered, his brown eyes searching for reciprocation.


I’d kissed him and then turned away, pulling on the door handle. He hadn’t taken his eyes off me as he’d leaned forward to pay the driver and my skin had burned beneath his gaze.


I don’t want to remember and turn the television on to try and drown out my thoughts, finally nodding off as the canned laughter of a late-night comedy programme distorts itself into whispers that skitter in and out of my dreams.


In the morning, I ignore the one tiny piece of paper that circles round the toilet bowl and take a different route to work to vary my usual routine. There’s still no sign of him, and apart from a barely noticeable bald patch in the hair by my ear, everything seems completely normal.


‘Ah, there you are. I thought you’d be here earlier.’ Mrs Painter catches me as I head towards the library counter. ‘Take these, please.’ She hands me a sheaf of papers. ‘You know the code to open the door. And here’s the key card for the copier. I need twenty-five copies. Stapled.’ She peers over her glasses to remind me of the last time I’d forgotten this important instruction. The implied accusation makes me blush with embarrassment. I know she thinks I’m incompetent. I hadn’t forgotten the task – I just hadn’t known how to get the copier to do what I wanted and had been too scared to go back to reception to ask her. She’d made me finish the job by hand and I’d struggled to staple the thick wodges of paper together, my palm aching by the time I reached the bottom of the pile.


I let myself into the small room at the rear of the library and watch as the warm light of the copier beams in front of me; searching from left to right like an extra-terrestrial spaceship. The monotony of the task makes me tired, my eyes growing heavier until I’m startled by the door slamming shut. I gather up the stapled piles of paper the machine has neatly spat out and edge around in the tiny space to reach the door handle. It doesn’t move. I try again. The silver knob doesn’t budge. Resting the stack of copies on the lid of the machine, I turn it with both hands. Still nothing.


My heart rate begins to quicken and I take a deep breath. The handle won’t turn because the code needs to be punched into the keypad on the outside of the door to open it. Not everyone here has the code to get in; Mrs Painter has restricted access to a privileged few. The photocopier is, as we have been informed on more than one occasion, expensive equipment, and should not be used in a frivolous manner. I reassure myself the handle isn’t broken. I need to stay calm and someone will get me out. I knock hesitantly on the door. Mrs Painter may be just outside. She may have even heard it shut.


But then the room plunges into darkness. I step backwards, knocking my elbow on the copier. Any self-consciousness vanishes into the blackness. My back presses against the machine and I look behind me to where I can make out the faint lights of the control panel. This time, I bang the door in a frenzied panic. The lights come back on. They respond to movement. Thank God.


A couple of drops of perspiration slide down my face and I wipe them off with the sleeve of my jumper and bang again. Both fists this time. Hard thumps. ‘Mrs Painter?’ My voice is high-pitched. I clear my throat and shout. ‘Mrs Painter?’ My knuckles smart from the impact against the hard wood. ‘Mrs Painter? It’s Alison. Can you hear me?’ I pause, listening for any sound outside. The lights go off again. They must be on a sensor. I wave my hands around until the bulbs flash back on. This time I kick the door and it jolts with the force. ‘MISS-ES-PAIN-TER?’ I shout her name, pressing my ear to the wood, but all I can hear is the sound of my ragged breathing. I cough. There’s a smell of chemicals that reminds me of petrol. It must be the toner. It makes me feel dizzy as I listen in vain for any sound of her footsteps.


She sent me to do a job, and she’s fastidious with time-keeping. I need to be logical. She’ll notice I’m not back in ten … fifteen minutes at the most, and come looking for me. It’s the only copier in the library, so she knows where I am. I shut my eyes, trying to imagine the room is bigger than it actually is. That the walls aren’t closing in around me, pushing out all the air until there’s no oxygen left. Panic wraps itself round my throat. I’m trapped. In this tiny space. My desperation bubbles up into a scream, but no sound comes out when I open my mouth. I force myself to breathe slowly, counting in for four and out for six, focusing on the out breath until my thoughts separate into something coherent, rather than a blast of noise that’s so painful I realise I’ve been pressing both sides of my head to keep it from splitting apart.


The lights go off again and I feel something warm against my ear. Someone’s breath. My skin prickles, as if someone has run their fingers down the back of my neck.


‘Relax, Ali, I’m here.’ His voice. He’s sitting next to me.


I gasp and scrabble backwards away from him until I’m pushed up against the opposite wall of the cupboard. I kick out in a futile effort to stop him getting hold of me, but despite my flailing, I don’t encounter anything solid other than the side of the copier. Where’s he gone? Why haven’t the lights come back on?


‘Jack?’ I reach out into the blackness, clutching at shadows. Brightness illuminates the room and extinguishes the visions. There is nothing there. No Jack. Nobody. I pull desperately at the silver door handle. ‘Can someone help me? Please?’ I twist my hair with one hand as I sink to the floor, pressing my palm against the door with the other in a futile attempt to reach what’s on the other side. I have to get out.


There’s a sharp click. The door swings open, knocking against my foot on its arc, followed by a rush of cool air that cuts straight through the sticky atmosphere.


‘Alison?’ Mrs Painter’s face appears. ‘What are you doing on the floor? Get up, dear. Give me those.’ She points at the stack of copies lying on the machine. I pick up the ones that have fallen by my feet.


‘I think … I must … the door … locked myself in by mistake.’ The words come out garbled, my ability to speak coherently wiped out by my overwhelming relief.


‘Yes, I can see that.’ She’s annoyed. ‘You know I always say to make sure you put the wedge under the door before you start copying. Firstly, so you don’t lock yourself in and, secondly, so you don’t get overwhelmed by the fumes. That toner can be quite potent in a small space.’ She chivvies me to my feet and out of the tiny room. ‘I have told you about that before. Do try to listen more carefully.’ She pauses as she notices I’m finding it difficult to catch my breath. ‘Are you all right?’ she asks in a kinder tone. I nod. ‘Have you got the copier card?’ I hand it to her with sweaty fingers. ‘Good.’ She attempts to wipe it discreetly on her jacket before shuffling the papers into a neat pile, sniffing in what sounds like disapproval, as she thumbs through them. ‘At least you managed to finish.’ She checks her watch. ‘We’re supposed to be in a meeting in a minute. We need to get a move on.’


I follow her back to the counter, the heat of my humiliation failing to melt her frosty demeanour that’s still evident despite her brief attempt to be sympathetic. She’ll make a note of this to use against me in the future. She already thinks I can’t do this job.


I run my hand over the spines of the books, their solidness acting as a comfort to give me something to hold onto as we walk past the shelves and try to ignore the feeling that someone is walking beside me, their invisible fingers tapping my arm in an effort to get my attention.




THEN


Jack


I wash down a couple of ibuprofen with a large glass of water as I read through the letter again, then fold it up carefully and put it in the bag with my laptop. I can’t remember how many times I’ve pored over the words since it arrived three days ago, but each time it’s been harder to swallow the resentment that sits like a stone in the bottom of my stomach. The legal jargon has been written deliberately to provoke me. I’d been tempted to rip it up in disgust, but after a weekend of thinking about little else, I’m calmer. I’ve planned what I’m going to do and it only requires a few adjustments to my usual routine.


Before I went to bed, I’d packed a change of clothes in my sports holdall and put it in the hall, ready. Picking it up with my bag and travel mug full of coffee, I shut the front door of the flat and walk down the communal corridor to let myself out of the block. Throwing the holdall in the boot of my car that I’ve parked next to the black iron railings surrounding the front of the building, I slot my coffee into the cup holder. Normally I catch the bus, but if I’m going to make it from my office to where she works before she finishes for the day, I need to drive.


The rush-hour traffic slows the car to a crawl as soon as I pull out onto the main road and it takes longer than I expect before the symmetry of red-and-cream-brick Georgian buildings gives way to modern high-rise office blocks with their smooth, stark concrete and anonymous entrances. I’m worried that I haven’t left enough time and the constant stop-start motion makes me feel nauseous. The caffeine kicks in after a few mouthfuls and stops my hands trembling as they grip the steering wheel, but in hindsight I wish I hadn’t opened that last bottle. I rely on it to get to sleep, but it doesn’t stop the nightmares and my hangovers are worse than ever. I should really cut down. Starting today.


I consider whether there’s any possibility I’ve misunderstood what was written in the letter; I’m sure I haven’t. The tone was deliberately official, not open to interpretation. I want to read it again but need to concentrate on driving. I’ve memorised most of it and can’t get phrases like ‘issues of confidentiality’ out of my head. I don’t understand how she can do this. I’m still her husband, for God’s sake.


I take a deep breath. Stick to the plan. It’s futile to waste valuable energy getting angry. I’ll save that for when I see her. I flick off the air vents more roughly than necessary, the exhaust fumes from the vehicle in front are making my headache worse.


The traffic doesn’t ease for the entire journey and by the time I arrive, my leg aches from constantly pressing the clutch. I’ve pre-booked a car-parking space in the NCP nearest to where I work at Butler Reynolds as the ones in our company basement are reserved solely for client use. Lowering my window, I pull a ticket out of the machine at the entrance and hold it between my teeth, one hand on the steering wheel, the other fumbling for the button to shut the window as I drive up the ramps to the fifth floor. A woman gets out of her car and I slam on my brakes. It’s her. I hold my breath. She flicks her blonde hair out of her face as she opens her boot and, in the elation of seeing her, I stall the engine. I’m about to open my door when she turns and looks at me, smiling, as she shakes her head. She thinks I’m waiting for her space.


It’s not Ali. The air in my lungs escapes in a loud rush with the realisation. Her coat is similar to the blue one she used to wear, but her face is completely different. Older. The disappointment hits me as hard as if I’d slammed myself against the windscreen and I restart the car, an acrid taste in my mouth as I drive up to the next floor.


I tell myself that nothing has changed even though it feels like it has. Believing that I’ve seen her, even for an instant, makes me miss her even more than I did before. I’ve become accustomed to the dull ache that’s replaced her as an ever-constant companion, but the agony of the piercing disappointment that follows brief moments of hope is almost unbearable.


As I park up, my mobile rings and I glance at the number, letting it go to voicemail. My mum. I only spoke to her last night. I shouldn’t have told her about the letter. I knew she’d worry.


The lift in the NCP is out of order, so I walk down to the ground floor, taking two concrete steps at a time to avoid a puddle that smells suspiciously of ammonia. Once I’m out onto the street, it’s a short walk to my office building. Three minutes at the most. I should be able to do the whole journey later this afternoon in under an hour and that includes stopping to change out of my suit. Of the ones I own, it had been her favourite. We’d bought it together a couple of years ago in John Lewis and I’d taken so long in the changing rooms trying it on that she’d insisted I took her for lunch afterwards. We’d found a space in the corner where we could fit all our carrier bags full of shopping and I’d leant over the table to kiss her, the taste of the coffee she’d drunk at breakfast still on her lips.


I smile at the girl behind reception and hold my pass over the barrier. It beeps and the three metal prongs on the turnstile revolve to let me in. The marble decor and bank of lifts have been designed specifically to impress clients. They don’t get to see the floors like mine which don’t have any meeting rooms and aren’t nearly as lavish.


I shut the door of my office and open up my laptop. Taking the letter out, I unfold it and dial the phone number shown under the address. There’s a standard recorded message advising I’m in a queue and I press a variety of buttons in an effort to get through to a real person. Finally, a voice answers.


‘Ms Henderson’s office, can I help you?’


I clear my throat. ‘I hope so. Is she in today?’


There’s a pause. ‘Yes, she is. Would you like me to put you through?’


I hang up and google her name, along with the one on the letterhead, clicking on the small photo of her next to her contact details. She looks about the same age as me, her dark hair cut sharply in a bob, framing her face. Pretty. Not what I’d expected. I jump as there’s a sharp knock on the door and Harry walks in.


‘Hi, Jack. Good weekend?’


I nod and minimise the browser on my computer, sliding the letter off my desk onto my lap. ‘Not too bad,’ I reply.


‘I’ve come to ask if you’ve got those figures for Marley Brown’s?’


I point at the blank screen on my laptop, which he can’t see. ‘I’m just finishing them off now. I’ll bring them through when I’m done.’


‘Thanks. They’ve asked to meet us on Thursday, so it would be good to run through them this morning. I’m sure they’re going to need to shut at least one of their branches, but we might be able to suggest options to redeploy some of the staff.’ He hesitates before adding, ‘And Em wanted me to check we’re still on for dinner at yours on Friday? I forgot to ask when we saw you yesterday. Too busy trying to make sure Jessica didn’t destroy your flat.’


I’d forgotten I’d invited them. The three of us had kept in touch after we left University but since Harry and Em moved into a flat a few roads away, we’ve seen each other more regularly. ‘Sure. Looking forward to it.’ I think quickly. ‘Any time after seven?’


‘Sounds great.’ Harry hesitates. ‘Em’s been a bit quiet since you came to ours last week.’ He glances at the door to check no one’s listening. ‘Between you and me, I think we got a bit raucous. She was definitely less than impressed the next day.’ He grimaces. ‘Wasn’t happy with me at all.’


My stomach clenches. Most of that night is a blur after we’d sat down to eat, but I have a vague recollection of Em staring at me, a look of confusion on her face. I can’t remember what I’d said to her.


Harry continues, oblivious to my anxiety. ‘So, to avoid my wife not speaking to me again, I’d better be on my best behaviour. It’ll be good to catch up though. We’ve got a sitter for the kids, so we might be able to have an uninterrupted conversation for once. Providing Jess manages to sleep. She was a nightmare last night. Sometimes makes me 
wonder …’ He pauses and his cheeks flush. ‘Sorry.’


I cut across him. ‘It’s fine.’ I look back at my screen. ‘Once I’m done with this, I’ll let you know.’


He pulls the door shut on his way out and I put the letter back into my bag. I promise myself that I won’t look at it again until I leave the office. I need to focus.


I push all thoughts of Ali out of my head as I open up the spreadsheet that Harry has been talking about and finish the budget. It takes longer than I’d expected as I can’t resist switching screens and enlarging the photo of the woman’s face to study her more closely. She’s smiling, but it’s professional; only for the camera. She must have had it taken at work; the stark white background has drained the colour out of her already pale face. Large diamond studs sit neatly in her ears. I bet they’re real. In a few hours I’ll be able to ask her in person.


I print off the page of figures and take it into Harry’s office, where we discuss each item until the numbers swim into meaningless shapes. My head starts to throb. I could really do with a coffee. Harry notices me stifle a yawn.


‘Fancy getting something to eat?’ he suggests.


I nod. ‘That would be great.’


We head out of the office towards the nearest sandwich shop, past a couple of restaurants and a bar whose sizeable glass frontage reveals several empty tables with wooden stools turned upside down on their polished surfaces, balancing precariously. I deliberately turn my head to look in the opposite direction, a shudder running down my back. We’d met in there. I’m reminded of it every time I walk past. How I’d debated whether to turn up at all. I tell myself that if I could go back to that afternoon, I wouldn’t give in so easily, but I know I’m lying. I wouldn’t be able to help myself. I’d just be more careful to make sure she didn’t 
find out.


Harry offers to pay as I sit down in a café a couple of doors further along the street with a latte and a bottle of water. I hadn’t realised how thirsty I was.


‘Heavy night?’ Harry raises his eyebrows.


I avoid his gaze. ‘Not particularly.’


He tilts his head a fraction, as if disagreeing with me without wanting to say so. I remember that look. He stares as my hand trembles when I lift up the bottle but doesn’t comment and looks away as I finish the last few drops. I concentrate as I put it down on the table, gripping it more tightly than necessary. I know what he’s thinking, I used to think the same thing when I’d watched one of our old clients as he’d offered us a glass of whisky from the almost empty bottle in the bottom drawer in his office. It’s impossible to stop your body betraying itself with tiny tell-tale movements.


‘I’ve got to leave a bit earlier tonight,’ I say as he bites into his sandwich. ‘I’ve got a doctor’s appointment.’


He looks at me. ‘Everything OK?’


I nod. ‘Yes, just some routine tests.’ I don’t elaborate.


I glance at the clock on the wall of my office throughout the afternoon, willing the hands to move round more quickly. I break the earlier promise I made to myself and read the letter again, my jaw clenched. Nearest Relative. I’m her nearest relative. How is she allowed to disregard that on a whim? I comfort myself with the knowledge that it’s impossible for our relationship to be defined in two words. We were so much more than that. I remember her meeting my mother for the first time and how she was able to think of all the right things to say to cover the awkward silences, leaving the conversation to flow, seemingly with no effort. I’d envied the way she’d been able to get my mum to open up and talk about my childhood – snippets of forgotten memories that had lit up like tiny stars amongst the expanse of darkness I remembered. I had felt tearful with gratitude.


When Mum had nipped to the ladies, I’d leaned across the table and taken one of Ali’s hands, squeezing it wordlessly between my own, unable to vocalise how much the evening had meant to me. She’d smiled as I’d told her she was mine, repeating the words in my head after I’d said them out loud to make myself believe them. I’d signalled for the bill, wondering whether there was a way I could somehow preserve forever how I felt about her at that moment.


I stuff the letter back into my bag as soon as the alarm I’ve set on my phone as a reminder goes off. Logging off my laptop, I walk out of the office. I don’t tell Harry I’m leaving as I know how much work there is still do on the Marley Brown’s account, but if I don’t go now, I might miss her.


According to Google Maps, it’s ten miles away and should take twenty-three minutes. I’ll easily make it by five. I’ve planned to stop at the Royal Oak, which doesn’t take me far off my route and is the kind of pub where it’s unlikely I’ll bump into anyone I know. Parking isn’t a problem as there are plenty of spaces fifty yards away down the road next to an area of grass which has a playground in its centre. Ignoring the squeals of delight coming from small children being pushed on the swings, I open the boot and take out my holdall.


Three stone flowerbeds have been built next to the patch of grass, I presume in an effort to brighten the place up. Two contain nothing but soil and the flowers in the other are dead, their wispy brown stalks hanging stiffly over the 
edge. I walk towards the pub past a warehouse, its dark metal shutters are pulled down over the windows, all sprayed with the same white graffiti tag. A couple of empty cigarette 
packets litter the gutter.


Edging past the group of teenagers with their bikes who are leaning against the fence that runs alongside the warehouse, I glance back across the road at the families in the playground. A father grips the roundabout and spins his daughter round, her small hands clinging on for dear life. Another childhood experience that I missed out on to add to my collection. My father never came near a playground. The little girl twists, faster and faster until the rail is just a blur of colour. Her father steps back, laughing, as a woman comes up behind him and circles her hands round his waist. I try unsuccessfully to swallow a pang of envy and push open the heavy door, deliberately letting it swing back and catch my shoulder. The physical pain makes me wince but I embrace it as it helps distract me from thinking about what might have been.


Walking straight through the bar to the Gents, I lock myself in one of the cubicles and take out my jeans, trainers and a hooded sweatshirt. I strip off my work clothes, shoving them into the bag. It’s freezing. Pub toilets are like that. No matter how warm it is outside, they always seem to be ten degrees lower. I change as fast as I can and shiver as I pull the hoodie over my head.


Once dressed, I undo the lock and stand in front of one of the chipped mirrors fixed to the wall above the urinals. Dark, puffy circles hang in bags under each eye from a lack of 
sleep.


I push the nozzle down on the tap and splash some water on my face, pulling a couple of green paper hand towels out of the metal holder on the wall to dry myself. It’s like rubbing my skin with sandpaper. I scrunch the paper round my finger to get underneath the gold band that I still haven’t taken off and then glance in the mirror again. Not much of an improvement. I still look exhausted. I stare at my reflection, asking myself the same questions I’ve asked myself all weekend. What do I need to do, Ali? What do I have to say to get through to you?


I look away hurriedly, not wanting to see the guilt in the eyes of the person who gazes back. I throw the damp paper towel into the overflowing pedal bin near the door and head into the pub.


The barman watches me as I walk out, probably trying to decide if I’m the same person who walked in wearing different clothes a few minutes earlier. If I had more time, I’d stop for a drink. I really need one but don’t want to ruin my earlier good intentions. Harry’s comment at work makes me suspect Em has said something to him. She’d asked about the bottles in my recycling last month.


I follow the satnav as it takes me away from the centre of town, from busy roads which narrow from four lanes to two as the blur outside the windows turns from grey to green. A black and white chequered flag appears on the screen and a voice informs me I’ve reached my destination as I turn into a large car park and pull into a space that’s far enough away from the modern building in front of me to be unobtrusive, but from where I have a clear view of the glass doors at the entrance.


I take out my phone and google her name again. Her photo flashes up on the screen. I had assumed she wouldn’t finish work before five, but now I’m worried this could be a wasted journey if it transpires she’s already left. I pull the letter she sent me out of my bag, together with the envelope I’ve brought with me to give her, checking its contents before peeling the thin strip of paper off the flap to seal it, putting them both on the seat beside me.


Half an hour goes by and she still doesn’t appear. I can be patient for a bit longer, having waited almost a year. The glass doors open and shut intermittently and several people dressed in office attire come out, but none of the women look like her.


I decide I’ve had enough of waiting and get out of the car, pulling my hoodie up over my head as I walk towards the entrance. I’m not going inside but sneak round the edge of the building, following the path. Large rectangular windows are set at regular intervals along the brick wall of the ground floor, but they’re all heavily tinted, and it’s difficult to see anything when I stop and peer inside. I go around the back, but they’re identical. I spot the occasional security camera and make a mental note of its position, keeping my head down as I walk.


Back at the car, I sit in the driver’s seat whilst staring at her picture on my phone, stretching the image of her face on the screen with my fingers to make it as big as possible. Her green eyes appear serious, focused on the camera. She looks like she’s used to getting what she wants, but she’s underestimated us. She doesn’t realise the bond we have can’t be broken by a few words on a page.


‘Come on,’ I mutter. ‘Where are you?’


My knee twitches and I take a deep breath to calm myself. Don’t blow it now. I’ve practised what I’m going to say. I just need a chance to talk to her. To explain. The letter I’ve been sent must be a misunderstanding. There’s no way Ali would refuse to meet me. I know I’ve made mistakes, but she doesn’t understand how much I love her.


I’d known how special she was when we’d first met at university. Our graduation ball. A dance floor that had been sticky with spilt drinks as The Killers’ ‘Mr Brightside’ had thumped out through the speakers. The tap on my shoulder as she’d discovered me minesweeping, her half-finished bottle of Smirnoff Ice in my hand. I’d apologised – and had ended up sharing a cab home with her through the deserted streets of Birmingham, watching her face highlighted momentarily in the darkness whenever we’d passed under a street light. I’d moved towards her as the taxi had pulled up next to the kerb, but she’d opened the door to get out and cold air had rushed in, sobering me up as she’d walked away. 
She hadn’t turned around as I’d called after her then, either.


I spot her as the glass doors slide open. She’s alone, walking purposefully across the tarmac, wearing the same red jacket as she’d had on in the photo. I check my phone again. It’s definitely her. I pick up her letter and my envelope and slide down in my seat until she passes me, before getting out of my car and following a few feet behind her, my trainers almost silent on the tarmac surface.


She points at a black vehicle nearby that flashes its lights as she presses her keys to unlock it. I begin to run, making up the short distance between us, and overtake her just as she reaches the car, blocking her from getting inside.


‘Hi,’ I say, smiling.


She steps backwards and stares at me, clutching her car keys defensively. For a split second I’m aware of what my father must have felt when he looked at my mother. The power you can exert over someone physically smaller and weaker than yourself.


‘Can I help you?’ she asks.


‘Yes, I think you can,’ I reply. ‘I’d like to speak to my wife. I’ve got something for her.’
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