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It’s staying up there on the wire, balancing ourselves with that trivial parasol and being so pleased with terrifying an audience, that’s finishing us. Don’t you agree? A great fall, that’s what we need.


Alfred Hayes, In Love
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The table is reserved in Nicole’s name. One o’clock, party of five. It’s been booked for weeks, a belated Mother’s Day lunch seeing as Linda, Nicole’s mother, was visiting her sister in Spain the weekend the date actually fell. As usual, Nicole acted as main administrator, finding the date and the restaurant, writing the initial group email then pursuing each family member on WhatsApp when they were slow to confirm. They had all been slow to confirm. Her brother Jamie needed to check with his girlfriend, then with the football fixtures; her father Gerry wasn’t sure if he’d be playing golf. Considering the entire lunch was in her honour, even Linda had been non-committal. At one point Nicole was tempted to cancel the whole thing, send everyone an email: Sod it. Shall we just not bother?


Yet here she is, somehow arriving at The Delaunay at exactly one o’clock – a miraculous feat considering she went to bed after four and didn’t get up until eleven. A cloakroom attendant offers to take her jacket, but Nicole declines, pulling the leather tighter around her body and folding her arms across her chest. She follows the elegant maître d’ through the elegant dining room – wood-panelled, high-ceilinged, the comforting din of chatter. She keeps her eyes lowered to people’s plates as she passes: scrambled eggs on toast, ice-cream sundae, oysters, fries. She has an apprehensive appetite, a kind of low-level nausea. Though her stomach creaked audibly in the back seat of the Uber, she can’t be sure that anything she puts inside her right now won’t immediately come back up.


‘Here we are,’ the maître d’ says, stopping before a round table at the back of the room, pristine linen tablecloth draped across it. There is only one person at the table – a blonde bespectacled woman, her head bowed, reading the menu. For the briefest moment Nicole is disoriented. Her parents only ever travel to London together – a suburban double act taking in West End shows and Oxford Street department stores. The sight of her mother alone gives her an uneasy feeling, followed by a sharp premonition: one day, she realises, her father will die, and she will be duty-bound to meet her mother all on her own, like this.


‘Where’s Dad?’ she says.


Linda looks up from the menu, removes her purple-rimmed glasses. ‘Hello to you too.’


‘Sorry,’ Nicole says. ‘Hi. Hello.’ She pulls out the seat beside her, kisses her mother’s cheek.


Linda has dressed up for the lunch: black trousers and a silky zebra-print blouse. She appears to be wearing more make-up than usual too, her eyelids smudged with a toffee-coloured shadow, her lips smoked salmon pink. Something about this – the very effort of it, the contrived special-occasionness of it – makes Nicole feel simultaneously sympathetic towards her mother and irritated by her.


‘You look nice,’ she says. ‘Almost didn’t recognise you. Is Dad in the loo?’


‘They’ve got a cloakroom you know,’ Linda says, and she does something weird with her head – jerks it to the right, a sudden twitch.


‘I know, I’m cold,’ Nicole says, hugging her arms around herself and furiously rubbing at her shoulders to emphasise her point. ‘Where’s Dad?’


‘On his way.’


Nicole stops rubbing. ‘You didn’t come together?’


‘No.’


‘Why? What’s happened?’


‘Nothing.’ Linda slots her glasses back on and picks up the menu. ‘We both had stuff to do this morning, that’s all. He’ll be here in a minute, I expect.’ With her eyes still on the menu, she says, ‘How are you? What do you want to drink? There’s a wine list there, I only got myself a glass ’cause I don’t know what Lucy will want, and I thought you might prefer sharing a bottle of red with the boys.’


‘I definitely can’t do red,’ Nicole shudders. She was drinking red wine last night. Or she started on red – she has a hazy memory of homemade Moscow Mules later in the night, of holding her glass aloft as she danced around Fran’s kitchen. ‘What have you been doing?’ she says, lifting the tablecloth to peer beneath it. ‘Shopping?’


‘Don’t tell me you’re hungover.’


‘Just a bit. What? It’s Sunday. I might be able to do white. What’s this?’ She picks up her mother’s glass, brings it to her lips.


‘Do you mind?’ Linda says. ‘It’s just, I don’t know, the house. The first one on the list. Just ask for a glass if you want one.’


Nicole flicks through the drinks pamphlet, decides to start with a glass of Crémant.


‘Well, just get the waiter’s attention if you want to order it,’ Linda says. ‘I think that tall bloke is ours, the redhead.’ She reaches her hand out then. Nicole sees it coming towards her, and – unsure what’s about to happen – she flinches backwards as if dodging a wasp.


‘Your hair looks nice off your face like that,’ Linda says, her fingertips just managing to skim Nicole’s earlobe. ‘You don’t look hungover.’


‘Does it? Oh.’ Nicole smooths a palm against her head, says she thinks it looks greasy. She has her father’s colouring – his pale Northern Irish skin, his thick dark hair. She looks very little like her mother, who is blonde and tanned, though they did share a fleeting resemblance when they were both in their teens. Photographs of Linda from the seventies look eerily like photographs of Nicole at secondary school. The same long, centre-parted dark hair, the same surly expression.


‘Stop touching it,’ Linda says, ‘or you will make it greasy. Where did you go last night?’


‘Just the pub. Nothing special. But then we ended up going back to Fran’s and her housemate used to be a barman, so he was making cocktails, and I don’t know … ’


‘Excuse me?’ Linda lifts her hand and summons the waiter, who is strangely familiar – lanky, red-haired, wearing a white shirt beneath a knee-length black apron.


‘Can we get a glass of – what did you say?’ she asks Nicole, frowning.


‘Crémant,’ Nicole says.


‘A glass of that, and some water for the table. Just tap is fine.’ He repeats the order, and she smiles at him, says, ‘Thanks, darling.’


‘Technically,’ Nicole says, when the waiter has gone, ‘you shouldn’t call people you don’t know “darling” any more.’


‘You what?’


‘I’m just saying. People find it offensive. You have to be very careful nowadays.’


Linda snorts. ‘I’m hardly a sexual predator.’ She twitches again and Nicole sees why – she’s had a fringe cut in, or half a fringe. A few strands of blonde hair dangle over her lashes.


‘You’ve had a haircut,’ Nicole says, and at the same time Linda says, ‘Why are you hungover?’


‘I literally just told you. I went out with Fran.’


‘Oh. Sorry.’ Another shake of the fringe. ‘I got it cut Friday. Louis comes to the house now. Did I tell you he’s doing that? Working for himself. He did Beryl’s hair Friday too. We set it up in the kitchen like a little salon.’


‘Who’s Beryl?’ Nicole says, helping herself to another sip of wine. It tastes better a second time, gently sharpening the wobble of hangover.


‘Beryl,’ Linda says. ‘Beryl and Bruce. Live at sixty-three. Though poor old Bruce passed away last year. Or poor old Beryl, I should probably say.’ She tousles the fringe with her fingertips. ‘How is Francesca? She seeing anyone?’


‘Nope.’


‘No? I can’t understand it.’


‘You can’t understand what?’ Nicole says, though she knows where this is going. Her mother’s favourite speech. How baffling it is that someone as attractive and successful as Fran can’t seem to maintain a steady relationship. Nicole knows that when her mother is giving this speech, she is really talking about Nicole. Today though, something is different. Linda only shrugs, then sighs, as though this answers it. For a long moment they’re quiet, both studying the menu. Then Linda says, in a lighter tone: ‘How’s work?’


‘Yeah, it’s fine. It’s good.’


‘Lot on?’


‘There’s always a lot on. Doesn’t stop.’ Nicole taps in the passcode of her phone, not because anything has appeared on it, but because it’s a tic, something she barely registers until she has refreshed her inbox, scrolled Instagram and checked the weather.


‘I suppose that’s a good thing. Business must be doing well?’


‘Yeah, it’s doing alright.’ Her thumb deleting emails from various brands she has unintentionally subscribed to. ‘We’re up for this award next week, which everyone thinks we’ll probably—’


‘Oh,’ Linda says, with what sounds like relief. ‘Here they are.’


Nicole looks up. The maître d’ is making her way towards them once more, this time trailed single file by Jamie, his girlfriend Lucy, and behind her, Gerry.


‘Look who I found loitering outside,’ Jamie says.


Gerry – the only other person to have kept his jacket on, a quilted black Barbour – appears flushed, a little rattled. Nicole stands to greet them.


‘What were you doing loitering outside, Dad?’ she says, kissing his cheek.


‘I wasn’t loitering,’ he says. He looks to Linda who has removed her glasses yet remains in her seat. ‘I thought we were meeting outside?’


‘I’ve been here ten minutes,’ Linda says, picking up her wine glass. ‘The table was booked for one, wasn’t it?’


Jamie explains that there was a signal failure at Brockley; they had to walk to St Johns, change at London Bridge.


‘Never mind,’ Gerry says. ‘Everyone’s here now. Great choice of restaurant, by the way, Nic. I’m guessing you’ve been here before?’


Nicole tells him the name of the client she brought here last month; her father raises his eyebrows, says, ‘How did that go?’


Gerry’s the only one in the family who knows about the client, the only one she talks to in any detail about work-related stuff: colleagues, pitches, presentations.


‘It was fine,’ she says, aware that no one else is interested. ‘I’ll tell you another time.’


There’s an awkward dance as Jamie and Gerry both move to take the chair beside Linda. Jamie, polite as ever, apologises – ‘No, you go there, Dad, it’s fine, I’ll sit here.’ Nicole wishes her father would sit beside her, but Lucy has already claimed that seat. She touches Nicole’s arm, and they immediately exchange compliments:


‘Your hair looks nice like that.’


‘This is lovely, where’s it from?’


Nicole doesn’t really care where Lucy bought the floral tea dress (she’d never wear it herself), but this is just the way they greet each other; a ritual between two women soon to be in-laws. Jamie has been with Lucy for ever, or at least since university. He teaches English in a secondary school now, and she works in advertising, though she often talks of ‘falling into’ her job, an MFA in Curating having led to nothing.


The waiter arrives with the Crémant and the tap water. He takes drinks orders from the others – a bottle of Rioja for Gerry and Jamie, a gin and tonic for Lucy. When he’s gone, they all look down at the menu and discuss whether they’re doing starters and/or dessert. Nicole says she already knows what she wants – she’s hungover and getting the least sophisticated item on the menu: a hotdog with fries. Gerry says, ‘Are you ever not hungover?’ The others laugh. Nicole thinks her father is looking a little hungover himself today. Small eyes, dry lips, cheeks flecked with broken capillaries. She feels a dull anxiety, a sense that everything is not okay.


‘Jamie,’ she says, reaching across Lucy’s cutlery to touch her brother’s hand. ‘When he comes back, tell me who the waiter reminds you of.’


‘Which waiter?’ Jamie asks, twisting to look behind him.


‘The tall one. The one who took the drink order. Think of a film we love.’


‘A film?’


‘Yeah, but like a cartoon film. An animated film.’


‘An animated film.’ Jamie squints, strokes an invisible beard.


‘I’ll give you a clue,’ she says. ‘He should be in the kitchen.’


Gerry shakes his head. ‘What are you on about?’


‘I’m totally lost!’ Lucy laughs.


‘Anyone can join in,’ Nicole says, drawing her hand back to her lap. ‘It’s not just between me and Jamie. If you’ve seen the film, you’ll get it.’


But nobody cares to join in, and when the conversation moves on to Jamie and Lucy’s wedding, even Jamie gives up. Though he and Lucy have been engaged for years, they’ve only just got round to arranging the wedding: late October, a barn in Somerset. Lucy passes her phone around for them to admire a carousel of images from the venue’s website. Most of the images show other couples getting married – kissing on the stairs, gazing into each other’s eyes at the altar. One couple dance in a field, the bride twisting beneath her groom’s arm, the lack of music obvious from their self-conscious smiles.


‘Oh, it’s properly in the countryside, isn’t it?’ Linda says, pausing on a photo of a bride lifting her dress to reveal a pair of olive wellington boots. ‘No, yeah. Very romantic.’


Lucy explains where everything will take place. Jamie is typically docile, unopinionated. He leans forward in his chair, the sleeves of his jumper rolled up, elbows on the table, listening attentively. Occasionally he nods, or reaffirms something Lucy has said. Nicole feels sorry for her little brother (she still thinks of him as little, though he is easily six foot two). She suspects the wedding is all he and Lucy talk about nowadays. She tries to participate herself – ‘And will it be an open bar?’ – but she has little knowledge of or interest in the planning of weddings. Only her father is quiet, unengaged, his gaze wandering around the room, fingertips resting on the edge of the table, as if poised to play the piano. When their food arrives, he clasps his hands together and says, ‘Well, bon appétit, guys!’


Lucy raises her glass. ‘Cheers, by the way,’ she says.


‘Cheers,’ everyone says, though it takes Nicole a moment to remember why they’re clinking glasses. Linda thanks Lucy and Jamie for the flowers they sent.


‘Clever, aren’t they?’ Lucy says.


‘How they come through the letterbox? I couldn’t work out what it was at first. I thought, these can’t be flowers. But no, they’re lovely. I did send Jamie a photo. I’ve got them in the kitchen. They’re gorgeous.’


‘Well,’ Nicole says, realising she has failed on the present front, ‘I didn’t know when you were back from Spain, so … lunch is on me.’


‘No, it’s not,’ Gerry says. ‘I’m getting this, missy.’


‘Why? I chose the restaurant, I’ve got the money, I’m buying lunch.’ She smiles sweetly across the table at him. ‘Chill out,’ she says. ‘You can buy it another time.’


‘Well, thank you Nicole,’ Linda says curtly, straightening the napkin over her lap. ‘It’s a lovely restaurant. I feel very spoiled.’


Nicole puts one of the long, thin fries into her mouth. The spontaneity of her altruistic gesture has made her feel a little better, a little looser, more relaxed. Perhaps she will order a glass of wine in a moment; the Crémant has slid down easily.


‘So,’ she says, ‘what did you get up to this morning, Dad?’


‘Sorry?’


‘This morning. What were you doing?’


‘Not much,’ he says. He puts down his cutlery and picks up his glass of wine. ‘I mean, I watched a bit of TV, that Sunday Brunch show, you know, your wee man who used to do Soccer AM.’


‘Oh, I thought Mum said … ’ Nicole says, looking to Linda. ‘How come you didn’t come up together?’


Gerry appears suddenly quite confused. He scratches his forehead. ‘Uh … ’ Under his breath, but loud enough for them all to hear, he says, ‘Okay. Are we doing this now?’


‘What?’ Nicole says.


‘I suppose … ’ Linda says.


‘Oh my God, what? Doing what now?’


Gerry widens his eyes and opens his mouth as if to announce something. Then he closes it. Then he opens it again.


‘What?’ Jamie says, a short uncomfortable laugh.


The others have stopped eating, their cutlery suspended over their plates. Nicole sets the hotdog down, cleans her fingertips with her napkin. She is taken back immediately to that afternoon last March – her mother phoning from the hospital. Nicole was in the office, about to go into a meeting. Her irritation at having to answer the call was extinguished as soon as Linda said, ‘Listen, everything’s fine, but … ’ She explained that Gerry had been experiencing what they thought was severe indigestion. ‘Turns out,’ she’d said, ‘he’s had a bit of a heart attack.’ (A bit, Nicole thought. What did that even mean – a bit?) Now, like then, her own heart rate quickens.


‘Uh. There isn’t really an easy way of saying this,’ Gerry says, his eyes fixed on Linda. ‘Your mother and I we’re, uh … Well, we’re … ’


Linda interrupts. ‘We’re separating,’ she says. And then, in case anyone might misunderstand exactly what she means: ‘From each other.’


Something happens to Nicole’s eardrums, a temporary deafness, like she’s plunged into a swimming pool.


Jamie snorts. He looks from one to the other, says, ‘You’re joking, right?’


‘We’re not getting a divorce,’ Gerry says, placing a palm on the tablecloth.


‘Not right now, no, but … ’


‘But yeah. Your mother and I are having some time apart. We’re, what she said … Separating.’


Lucy brings a hand to her mouth, says nothing. Nicole doesn’t know where to look. The restaurant seems to have shrunk around them. She looks to Jamie. His eyes are squinted, suspicious.


‘Seriously?’ he says. ‘I still can’t tell if you’re joking.’


‘I’m sorry, love,’ Linda says.


‘Why?’ Nicole says. ‘What’s happened?’


‘Nothing’s happened. We’ve just … come to the realisation that … well, we’re not making each other very happy any more. I think that’s fair to say isn’t it, Gerry?’


‘I think so,’ Gerry says. He’s looking down at his plate with a concentrated expression, as if puzzled by his chicken schnitzel.


Nicole blows air out of her cheeks, places a palm against her stomach. ‘I feel sick,’ she says.


‘I thought you were about to say it was something to do with your heart,’ Jamie says.


Gerry laughs. ‘No, no. I’m actually doing alright in that department. Touch wood,’ he says, tapping his skull.


‘What the fuck,’ Nicole says.


‘Language,’ Linda says.


‘But you’re still living together, right?’ Jamie says. ‘You’re just doing, like, the separate bedroom thing for a while?’


He is nodding his head as he talks, and Nicole finds that she is nodding now too – two nodding dogs on a car dashboard.


‘Actually,’ Linda says – she is the only one still eating, or at least pretending to eat, her knife and fork scraping apart the white fish on her plate. ‘Dad’s moved into the flat.’


‘What flat?’


‘The Camberwell flat.’


‘Uncle Kenny’s flat?’


‘Kenny doesn’t own the flat, Nicole,’ Linda says. ‘He rents it from us. And to be honest he’s had a very good deal for quite a long time.’


‘You’re living with Kenny?’ Jamie says.


‘No, no, course not. It’s a one-bed. Kenny’s gone. Kenny moved out.’


‘Oh my God.’


‘When?’


‘January.’


‘You’ve been in the flat since January?’


‘No, Kenny moved out in January. I moved there last month. February.’


‘Oh my God,’ Nicole says again. For some reason, the image of her Uncle Kenny’s forlorn man-child face is the single most tragic thing in all of this. Her throat burns. ‘Where’s he gone?’ she asks.


‘Kenny?’ Gerry says. ‘He’s moved in with Ulla, his girlfriend. Temporarily, I think. But look, Kenny’s fine. We gave him more than enough warning.’


‘Oh,’ Nicole says. ‘So Kenny got a warning. Who else have you told?’


‘Nobody.’


‘Michelle and Fred,’ Linda says. ‘I told Michelle, she told Fred. Nobody else.’


‘Why now?’ Jamie says.


‘Why are we telling you now?’


‘No, why are you doing it now? I mean, you must realise most people do this in their, like, forties. Early fifties at a push. No offence but, like, how old are you both? Is it really worth the hassle?’


‘The hassle?’ Linda laughs. ‘Love, we could end up living another thirty years. More! I’m only fifty-eight.’


Nicole folds her arms and leans back into the chair, her body positioned towards Linda, boot kicking the air. ‘So, it was your decision.’


Linda won’t look at her. ‘It was a mutual decision.’


‘It doesn’t sound very mutual. It sounds to me like you’ve basically kicked Dad out.’


‘That’s not what happened. Gerry?’


‘Your mother’s right. That’s not what happened.’


‘Don’t stick up for her, Dad.’


‘It was a mutual decision,’ Linda says, ‘and it’s something we’ve been talking about for a very long time.’


‘How long?’


Gerry squints, furrows his brow. ‘I don’t think … I don’t think you need to know that … It’s not really important.’


‘Okay … Well, did you decide January just gone, or January last year, or have you been plotting this for—’


‘We haven’t been plotting anything,’ Linda says. ‘And if you must know, we’ve tried all sorts of things.’


‘That’s true,’ Gerry nods emphatically. ‘We even saw a professional. A couples counsellor. I bet that’s something you wouldn’t expect of us!’ He is the only one to find this funny.


‘You went to counselling?’ Jamie says, with the same disbelief as if they’d said North Korea.


‘Not for very long,’ Linda says.


‘No, it wasn’t for us,’ Gerry says quickly. ‘But still. I think the few sessions we did helped a bit … ’ He gives Linda a kind of pleading, pathetic look. ‘Didn’t they?’


‘Oh yeah,’ Nicole says. ‘Sounds like they really did the job.’


‘No need for sarcasm, Nic.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Nicole says. ‘I don’t know how you expect us to react. You’re telling us something this huge in a fucking restaurant. I mean … ?’


‘Language.’


‘I have to say,’ Jamie says quietly, his eyes on the table. ‘And I respect whatever you two want to do, obviously, but … Well, I do find it kind of weird that you’ve chosen to do this here. Now.’


‘We didn’t choose to do this here,’ Linda says.


‘It was your sister who arranged it,’ Gerry says.


‘Oh, so it’s my fault?’


‘No, I didn’t mean … No one said anything about it being your fault,’ Gerry says. ‘And look, it’s not ideal, we get that. But we talked about it a lot and tried to think of the best way to tell you both, and then this lunch was arranged and … Well, we wanted to put on a united front to show that we’re … We’re okay.’


‘Except technically you arrived separately.’


‘That’s because your dad was late.’


‘I thought we were meeting outside.’ It’s the first time Gerry’s voice has sounded strained. His ears are bright red, and Nicole notices the spread of damp in the armpits of his shirt.


An uneasy silence follows, then Linda says, ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter.’ Finally resting her knife and fork, brushing some imaginary crumbs from the tablecloth. ‘The point is, we’re all grown-ups here. You talk about us being old – how old are you two? You’re not children any more. You’re in your thirties. These things … happen.’


Gerry is nodding again. ‘And look, we’ve talked a lot, your mother and I,’ he says, his palms pressed together. ‘And we wanted to show you that things don’t necessarily have to change. We can still be … ’ He seems to search for the word. ‘Civil with each other.’


‘Civil?’ Nicole says. ‘Did you just say civil? Great. No, that’s lovely. So glad you can be civil. Jamie and I kind of thought you loved each other, but civil, no that’s—’


‘We do love each other,’ Gerry says.


‘It’s complicated,’ Linda says. ‘But no, of course we do. Of course.’


‘Okay,’ Nicole says. She pushes her chair back and stands up, her napkin falling to the ground.


‘Where are you going?’ Gerry says.


‘Oh, I’m sorry, is there more? I kind of thought we were done. No?’ She looks at Jamie, who is still concentrating on the table. His ears are red too. ‘Are you coming, Jay?’ she says, but he doesn’t reply. A hand reaches out then, grabs her wrist. She has to look down at it, to check what it is, unsure who it belongs to. Lucy is staring up at her with earnest, tearful eyes. Lucy! Nicole had forgotten she was even here. How humiliating. How excruciating. Not only that they’ve had to have this conversation in public, but that somebody else has been witness to it. Nicole snaps her hand away, seizes the strap of her bag from the edge of her chair.


‘Nicole,’ Gerry says. ‘Come on now, Nic.’


But all she wants is the exit. She moves quickly through the restaurant feeling as though her face, her whole body, is on fire. She passes the lanky, redhead waiter who looks like the garbage boy in Ratatouille. She passes the elegant maître d’, the cloakroom attendant, their heads raised to watch her march past. When she steps out into the cool and cloudy afternoon, she keeps walking, her stride long, arms folded tightly across her chest. She heads up the Strand, beneath scaffolding and past theatres and hotels and doorways blocked by sleeping bags. She crosses Trafalgar Square, swerving the tourists, the buskers, the pigeons, the creepy levitating men in plastic masks and hooded capes. She keeps walking, purposeful yet utterly directionless. Up into Soho, Oxford Street, Tottenham Court Road, feeling nothing and everything and like the only thing she needs to do right now is burn off the hot, useless energy that’s rushing inside her.
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As soon as he’s through the ticket barriers, Jamie gets out his phone and opens the map. He enters the name of the restaurant and zooms in on the route, memorising the different streets and landmarks: the National Gallery, Leicester Square, Wardour Street, D’Arblay Street.


They are meeting in her lunch break. Nicole initially suggested a pub behind Carnaby Street she’s taken him to before – two gold beer tanks suspended above the bar – but it’s Wednesday afternoon and Jamie’s reluctant to get drunk. He lied; told her he was playing football later this evening, that he’d rather they went for food. (To this, she replied with a row of several yellow sleeping faces.) Now, waiting for the traffic lights to change, he types out another message:




Hey just arrived. Be there in 15





It’s the Easter holidays. Lucy’s gone down to her parents’ house in Somerset for the week. Jamie originally intended to drive down with her, but he changed his mind after the Mother’s Day lunch, decided to stay in London until Thursday, spend some time with his own family instead. Lucy has been understanding. Yes, she had booked for them to visit potential caterers, and yes, she wanted them to see the wedding venue again, but it was the right thing to do, she begrudgingly agreed, after the way Nicole reacted. She keeps using this phrase: ‘the way Nicole reacted’. It bothers Jamie a little, how often she says it, the way she widens her eyes. The other thing bothering him, or not bothering him exactly, just grating on him slightly, is how frequently she asks how Nicole is, as if Jamie’s entire life at the moment revolves around checking on his sister. He hasn’t told her that so far (it’s been ten days since the lunch), his only communication with Nicole has been via WhatsApp. It’s not that he’s lied about it – Lucy knows that today is the first time they’ve actually been able to meet – but it’s possible that he exaggerated the nature of their communication, turning some brief text messages into what could be construed as intimate daily phone calls.


He doesn’t intend to deceive his girlfriend – his soon-to-be wife – but things are different at the moment. It’s a difficult situation. A weird situation that has nothing to do with Lucy, though she’s known his family for years, been a part of his family for years. And yet. On the phone this morning, when she said, ‘Call me after you’ve seen her. Tell me what she says,’ he instinctively wanted to reply, ‘It’s none of your business what she says. She’s my sister, not yours.’ Of course, he didn’t say that. He’d never snap at Lucy like that. What he actually said was: ‘Yeah, definitely. I’ll call on my way home.’


It’s been strange having the flat to himself. In the three years they’ve lived there, he’s only ever had a night or two on his own. He keeps thinking he’ll hear Lucy’s key in the door, or that he’ll wander into the kitchen in the morning to find her stirring a pan of porridge or drinking coffee at the table. He hasn’t done much in her absence. While he’s acutely aware of what he should be doing – replacing the bulb in the fridge, searching for new car insurance, marking a pile of Macbeth essays – he hasn’t felt like doing any of it. For the last four days he’s had what feels like a minor but persistent stomach ache and has spent most of his time watching the various TV shows Lucy won’t watch, scrolling the internet, taking afternoon naps, masturbating and walking to Sainsbury’s and back. He’s done a lot of walking to Sainsbury’s and back. There is always something he’s forgotten, something else he needs – more washing-up liquid, hummus, toilet roll, milk.


He crosses Shaftesbury Avenue, slows his pace on Wardour Street. It’s a bright spring afternoon, not warm exactly (he regrets not bringing a jacket), but cloudless, only the chalky contrails of an aeroplane in the sky. Soho is bustling. Couriers and Deliveroo cyclists weaving between vans and black taxis, the pavements crowded with casual, creative-looking people. Sunglasses, trainers, paper bags from Pret. Some enter restaurants while others mingle outside pubs, holding pints and laughing loudly. All of them, it seems to Jamie, are smiling, happy, carefree.


Jamie doesn’t feel carefree. He is still thinking about Lucy. He doesn’t like to be annoyed with her, especially as she doesn’t appear to realise that he is. But he is thinking now about the weekend ahead – about catching the train down tomorrow, spending four nights with her family. Wouldn’t it have been better if she’d asked what he wanted to do? Or if she hadn’t had to ask – if she’d just picked up on the fact that he was feeling a bit weird, a bit out of sorts. Let’s stay in London this weekend, she might’ve said. Let’s have some time away from both our families. But it’s Easter, and they’d been planning to go down there for weeks, maybe months. And it’s a difficult situation. Weird, weird, weird. The news of his parents’ separation feels both monumental and minor. He’s not a child any more, not one of his students. He’s a thirty-two-year-old man, soon to be married himself.


Perhaps, he thinks – stepping out the way as a group of joggers hurtle past – he’s being too hard on Lucy. She’s not a mind-reader after all; she’s only trying to help. Perhaps it’s Jamie who needs to apologise – it’s his fault they’ve cancelled the venue appointment, his fault they’ve not decided on a caterer. This U-turn of blame – it’s his fault, not Lucy’s – fills Jamie with a kind of relief. Now, he is at least in control of the situation, is able to decide how to assuage his guilt. Perhaps he could buy a gift while he’s up here? Just a small thing, a gesture, something to surprise her, to make her smile. He looks across the road as two Japanese women try to hail a taxi, pristine purple carrier bags swinging in their hands. Liberty. It can’t be far from here. He’s not been for years but he remembers it being somewhere close to Oxford Circus. A Liberty bag would surprise her. Nothing extravagant – just a scented candle inside it, or bath salts, or even some chocolates. A luxury Easter egg? He could ask Nicole what she recommends, could even take her with him after lunch. Just thinking about doing this – imagining himself finding and buying something, then presenting Lucy with the purple bag on Good Friday, or even tomorrow when she collects him from the train station – makes Jamie feel a bit brighter. He feels, for the first time this week, that he has some purpose, something to focus on. After lunch, he’ll go to Liberty and he’ll pick out a gift for Lucy.


[image: image]


Nicole has booked a table at a French restaurant, a bistro-type place, all mismatched wooden furniture, mosaic floor tiles and framed vintage posters. Jamie arrives first and is given the choice of a table at the back or high stools at the bar. He chooses the bar – it feels brighter, less intimate, closer to the entrance. The waitress, a petite French woman wearing tight, high-waisted jeans, a belt of taut tanned flesh between her waistband and crop top, brusquely hands him a menu and explains how many plates she recommends per person.


When his sister arrives, she seems flustered, a bruising of pink on her cheeks and neck. ‘Alright?’ she says, kissing his cheek then shrugging off her navy blazer, folding it over the stool next to hers. She smells of cigarettes and expensive perfume. ‘Find it okay?’


‘Yeah, fine. You alright?’


‘Fine,’ she nods. ‘Manic day, as usual. Have you ordered anything yet? A drink?’


She gets the barman’s attention – a stocky, wavy-haired man in blue T-shirt and jeans. They appear to know each other; he asks how Nicole is, and she tells him she’ll be better once she’s had a glass of wine. ‘Roger that,’ he says, without asking which wine she wants. They turn to Jamie expectantly.


‘Uh … what beers have you got, mate?’ he asks, drumming his fingers on the wood-topped counter. He agrees to the first bottle of lager suggested, says to Nicole, ‘I can have one, I suppose.’


‘Where’s Lucy?’ Nicole says, crossing one leg over the other. ‘Or did you say she’s gone back home?’


The skin around her nostrils is cracked and flaky. It makes Jamie a little uncomfortable noticing this, as if he’s witnessed something private, an image of Nicole sobbing in her flat, excessively blowing her nose.


‘Yeah,’ he says, his eyes to the menu. ‘I’m going down tomorrow night.’


‘Nice. You didn’t want to go sooner?’


‘Nah … ’ He imagines himself saying, I thought I should stay here for you – how ridiculous that would sound, how she’d laugh at him. ‘I had stuff to do here,’ he says. ‘Plus, her parents are great and everything, but you know, it’s a long time to be together in one house. As massive as their house is. How long have you got by the way?’


‘However long I want,’ she says, and she presses the home button on her phone, revealing a screensaver of Nicole and her friend Fran posing on the Staten Island Ferry, the Statue of Liberty behind them. ‘I’ve got a meeting at half two. Just need to be back for that.’


Jamie isn’t entirely sure what the company Nicole works for does – something to do with text messages? People entering competitions via text messages? He knows that her job title is Commercial Director and that she earns ridiculous money. For the last two years she has rented an apartment in a Hoxton new-build that’s twice the size of the flat he owns with Lucy.


The barman places two beer mats before them, taking care to position their drinks just so on top. When the waitress asks if they’re ready to order, Nicole says, ‘You choose.’ Occupied by her phone. ‘I come here all the time.’


Jamie examines the menu carefully. He has a natural inclination towards the cheapest items, and today chooses everything based on price – three vegetable dishes, two bar snacks, a chicken liver parfait. Once he’s done ordering and has handed back his menu, Nicole says, ‘So?’ Laying her phone face down on the counter as if a meeting is about to commence. ‘Have you heard from either of them? What’s the latest?’


‘We’ve been emailing a bit,’ he says. ‘Separately, obviously. I said I’d go round and see Mum tomorrow morning. They seem okay,’ he says. ‘Weirdly.’


‘Did you see it coming?’


‘No. Definitely not. Course not. You?’


Nicole shakes her head. ‘I keep trying to think of things,’ she says. ‘And I guess maybe … Well, Christmas was kind of stressful, wasn’t it? Mum was crazy stressed.’


‘Yeah,’ Jamie says, ‘but she had that migraine, remember?’


Nicole rolls her eyes. ‘Mum’s always got a migraine.’


‘Have we just been totally blind?’ Jamie says. ‘Like, aren’t you supposed to pick up on these things?’


‘No,’ Nicole says. ‘If they argued loads then fine, but they don’t because Dad’s incredibly patient with her. I almost wish they did, to be honest. Then at least it’d be like a relief. It’d be like, okay, yep, we get it, you hate each other, move on.’ She sticks the edge of her thumb into her mouth, chews on it. ‘Anyway, whatever. It’s so messed up. What have other people said?’


‘What, like friends? I’ve not told anyone yet. Have you?’


‘I told Fran,’ she says. ‘And I told a few people at work. We went for drinks last week, I think I went on about it then.’


Jamie isn’t sure if his reluctance to talk about it comes from a sense of hopefulness or denial. He’s also not sure how to talk about it. Last Thursday, after football, he imagined telling the boys in a casual way – ‘Bloody hell, guess what my parents announced Sunday?’ But it feels somehow childish. Like he’s announcing it twenty years too late. His friends with separated parents went through it years ago, are dealing with other stuff now, more serious stuff. Cancer. Strokes. Death.


The closest he’s come to telling anyone was on a school trip last week. Jamie chaperoned a group of sixth formers to the National Theatre to watch a performance of The Duchess of Malfi. Along with Diane Rooney, head of English, they were joined by a drama teacher called Priya – a smiley, long-haired woman with a diamond nose stud and a thick West Midlands accent. Though it was the first time they’d properly met (she started at the school only last September), she was immediately friendly, almost familiar, teasing Jamie when he tripped up the stairs, offering him a sip from her water bottle during the play. On the train home afterwards, they stood opposite each other at the doors and spoke about their plans for Easter. Priya was going to Wolverhampton to visit her family. Her sister was going through a divorce, she said, ‘So it’s all a bit mad at the moment. I mean, she’s happy, I’m happy for her. I just can’t say my parents are dealing so well. Think my dad’s having a nervous breakdown about it.’ She laughed at that, so Jamie laughed too. Divorce! Nervous breakdown! He had a reflexive urge to tell her about his own family, as if it was necessary to repay her confidence with his. But in that moment, Diane Rooney – cropped silver hair, banana-coloured tunic, a canvas bag over her shoulder with the words I am Not a Morning Person printed on its side – rose from her seat to join them, and Jamie found himself clamming up, swallowing down any words he was about to say.


‘I’m just wondering if there’s more to it than what they’ve said,’ Nicole says.


‘What like? You mean another person? No way,’ Jamie says. ‘Also, who? I mean, which of them would do it?’


‘Mum,’ Nicole says, without hesitating. Then: ‘I don’t know. I don’t really know how either of them would meet someone in the first place to be honest. They’re practically joined at the hip.’


‘Maybe we’re overthinking it, and it’s nothing like that,’ Jamie says, trying to be positive. ‘Maybe it’s just a phase. I mean, they’ve been married what? Thirty-something years? Maybe loads of couples go through this, they just don’t talk about it. They might just be … on a break.’


‘A break? Oh sure. Mum and Dad are just like Ross and Rachel.’


‘No, but seriously,’ he says, aware that his heart rate has quickened (has it been going like this since Nicole arrived?). ‘Firstly, they didn’t actually say divorce, did they?’


‘I thought they did?’


‘Mum said they’re not divorcing yet. Also,’ he says, ‘they didn’t mention anything about the house.’


‘Oh my God.’ Nicole’s eyes widen. ‘They can’t sell forty-two.’


The waitress places a bowl of olives between them – huge shiny things, Granny Smith green. Jamie smiles, thanks her. He waits until she’s gone then says, ‘They’ll have to eventually.’


‘Why?’


‘Because Dad can’t stay at Kenny’s flat. And if they can’t live together, they need to sell it and divide it. It’s only fair.’


‘Oh my God,’ Nicole says again. She stares down at the olives. ‘I can’t even think about that. What about Christmas?’


Jamie shrugs, puts an olive in his mouth. He had a dream about number forty-two this morning. A wedding dream (another one). He was sitting on the patio in the back garden when his father, dressed in hard hat and high-vis bib, started directing a stream of cars onto the lawn, instructing them where to park. Realising that it was his wedding day and he hadn’t yet got dressed – that he was, in fact, wearing only a T-shirt and a pair of trainers – Jamie turned to run into the house, only to discover that the downstairs had transformed into a Sainsbury’s Local; he found his mother working the till. (‘We thought it’d be nice for Lucy’s family,’ she said, ‘if they can just pop in and get things they need here.’)


Two of their dishes arrive. The waitress reminds him what they are: cheese beignets and chicken liver parfait.


‘What happened after I left?’ Nicole asks, her knife breaking through the thick yellow lid of the parfait. ‘How did you leave it?’


‘It was alright, actually.’ He bites into the deep-fried pastry of the beignet, dries his greasy fingers on the stiff cloth napkin. ‘Well no. It was kind of awkward,’ he says, still chewing. ‘But that was because Dad thought the bill was wrong so there was a bit of a thing about that.’


She rolls her eyes. ‘It gets worse.’


‘Actually, he was right – they’d charged us for two prawn cocktails or something? Anyway, I don’t know. I just told them I’d support them whatever and at the end of the day I just wanted them to be happy.’


Nicole stops chewing. She looks at him like he’s just said something she doesn’t understand. Then she swallows and says, ‘Fuck off.’


‘What?’


‘Why would you say that?’


‘Um … Because it’s the truth? And to be honest Mum looked like she was about to start crying. She had a rash thing on her neck, you know how it gets when she’s stressed. Like this blotchy kind of … Anyway, I had to say something. You weren’t there.’


Nicole sighs dramatically, places down her knife. She annoys him when she’s like this – playing the older sister. Nicole is thirty-five, only three years older than him.


‘It’s not the truth,’ she says slowly. ‘They won’t be happier without each other. They’ll be a lot unhappier. You said it yourself, they’re basically going through a late mid-life crisis. Do you not think it’s suspicious that it’s all happened after Dad’s heart thing? Honestly. I think it’s just freaked Mum out.’


‘Yeah. I feel like that’s the kind of thing that would normally bring people closer together?’


Nicole shrugs. ‘Maybe she’s got, like, death issues, or something.’


‘Death issues?’


‘Nan died just before Dad’s heart attack. Could be to do with that. She could be having an existential crisis, wondering what it all means. Or not. What do I know? I’m not a bloody shrink.’


Jamie puts another cheese beignet in his mouth. Not to taste it exactly, but to have a moment of chewing, of not having to say anything.


Nicole picks up her glass of wine, but before she drinks, she says, ‘Did you talk about the wedding, by the way?’


‘My wedding?’


‘No, Harry and Meghan’s. Whose do you think? Obviously yours. Because that’s going to be a lot more awkward now, I’ll tell you that for free.’


‘Don’t say that,’ Jamie groans. ‘That’s what Lucy’s worried about.’


Lucy hasn’t said she’s worried about the wedding, what the implications of this news will be. But Jamie can tell. He knows that table settings may need to be rethought, family accommodation looked into. The invites, though yet to be printed, have already been designed and worded at Lucy and her mother’s request:




David and Katherine Robinson-Ellis


together with


Gerry and Linda Maguire


request your attendance at the nuptials of their children


Lucy and James





Can his parents still be listed together if they’re no longer actually together? They are still, technically, his parents. He assumes his mother won’t revert to her maiden name, or if she does, not by October. But who knows? Jamie can’t bear to think of what Lucy’s parents will make of it all – he’s asked her to hold off telling them for the moment, would rather not talk about it this weekend.


‘I’m just saying,’ Nicole says.


‘Well okay, fine, but maybe don’t,’ he says. ‘I can’t be bothered to think about it, that’s all. Please,’ he says.


‘Fine.’


She appears to lose her appetite after this. She orders another glass of white wine, and every few minutes does something on her phone. More dishes arrive, and Jamie continues eating, though he has ordered too much and is no longer hungry. They talk half-heartedly about other things – a documentary about triplets separated at birth, a friend of Nicole’s who’s pregnant with twins. When Jamie has eaten everything and the plates are clean, Nicole smiles brightly and says, ‘You were hungry.’ She finishes her wine and asks for the bill. Jamie gets out his wallet.


‘Don’t be silly,’ she says. ‘I’m getting this, obviously. You’ve come all the way up here.’


He says he’ll cover the tip, then realises he has no cash.


‘Jamie, seriously. I’ll expense it anyway. I’ll just say you’re a client.’


In the street, they say goodbye – a brief, firm hug. They promise to see each other soon – she’ll have him and Lucy to her flat, she says. Or they’ll all go for a drink. Nicole heads one way, back towards Regent Street, and Jamie heads the other. He realises as he’s walking that this is not the direction of Liberty, that he’s basically retracing his steps on Wardour Street, making his way back to Charing Cross. But it’s too late. He can’t be bothered to turn around, to make the detour. He doesn’t have the money to spend on overpriced candles or chocolate, and it’s not like Lucy expects it. He’ll go via Sainsbury’s on his walk back from Brockley station. They have a lot of Easter eggs in Sainsbury’s, he’ll get her one from there.
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‘I said,’ she says, raising her voice, though she hates to feel as if she’s shouting, ‘I’ve got Nicole coming for lunch.’


‘Who?’


‘Nicole. My daughter.’


‘Oh,’ Beryl says, returning to the table with a carton of milk. ‘That’s nice, isn’t it?’


She offers to pour more of the milk into Linda’s mug, but Linda covers the rim with her hand. ‘Not for me, thanks.’


Despite her initial suggestion that they take advantage of the fine weather, sit outside with their tea, they have somehow remained in Beryl’s kitchen for the last hour, the back door wide open, bluebottles zipping in and out. It’s a warm Saturday morning in mid-April. Sparrows chirping outside, the rev and purr of a neighbour’s lawnmower. Beryl lives on the same street as Linda – a wide, unmade road in Bromley, the borders of London and Kent, a mixture of semi- and detached houses, paved driveways and private garages. Since Bruce, Beryl’s husband, died late last year, Linda has been making an effort to pop in and see her, dropping off groceries and assisting with household chores – running the hoover over the carpet, scrubbing the sinks, bleach down the loo. Sometimes, like today, she simply stops by for a chat.


‘So I don’t have to make you anything?’ Beryl asks.


‘No, I won’t stay for lunch today,’ Linda says. ‘But I’ll be off in a minute if you want to put something on for yourself. What have you got?’


‘Hmm?’


‘For lunch. What have you got?’


‘Oh, I’ll have to have a look. Not much I don’t think.’ Beryl gets up again, pushing on the table top to help herself rise. She makes her slow way over to the fridge, kyphosis rounding her back, tipping her gently forward. She is wearing ballet pump slippers, soft beige trousers and the same cornflower-blue blouse she wore the last two times Linda called, her sweet patchouli smell tinged with a whiff of vinegar.


‘Carrot and coriander soup,’ she says, reading the label on a plastic container.


‘Bit warm for soup today, isn’t it?’


‘What’s that?’


‘D’you want me to make you a cheese sandwich or something you can have with it?’


‘No, I’m having soup today. I’ve got carrot soup.’ She sets the container on the worktop next to the hob and returns to the table. ‘You’ve got your daughter coming round, did you say?’ She smiles. ‘Aww. That’s nice, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah. If she doesn’t cancel.’


Linda, still wearing her glasses (she’s just read a letter Beryl received from the council), finds her phone in her handbag, checks it for messages. None. She has an anxious, jittery feeling about today. It’s been three weeks since she last saw Nicole. The disastrous Mother’s Day lunch. Linda has tried to erase the whole thing from her memory – Gerry failing to be there at twelve forty-five (she’d insisted they meet first); Nicole turning up hungover, prime for an argument; Lucy blubbing over her sea bass. Linda wept a little too, but not until after the lunch, in the public toilets at Charing Cross station, where she accepted a tissue from a male cleaning attendant who’d sung ‘How Sweet It Is (To Be Loved By You)’ while she reapplied her make-up.


‘She’s going to a baby shower today,’ she tells Beryl, slotting the phone back into her handbag and folding her glasses into their leather case. ‘Do you know what that is?’


‘A baby shower?’


‘It’s a party they throw for pregnant women. Just before they give birth. It’s a bit like a birthday party, you know, balloons and games and all that. They spend an absolute fortune on it these days.’


‘Oh, right. You didn’t tell me she was pregnant.’


‘Who, Nicole? She’s not. Her friend is. A girl from school.’


‘Ah,’ Beryl nods, though she looks a little confused. ‘Has she got a fella?’


‘Do you mean Nicole? Or her friend? I’m sure Danielle has got a boyfriend, a husband, but no, I’ve told you about Nicole before. She never really has boyfriends. She had one once, but she works too hard. She’s a very busy girl. Too busy for boyfriends.’


‘Oh, that’s sad isn’t it?’ Beryl says. ‘No, that is sad, because I always had boyfriends. Did you always have boyfriends, Linda?’


Beryl often speaks about the boyfriends she had as a teenager after the war. Linda sometimes thinks she talks more about those boyfriends than she does about Bruce.


‘Until I got married, yeah,’ Linda says. ‘Had a few.’


‘Oh yeah, I didn’t after I got married!’ Beryl laughs. ‘More’s the pity!’


Linda rises from her chair, carries her mug to the sink. ‘But we were quite young when we settled down, weren’t we?’ she says, twisting the tap and rinsing the purple Cadburys mug beneath the hot water. ‘I was, what? Twenty-one when I got married. Twenty-three when I had Nicole. It’s a wonder we knew what to do.’


In fact, Linda thinks, she didn’t know what to do. She experienced a prolonged period of numbness following Nicole’s birth, barely remembers the first year of her daughter’s life. The things she does remember feel as though they happened to another person, as if some imposter swept in and pretended to be her. She was so tired all the time – this persistent, nagging exhaustion underpinned by a feeling of regret. Each night when she heard Gerry’s key in the lock (that tiny thin-walled flat above a greasy spoon on Jamaica Road), she had to resist running to the door and throwing her arms around his neck. Can we give her back? she wanted to say. Can we go back to how we were?


‘I was nineteen with my first,’ Beryl says proudly. ‘Twenty-two with my second.’


‘Nineteen, yeah.’ Linda wipes her mug with the J-cloth. (Had she really wanted to say that? Can we give her back?) She turns off the tap, sets the dripping mug upside down on the drying rack. ‘People leave it a lot later nowadays, don’t they?’


‘What’s that, love?’


‘I said, people leave it a lot later, don’t they? Babies, marriage.’


‘Oh, they do, they do. My Keith’s got three girls and none of them are married.’


Keith is Beryl’s son who lives in Canada. Her other son, Ian, lives in Cornwall. Linda met both men briefly at Bruce’s funeral – Ian had solemnly read the lyrics to Pink Floyd’s ‘Wish You Were Here’ as if it were a poem – but she isn’t aware of either visiting since.


‘Right then,’ she says, because she has already stayed longer than she planned. ‘I think I’ll make a move now. I’ve got to get back to get lunch ready. Can I do anything before I go, Beryl?’


‘Oh yes, you’ve got your daughter coming,’ Beryl says. ‘Hmm? No, no love, I’m fine. I’ll do my lunch soon. I’ve got carrot soup today.’


[image: image]


Linda has bought a few things to eat – just picnic bits from M&S, nothing that requires much preparation or cooking. Chilli and coriander king prawns, a spinach and pine kernel pasta salad, traditional coleslaw, Santorini tomatoes, Italian artichokes, chargrilled calamari rings, a reduced fat potato salad, sea salt crisps, a fresh loaf of sourdough. Now that she’s looking at it all – she has laid it out on the kitchen worktop – it strikes her that it may be too much. Nicole doesn’t have her brother’s appetite; a boy who asks for seconds, thirds, who always opens the fridge as soon as he walks in, helping himself to leftovers. She was fussy about food as a child and seems indifferent towards it now, although she loves restaurants and is forever dining out. The few times Linda’s visited her flat in Shoreditch, she’s been amazed by the sparseness of her cupboards and fridge, which seem in direct opposition to the rest of the space – a bathroom teeming with products, shoes piled haphazardly beneath the coat rack, an overflowing wash basket in her bedroom. (Does her daughter deliberately live like this just to spite her?)
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