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			Epigraph


			Every mother is a working mother.


			anon
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			PROLOGUE


			One mouthful at a time. That’s it. You can do it.


			The smell of my own milk in my nostrils, and something else in my ears: a voice. Gentle, infuriating, insistent. A hint of desperation.


			Please.


			The cold press of metal against my lips.


			Feeding me like a baby. Like a baby. I grab his arm, tell him how funny it is. Everything is back to front, mixed up. Everyone swapping places. Musical chairs!


			Eat, drink, sleep. That’s what the nurse keeps telling me.


			But the texture is wrong. Too lumpy. Something’s not right. It’s sticking to the roof of my mouth, clinging to the cracked skin on my lips. I spit it out, let it run down my chin. It’s obvious now. He’s trying to poison me. He’s on her side. Of course he is.


			She always gets what she wants. People like her always do.


			Ashley, a voice says. Funny, it sounds like mine.


			He shakes his head, pushes the food into my mouth once more.


			No. The spoon catches my teeth, sending a spike of pain shooting through my gums.


			It’s just us in here.


		




		

			PART ONE


		




		

			NOW


			Seven months later


			Helena


			It’s Tuesday. Again.


			The Tuesdays of my previous existence slipped by unnoticed. None of the loaded expectation of a Monday, the bitter-sweet bliss of a Sunday, nor the joyful anticipation of a Thursday. Instead, they simply vanished into the working week, absorbed by the busyness of life, eaten up by meetings and emails and Things To Attend To.


			Tuesdays are somewhat different now.


			There’s a poster in my therapist’s office. It’s hidden behind the door, as though she’s not quite sure if it’s in good taste. Colourful calligraphy reminds me It’s good to talk! every time the door is closed, barring my escape. Good for her, yes. Even now, I still drive the four and a half miles to her practice, once a week. I pay my six pieces of silver (ten-pound notes) and sit on her sofa (I am still a little disappointed by this – I had pictured a Le Corbusier for that money, at the very least) and I cry like a bereaved mother is supposed to. I cry so much that I hate myself. I cry until blood vessels burst under my eyelids, until I’m so full of self-loathing that I want to scrub myself out and start all over again. And at the end of my forty-five minutes I wipe my face, blow my nose and go home like a good girl.


			Tuesdays.


			Jack is waiting for my return, his face a backlit smudge hovering at the living-room window as I pull up in my car. He’s hoping desperately for a breakthrough, for a sign that I’ve made some progress. But I have nothing to give him. Instead, I step into the hallway, put my bag down on the floor and silently wrap my arms around him. He doesn’t ask me how the session has gone.


			Tonight, as usual, there’s something warm in the oven, waiting: comfort food – even though he knows I’ll only pick at it. We make small talk over dinner and then, despite the fact it makes me drowsy with the medication I’m on, I drink red wine in front of the fireplace.


			It’s not so much a fireplace as a brick-built fire area, complete with enormous tiled hearth, wood-burning stove and old rusty nails, left over from the previous owners’ collection of horse brasses. This is what you get for escaping to the country. An acre of land that leads down to a sad excuse for a river, with five bedrooms, two bathrooms, outbuildings to house your husband’s new carpentry business, and no neighbours for three-quarters of a mile.


			The perfect family home. Except for the people dying on my doorstep on a regular basis, that is.


			As we do every evening, we sit in front of this fireplace, in what people always describe as a companionable silence, but which is more often merely indifferent. Jack is reading. I know he wants to be watching TV really, a political drama on Netflix, something like that would do nicely, but he’s trying to be supportive, by providing the space for me to ‘open up’. Instead of talking to him, however, I am guiltily staring into that space, as I always do, counting the rusted horse-brass nails in the bricks, from top to bottom. There are eighteen, but I always count them carefully, in case I’ve missed one.


			Today I’m thinking how, in a previous life, I would have used these nails for something decorative. To hang pictures, perhaps? Me, Jack and our adorable brood. No, that would have looked too messy. What else, then? At Christmas, you could use them to hang a wreath from. Not a wreath, that’s the wrong word. Wreaths are for front doors and graves. A garland. A beautiful winding garland, with holly and snowberries – it would twist all around the arched opening to the fire, creating a ‘centrepiece’.


			The week is stretching ahead of us, empty and cold. We haven’t lit the fire yet this year and my toes are chilly underneath my blanket. October is such an empty month. I wonder what we can do with a cold, dull weekend at the end of a cold, dull week, just the two of us here at home. A few weeks ago, my father made noises about coming to visit us this Sunday but, as usual, he hasn’t confirmed. I phoned his PA yesterday. She had no record of his planned visit in her diary.


			I swallow a large gulp of wine.


			Suddenly, Jack puts down his book. My eyes rest on the spine. It’s a biography of a racing car driver, Senna. I am vaguely aware that he died young but that he died doing what he loved. People were devastated at his death, lamenting it as a terrible waste, but I envy him. That’s the way to go. We all have to go at some point, so why not go like that? And after all, death is only sad for the people you leave behind.


			Jack is looking at me.


			‘What are you thinking about?’ he says. In the dull light, his face looks more drawn than I remember it, and I give myself an inward kick for not noticing him more, the toll it’s taken on him too.


			‘Senna,’ I say, because it’s true. I nod towards the book laid down on the arm of his chair. ‘I was thinking how much I envied him.’


			Jack shakes his head. He doesn’t know how to deal with this. In the old days when I was given to moments of self-pity he would write me off as being melodramatic, but I’m untouchable now.


			‘Darling—’ he says, and I know he’s about to ask me how my therapy session went, but he thinks better of it and so he stops.


			‘It’s fine,’ I say, giving a lopsided smile. ‘Sorry. I was being stupid.’ I adopt a sing-song voice, all feigned nonchalance. I pick up my wine glass, holding it aloft. ‘Don’t worry. Not going to top myself. Not this week when there’s still Malbec left in the cellar!’


			A flicker of disapproval passes across his face; his lips are set in a line. He knows the drinking makes my depression worse. I hate what I am doing to him.


			‘I was only going to say that you had a phone call while you were out,’ he says. ‘But you looked so serious . . .’


			A phone call. The way he’s said it makes me think that finally, finally, she’s got in touch. There’s been an epiphany and she’s penitent, devastated, she wants to beg for my forgiveness. She wants to make it right, somehow, even though she knows she never can.


			But this is the Ash of my fantasies. She doesn’t exist, because she isn’t a real person. This isn’t how Ash is. This is someone far removed from reality, someone I imagined into existence when I met her, someone I credited with more than she could ever deserve.


			Suddenly, the wine tastes acrid and I put my glass down on the coffee table, watching as one dark red drip travels back down the inside of the glass.


			‘Who was it?’ I ask. In the few seconds before he replies, I try to guess. Kate, perhaps? My father? Not my mother . . .


			And then, just as he tells me, I realize I already know. Of course it was him, he’s been trying to track me down for weeks. I don’t answer my mobile any more. Most of the time, in fact, it’s switched off. But I have seen the missed calls gathering, and I have listened to his breezy message.


			Jack lets out a great sigh. And I wonder if he knows, or if he’s just tired of dredging up the past, never knowing how I’ll react.


			‘David,’ he says, and the name is somehow comforting; proof that my powers of deduction, if nothing else, aren’t as sodden as the rest of me. ‘He wants you to ring him.’


		




		

			THEN


			Ash


			I take a seat in the furthest corner of the reception area and pull out my notebook and pen. Today is a triumph and it isn’t yet 8.30 a.m. I begin to write.


			It’s your attitude not your aptitude that determines your altitude.


			It’s a secret, this notebook. Not even Gary knows about it. A few years ago I heard someone talk about morning pages. At first, I misinterpreted: mourning pages – thinking it was something you wrote to lament all you’d loved and lost. Self-indulgent. But then I read an article about them online – how they’d transformed people’s lives and mental health – and I decided, why not? Any excuse for new stationery.


			So I started. Just one page per day of rambling thoughts. Notes on the weather, my fitness, the condition of my skin, how Gran is. But lately I’ve become a little, I’ll admit it, obsessed with apho­risms. I have an app, and every morning at 6 a.m. when my alarm goes off, one flashes across my screen. A focus for the day.


			And today’s seems apt.


			I bring the pen back to the page as the running commentary begins in my head.


			Drum roll, please!


			The Life of Ashley Thompson: A Biopic


			An unwanted child. Brought up by her grandparents, she grew up in a home where a game of Cluedo was considered an intellectual pursuit. Where the only thing to read was Woman’s Weekly, and where crosswords were ignored but word searches were agonized over. But she rose above such challenges, secured her place at the London School of Economics (editor’s note: not Oxford, but that was clearly a case of prejudice – the interviewer heard her accent and wrote her off immediately), studied Business, gained a first with her dissertation on ‘Women Who Smashed the Glass Ceiling’, spent two years interning and working in a clothes shop to pay the bills, and now, here she is, the newest recruit for one of the biggest tech start-ups of the past five years. In a brand-new office. On the fifteenth floor, with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Granary Square.


			Kids, learn from Ashley: you can achieve anything, if you try hard enough.


			It’s your attitude not your aptitude that determines your altitude!


			I draw a border around it, the corners spinning off into elaborate curls. My handwriting, one of the few things that frustrate me, is not neat and ordered like my mind. It has too many flicks and twists, which is why I always write in capitals if I think anyone will see. It might look aggressive, but it’s better than the alternative.


			What else?


			Today is the first day of my new job. Before work I ran 10km and got a personal best, if you can trust the app I’m using, which I’m not entirely sure you can, as it seemed to lose me briefly somewhere between Colliers Wood and Tooting. I arrived at 8.15 a.m., but my manager isn’t actually in yet. So I’m waiting in the lobby to be collected. I need to get a photo pass to allow me in and out of the building. The woman on reception said the machine was broken at the moment but that an engineer was coming to fix it this afternoon, so hopefully I’ll have one before the end of the day.


			I pause, and cross the last two sentences out. Snore, snore.


			On the way in, I had two double espressos, which I now slightly regret. My hands are quite shaky. We shall see how the day pans out. I’ve already made great plans for—


			I’m interrupted mid-sentence by the sound of a chair scraping. I look up. A girl with stringy orange hair and uneven freckles has decided to sit opposite me, despite the other four tables in the waiting area being empty.


			She dumps her handbag on the table right in front of me. It’s a Mulberry, but it’s old, battered, almost an embarrassment.


			‘Hi,’ she says, smiling. ‘Your first day, too?’


			Fake it till you feel it.


			I give her my broadest grin, closing my notebook.


			‘Hello!’ A little too high-pitched there, Ashley, sort yourself out. ‘Yes. Exciting, isn’t it?’


			‘I’ll say. I cannot believe I’ve got a job here – I keep having to pinch myself!’ She gives a small, almost apologetic laugh. ‘My little sister is such a fan of KAMU, she spends hours poring over all the product reviews and is obsessed with their editorials. I think she’s more excited than I am. Did you know they have a ping-pong table in one of the meeting rooms?’


			I wonder what I can add to this, but am saved from further conversation by Helena’s approach. Today she is in skinny jeans, pumps and a Breton top, and I am disappointed. Somehow, the UK Creative Director of a Silicon Valley import shouldn’t be wearing jeans. And the Breton top? Does she think she’s Kate Middleton?


			She looks a bit like her, in fact. Not quite as thin, but with deep-set almond eyes. But blonde, of course. Her hair is long and curly and volumized. I suspect a weekly blow-dry in a Chelsea salon. I’ve seen the sort of places, watched the sort of women, on my many window-shopping trips down the King’s Road.


			‘Ashley!’ she calls, hurrying towards me.


			What would her running commentary say? I know her story almost as well as my own; I did my research before my first interview.


			Helena Brenton (née Cawston), only child. Oxbridge with an MBA. Clever, then, but upper middle class, brought up in the Home Counties and educated at boarding school. Thirty-four. Recently married to a supremely eligible, supremely clichéd banker. Her father owns a chain of department stores, while her mother had a brief career as a model before Helena was born.


			I look up and smile at her, wondering whether to stand now or wait for her to reach me. Opposite me, Freckles grabs her phone and starts fiddling with it, downcast, as though she’s last to be picked for the netball team.


			‘Helena, hello!’ That screechy voice again. But Helena doesn’t notice my voice, or my concern. Of course she doesn’t. Women like her don’t notice anything.


			‘Sorry to keep you,’ she says, slightly breathless herself, but only because she’s rushed here. I’m an inconvenient chore, something she’s remembered at the last minute. ‘Our app crashed so I’ve been having crisis talks with our tech team. Shall we get a coffee before we go up? I’m desperate for one.’


			I search for an excuse. Another coffee would send me over the edge; into what Gary calls my ‘manic mode’. It’s not even two seconds before the escape forms on my lips.


			‘Oh, I don’t drink it,’ I say, confidently, as I stand up, the lie suddenly not a lie as the idea plants itself in my mind. ‘I don’t drink any form of caffeine. It dehydrates and ages you. But I’ll have some sparkling water.’


			Helena’s eyebrows twitch, ever so slightly. She strides towards the coffee bar at one corner of the reception, all neon lights and dark-stained wood, then looks back over her shoulder.


			‘I’m not sure you’ll last five minutes at Kiss and Make Up without caffeine but I admire your . . .’ She tails off.


			She doesn’t admire me yet, I think. But she will.


		




		

			NOW


			Helena


			It’s late. Or early, depending on how you look at it. 2.34 a.m., to be precise. Like most new mothers, it’s not unusual that I’m awake at this time. But of course, I’m not like most new mothers.


			I look over at Jack. He’s sleeping. How he sleeps through the accidents is beyond me. I know he wears earplugs – he has done since the noise of his Fulham Palace Road days – but he complains they fall out. I stroke his back before I climb out of bed, pushing my feet into my slippers and tucking my phone into my pyjama waistband. I tiptoe down the stairs and across the flagstoned hall.


			Tonight I heard the car coming – I was awake, anyway. There was a split second before impact when I thought the driver might make it. Might be lucky, might just miss. But it wasn’t to be.


			Outside, I can see the car sticking up above the wall. It’s twisted slightly, leaning on its side, but it hasn’t flipped over completely. I leave our driveway and walk towards the wreckage. It’s a silver Corsa this time, an old model. Unlike the car, the driver behind the smashed windscreen is young – and not drunk, I don’t think. I steady myself, breathing deeply and squinting the tears away as I open the passenger door and lean into the car. After checking he’s still breathing, I call an ambulance. His wallet is lying on the front seat beside him and I find his driving licence inside. Born in 1994.


			Aaron. His address is on the licence, too – he lives in the next village. He was probably coming back from the pub after lock-in. But if he’s a local, he ought to have known what he was taking on, really. Ought to have been prepared.


			I remember the piggy-eyed estate agent reassuring us that the unbelievable price of our house had nothing to do with the road. That of course it wasn’t dangerous, that the spate of accidents last year happened before the farmer who owns the field opposite had taken down the cobblestone wall, replaced it with wire fencing. That it was perfectly safe now. A wonderful spot to raise a family, he’d said, one eyebrow arching at Jack.


			As I am thinking of him and his lies, the boy regains consciousness, his eyelids fluttering open like a baby waking from a nap.


			‘Stay still,’ I say, leaning across the passenger seat to squeeze his hand. ‘It’s going to be OK.’


			‘I want my mum,’ he says, beginning to cry. He starts to jerk about, to try to climb from the car.


			‘Stay still,’ I say, a little more strictly. ‘You’ll do yourself more damage if you keep moving.’


			‘Mum . . . please . . . my mum.’


			His mum. I can picture her: plump, cheeks mottled with broken thread veins, bushy eyebrows and a full smile. Proud of her son. He probably has a brother, or perhaps a younger sister. She’s still at school. Aaron. He’s her big brother, her hero. And now he’s lying here, helpless and spotty with shaving rash, a line of blood running down his cheek from underneath his baseball cap. I can’t see what’s under it, what the damage is. His breath is coming fast and shallow now, almost as though he’s sobbing. Like a fish removed from water, desperate for air.


			‘My mum . . . I want . . . my mum,’ he says, twisting his head to stare at me with eyes that seem both right here and far away at the same time. I shush him, squeeze his hand, tell him to hold on and that the ambulance will be here shortly. I tell him not to worry, say again that he’s going to be OK.


			But how do I know whether he’ll be OK? The last year has shown me how deceptive your health can be. How one minute you can be absolutely fine, and the next . . .


			The ambulance takes longer to come than it should have done. I am timing it on my phone: twelve minutes exactly. A good five minutes over the average response time. I know that Saturday nights are incredibly busy, so I’m not too surprised. But still, it’s not good enough, is it? Imagine how much blood you can lose in twelve minutes.


			They thank me, as they always do. Sometimes I recognize the paramedics, but not tonight. They always look at me with sympathy and confusion. I know what they’re thinking – why does she live here? Why doesn’t she move? Who is she? What’s her story? I wonder if they can tell that I’m younger than I look, that underneath the eye bags there’s ‘something of a beauty, like her mother’, as I once overheard someone say at one of my father’s parties.


			They strap him up, and put him on a stretcher. They don’t remove his baseball cap, so I’ll never know what was going on underneath it. I hear them muttering something about his leg. I hadn’t noticed his leg; I was too taken with the blood running down his cheek. I wait while they load him into the ambulance, squeezing his hand one last time as they take him away. The police are busy making notes; I tell them what I know. It’s cold and I’m only wearing a thin hoodie, grabbed from the rack by the door. I want to get back inside.


			As I turn to leave, one of the policewomen asks me if I’m all right. I tell her I’m fine. Because I am. Because, upsetting though it always is, nothing will ever be as upsetting as when I lost her.


			*


			I’m back in my office now.


			It’s called my office, but I don’t do any work in here, so really it’s just a sanctuary; a place to hide from the world. Jack decorated it for me, as a surprise, filling it with mid-century furniture – a rosewood desk, an original Arne Jacobsen chair, an Anglepoise, String shelving. The walls are lined in a deep brown grasscloth, the carpet a sludge green, thick pile. At the window hang slatted vertical blinds, the kind that gather dust in NHS dentists’ waiting rooms and that most people rip out, nowadays. But the scheme works. It hangs together.


			When I’m tucked away in here, Jack will sometimes pop his head round the door unexpectedly and catch me, poring over a spreadsheet. He’ll wink, smile with forced cheeriness and say something like, ‘I knew it, world domination – Round Two – not far off, then!’ and I’ll grin and nod back and wish he’d disappear.


			Jack.


			What can I say about Jack? We haven’t slept together for more than a year. He’s more interested in the rugby, now, than in sex. He has no idea how to help me. He’s kind. He liked me better when I was working.


			None of it is his fault. I can tell I’m an inconvenience now: like an ageing relative he must take care of, someone he views with nostalgic affection but at the same time wishes would hurry up and die. I’ve thought about it, a bit. Dying, I mean. But I’m a coward. Maybe if they could find a totally painless way to do it, maybe then I’d consider it. But deep down, there’s still that flame, flickering in my heart. Just a tiny amount of hope. That things will get better. That things can get better. That’s the most torturous thing of all.


			I don’t do any work in here, but I do keep track of things. Someone has to, and seeing as I’m closest to it . . . Something has to be done about the road, and I’m determined to force the Council into action. There’s a calendar pinned on the back of my door. Each day there’s an accident I mark the calendar with an A. In red if there’s been a fatality.


			I won’t have long before Jack comes to find me, so I make tonight’s notes in my file. Aaron Turner. He’s the first for three weeks. It’s been a peaceful three weeks. October has crept in with a gentle sweep, rather than a dramatic downturn. It’s still mild during the day, and the only chill is first thing in the morning – a pleasing, crisp bite that makes the air feel fresher. The winter will be worse. There’ll be more to come in the following weeks.


			From my desk I can see where Aaron’s life changed forever. I make a note of his words to me, his expression, what he was wearing, all the little pieces of his story.


			And then, pricked by shame, I take out my sketchbook and begin to draw. It’s the only way; by tomorrow, I will have forgotten the details. Those eyes, asking for his mum. I want to remember them.


		




		

			THEN


			Ash


			I’m aware that it’s not the done thing, when you’re new, to interrupt your manager in full flow. But still. When someone is so wrong, what are you supposed to do?


			‘I think,’ I say, my voice louder than intended as it cuts across the discussion, ‘you’ll find that Instagram works much better when it’s more off the cuff.’


			Helena looks at me, her eyes hardening, but not unkindly – more with surprise.


			‘Sorry?’


			‘Instagram,’ I reply, swallowing back my nerves. ‘Scheduling it will look flat, lifeless. It’s more important that it seems spontaneous, natural. And technically, you can’t schedule posts, anyway – they don’t let you. It’s nothing like Twitter.’ I’ve warmed up now. ‘And you certainly can’t try to ram a corporate message into each caption. A sure-fire way to fail. People don’t engage with that, they slag it off.’


			There’s a pause. The digital bigwigs – I haven’t quite worked out yet what they are about but they are certainly more senior than I am, and they have flown over from the US for a week of ‘onboarding’ of the new staff – stare at me as though I have interrupted them on the toilet. They’ve never even seen Instagram, let alone used it. Why the hell are they in this meeting, anyway?


			‘Well,’ Helena replies, noting the bigwigs’ response. ‘I think, you’ll find there’s not a great deal of point in having a corporate Instagram account if we don’t use it to some extent to promote the core values—’


			‘Core values?’ I interrupt.


			‘I appreciate your input . . .’ Helena begins.


			‘Listen, I don’t want to seem rude but, well, you’ve hired me for my social media expertise, right? I know what I’m talking about. I’ve curated a personal account of more than three thousand followers with barely any money, glamour or excitement in my life. Not that I don’t find my life exciting but . . . what I’m saying is: trust me. I know what I’m talking about. This is make-up. We don’t want just boring conventional pack shots borrowed from our suppliers. We need something fun, something inspirational – something about the brand, behind the scenes . . .’


			I’m in full flow, what Gran describes as ‘on a mission’, and nothing and nobody is going to stop me.


			‘Jesus, this is London! This is the glamour capital of the world.’ I’ve never been to Paris, so it’s probably true. I stand up. I read somewhere that standing gives your message gravitas, and I gesture towards the floor-to-ceiling windows, sweeping my arm across the view. ‘Look at this place! It’s so . . . cool. People think we’re cool. We’re the coolest website for cool people and our followers are cool. We need to reflect that by being cool ourselves. You know, shots of the roof terrace with our staff drinking champagne before a night out . . .’


			The bigwigs raise their eyebrows but I ignore them.


			‘Shots inside our own personal make-up bags . . . competitions . . . oh, you know the sort of thing . . . boyfriend does my make-up, that stuff!’


			‘Boyfriend does my make-up?’


			‘Yes, it’s when you get your boyfriend to do your make-up for you. And you film the results. It’s huge with YouTubers.’


			‘Yes,’ says Helena, her voice tight. ‘Thanks, Ashley, for your input. It’s appreciated, and I do see your point.’ Her tone is clear: it’s your first day, shut up and sit down.


			I cross my arms and sit, sulkily, back in my chair. I don’t care that this isn’t the ‘done thing’. What does it matter what the done thing is, if it’s so bloody wrong?


			There’s a silence that seems to stretch and stretch until it finally snaps, with Helena and one of the bigwigs both speaking at the same time.


			‘Well, this has been . . .’ he says.


			‘I think, perhaps . . .’ Helena says.


			The bigwig tails off.


			‘I think, perhaps,’ Helena repeats, ‘Ashley has a point. We did, indeed, hire her for her knowledge of this sector – of our core audience. I’d like to put together some proposals for you.’ There’s a pause and she glances across at me, then back at the suits. They’re not wearing suits, of course, but they might as well be. Dinosaurs. ‘If I may. Some mock-ups of the sort of thing that I think Ashley is referring to. We can work on them together, OK, Ashley? I’ll send them over first thing in the morning, for you to see. If you think we’re on to something, we can take it from there?’


			One of the VIPs starts fiddling with his BlackBerry. A BlackBerry, for fuck’s sake. Just shows how out of touch he is. He looks up when Helena finishes.


			‘Yes, OK, sounds great,’ he says, his voice monotone.


			‘Excellent,’ Helena replies.


			Stalemate.


			The tension is relieved by the sound of the glass door creaking open. We all look up as a man walks in. He’s somewhere in his early forties, with perfectly preened black hair, and the kind of deep tan you get from years of holidaying in the Caribbean. Even if I didn’t know who he was already, I’d be able to tell that he is important from his perfectly white teeth, his perfectly rolled-up shirtsleeves revealing a big-faced watch, and the way Helena and the other men look at him.


			‘David!’ Helena says, and there’s something in her voice, not nerves exactly, but excitement. From the flash of trepidation in her eyes, she clearly thinks a lot of him. ‘Thanks for popping by!’


			She turns to me.


			‘Ashley, I’d like you to meet David. He’s the CEO for KAMU UK.’


			David walks towards me with an outstretched hand and I stand up and shake it. The skin on his palm is smooth and his grip the perfect strength. But I see something else glinting on his other hand. Something my Google searches didn’t tell me. Of course he’s taken. I imagine his wife, always waiting for him at home as he toils at the digital coalface. Spending a life surrounded by Jo Malone candles. She’s probably called Claudia, her defining features being her long blonde hair and fabulous friends. And, of course, there’ll be two children dressed head to toe in Boden, all loose ponytails and wide toothy grins.


			‘Great to meet you,’ he says, and he sounds like he means it. ‘Helena was very pleased to have you on board, says you’re quite the trailblazer. We’re all very excited to see what you can bring to the company.’


			‘I’m very excited to see what the company can bring to me,’ I say, and they all laugh, as though I’ve made a really clever joke.


			He turns to the bigwigs. ‘Listen, guys, I’m pleased I caught you. We’ve had some feedback from the developers . . . coffee?’


			And in that moment, his charm dissipates. Helena and I no longer exist. We have been dismissed and it’s time to disappear.


			Helena pushes her chair back, stands up and closes her notebook. She clears her throat loudly and makes a big show of checking her iPhone.


			‘Sorry, sorry,’ David says. ‘How rude of me. Had you finished?’ He gives her a full smile, his eyes sweeping over her face in a manner that could almost be seen as loving, but she’s having none of it. He thinks he’s nurtured her, I realize. Taken her under his wing, made her what she is today.


			‘Yes, just about,’ she says, her voice just a tiny bit too loud, just a tiny bit rude, summoning everyone’s attention again. ‘We’ll get off and get on with that, then. Pick this up again tomorrow.’


			So much power play in one tiny meeting. But I’m pleased that Helena has put them all in their place – surprised but pleased. Perhaps I’ve underestimated her.


			‘Ashley?’ Helena says, glancing sideways at me.


			‘Sure. Let’s head,’ I reply, and I don’t know where this alien business jargon has come from. It’s certainly not something I’ve ever said before, but it slips out so easily and I want to smile with self-satisfaction.


			We leave the meeting room without saying goodbye. It’s a small thing – perhaps no one even notices – but it feels rude and it feels defiant and it feels good.


			*


			You have to visualize a goal to achieve it. It’s 9.30 p.m. I waited until everyone had left before going home for the day. Even David left before me, coming out of his glass cube and waving at me from across the empty desks as he whistled his way towards the lift. He’ll remember that I was still there, he’ll appreciate my working late on my first day. But what he won’t know is that my reluctance to leave wasn’t just to impress him.


			I double-check the maths on the train home. My new salary will cover the rent; it’ll be tight, but I can do it, and Maria has already said I can continue doing shifts at the shop on Saturdays, which will give me an extra £300 or so per month. My feet are heavy as they take me closer to the inevitable conversation and its inevitable messy ending.


			Gary.


			I always get myself into these situations, I only have myself to blame. It’s such a shame. And Gran will be so upset; the fallout will last for weeks. I run through all the possible methods of getting it done, but, like ripping off a plaster, there’s no easy or painless way to do it. I steel myself, remembering last Saturday when he rolled in at 3 a.m. and vomited all over the side of the bath, then bought me a box of Quality Street from the off-licence as some kind of apology. I deserve better.


			Any woman deserves better. Gran will understand. Eventually.


			‘Listen. There’s no easy way to say this but . . . it’s not working,’ I say, once I’ve pulled off my coat and dumped it on the arm of the sofa. Gary is sitting, as usual, in his pyjama bottoms in front of the TV. ‘I think one of us should move out.’


			‘You’re funny,’ he says.


			I sit next to him, resting my hands on my knees, and lean towards him. I adopt my most sympathetic voice – imagining that I am telling him his puppy needs to be put down.


			‘Let’s be honest here,’ I say, softly. ‘We’re drifting apart. We’re not making each other happy.’


			‘What are you going on about?’ he says, slumping back on the sofa. ‘It’s 10.30 p.m., where have you been, anyway? It was your first day at work – I’ve been waiting for you to come home. I even got us Domino’s. Ham and pineapple, no cheese.’ He gestures for me to turn round. ‘They’ll be cold now.’ He actually sounds upset about that.


			My eyes flick towards the corner of our living space – a square box with no discernible decoration or focal point. The ‘kitchen’ – comprising a four-cupboard-wide run of units – sits along one wall. I can see the pizza boxes stacked on the side, grease seeping through the cardboard.


			‘I thought you said you were going to cook?’ I say, irritated. Does he seriously think that this is impressive, that this is what every woman wants to come home to after their first day in a new job? Is he really that stupid? How have I been that stupid, not to have realized it before? I am suddenly overcome with an almost allergic reaction to his presence. I want him out, now, with his greasy cardboard pizza boxes and his questionably stained pyjama bottoms. My brain fizzes with excitement as I imagine having the studio to myself – what I could do with the place. For a start, I’ll paint the wall behind the sofa – something dramatic, a deep purple. And fill the place with plants. And some proper artwork, take down these hackneyed film posters.


			Gary’s shape swims into my vision, lumpen and unmoving on the sofa. His eyes are red and puffy, and the reason why is clear and unsurprising: a small tin left open on the coffee table, minuscule crumbs of illegal herb scattered next to it. His fingers are stained, his gingery hair slightly too long. Long enough to look lazy. He does not fit in with this picture.


			‘I don’t make you happy,’ I say, and I know I sound cold, but now I know he’s stoned I’m not sure he’ll care. I’m actually doing him a favour. It’s a liberation, of sorts. ‘Look at you. You’re miserable. You’re wasting your life. What happened to the guy I first met? The one with ambition, the one that moved off his bum in the evenings? Seriously. What about my special cooked dinner?’


			‘You know why I stopped cooking for you,’ he says. ‘Keeping up with all your faddy diets is exhausting.’ His eyes redden further, and with dread I realize he is about to cry. Oh, please don’t cry, I think. I really don’t have the energy for this.


			‘Yes, well,’ I say. ‘Like I said, we’ve drifted apart. I’m not happy. I don’t think you’re happy. I’m only twenty-five. I don’t want to continue in a relationship that doesn’t work. I’m sorry. It’s not my responsibility to make you happy. That’s just the way it is.’


			‘Why are you being like this?’ Gary says, sniffing a little. Thank God he knows not to break down in front of me.


			I turn away from him and rummage for my phone in my handbag.


			‘Well, fuck you, then!’ he says and I am momentarily impressed by this show of fire. He stands up then, pushing past me and sniffing heavily. He walks towards the bathroom, then stops and turns back. ‘I’ve got nowhere to go! For Christ’s sake, it’s nearly 11 p.m. on a Monday!’


			‘I’m sure Jamie will put you up,’ I say. I sit down with my phone, to see if I have any emails. I have to learn to stop trying to fix people. Gary is a grown-up, and I’ve tried my best. I really have. He is twenty-seven years old, he has a good job at an accountancy firm, and if he wasn’t so lazy he could have made his first million before thirty. He’s brainy enough – that was what attracted me to him in the first place. Brainy, not too arrogant. A bit tight-fisted, but frugality is never a bad thing. But the lack of ambition. Why doesn’t he understand? There’s nothing attractive, and there never will be, about someone who doesn’t use everything they have, everything they’ve been given, to try to better themselves. He’s just coasting along – working his way up at a snail’s pace, passed over for promotion by the likes of Jamie. Mental note, Ashley: no more falling in love with job titles. They mean nothing.


			I’ve got to start putting myself first. Behave like a man.


			Gary reappears in the doorway with a rucksack flung over one shoulder. He’s put some jeans on, thank God.


			‘I don’t understand,’ he says, pathetically. ‘Is it the pot? I was just bored waiting for you . . .’


			‘No, it’s not the pot . . . not just that, anyway.’ I’m tired now, and the dull ache of a migraine hovers around my temples, trying to find the right place to take hold. My stupid fib to Helena. I’ve had no caffeine since first thing this morning. How am I going to keep that up tomorrow? I look over at the kitchen, see the tin of Earl Grey waiting for me, calling me. But it’s no good. The decision has been made. No more caffeine. I stand and walk towards the tin, almost forgetting that Gary is still there, looking at me, eyes wide and pleading for an explanation.


			‘Have you got your period?’ he asks, and I almost burst out laughing.


			That’s another problem. We’ve only been dating for eight months and our sex life has fizzled out and become the odd fumbled quickie before work, or a token Sunday morning session during a ‘lie in’.


			‘Is there someone at the new job? Is that it? Someone you like the look of?’


			Not exactly, but it will do. I breathe deeply. Cruel to be kind.


			‘Yes. That’s it,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t want to upset you, but you’ve sussed it out. I guess you’ve always known me . . . always been able to read me like a book. You’re a wonderful man, Gary. Sure to make someone very happy one day. Just not me.’ I look down, contrite, then meet his eyes again.


			He gasps, his mouth making an unattractive fish-like shape. But finally, it’s done. The mention of another man is enough of a blow to unleash that small fragment of male pride he has left.


			As he turns to leave, I feel a curious but not unpleasant cocktail of emotions: relief, excitement and contempt all at once.


		




		

			NOW


			Helena


			Ash and I used to run together. Not often, because she was always faster than me, and although at the start I thought it was a good thing – to let her beat me, to let her feel superior in some way – after a while, I just got tired of struggling to keep up. Of watching her smirk slightly as I panted along behind her. She was always determined to push herself, push herself, to be seen as superhuman, and it sucked the enjoyment out of things. But still, a few times in those early months, we’d pull our leggings and trainers on at lunchtime and set off along the Regent’s Canal. She knew all the routes, had all the gear. All the gear and no idea! She’d laughed at me as I fiddled with my Fitbit, trying to work the damn thing out.


			I no longer have the Fitbit. But the motivation to run is stronger than ever. It’s the perfect morning for it, anyway – clear and crisp but not so cold that the air feels as though it’s setting fire to your lungs with each breath. I used to run for fitness, for weight loss. But now I’ve got no weight to lose, so I run for me. For headspace. Because I have to fill the day, somehow, and everyone keeps telling me how good exercise is for your mental health.


			Jack is on the phone in the kitchen as I come downstairs, dressed head to toe in black Lycra, like a woman in a very unique sort of mourning. I linger on the bottom step. There’s no point in denying what I’m doing as I strain to hear him. The old me would be horrified at the thought of it. But is it so wrong to eavesdrop, in a marriage? You could say that it was a way of trying to feel close to someone, that if you didn’t eavesdrop, then you didn’t care, and surely that was worse?


			‘We’ve tried,’ he is saying. ‘It’s the only way. Nothing else is working.’


			He is frustrated but polite – whoever he is speaking to has the upper hand, but at the same time he doesn’t respect them, he thinks they are in the wrong. I have been his partner for nearly twelve years, I know everything about him; the subtle cadences in his voice tell me more than the words ever could.


			‘It’s changed since then! You must realize that. It’s been years since . . . it’s much more effective now. I understand. Of course, of course I do. But . . .’ He gives a sharp sigh. ‘Yes, OK. Well, I’ll talk to her again. OK. I’ll speak to you later. Bye.’


			These last words leave his mouth as he turns from the kitchen and walks into the hall. He sees me, standing on the bottom step, a black ghost with sweatbands, and there’s a second where we both feel as guilty as each other.


			‘Darling,’ he says, pushing his phone into his pocket. ‘How long have you been up?’


			‘Long enough.’


			‘It’s . . . that was . . .’ he begins, but he’s a terrible liar, and so he stops.


			He knows I won’t ask him who he was speaking to. I don’t want the confrontation any more than he does.


			‘Are you going for a run?’ he says, instead. Back to the comfortable, the familiar, the mundane.


			‘Thought I’d make the most of the weather,’ I say.


			He’s wearing smart trousers and a shirt, for once, no overalls. He’d usually be in the workshop by now.


			‘What are you up to today?’


			He pretends to look at his watch but it’s deliberate, he knows the time. City habits die hard.


			‘I’m going to have a look at a potential shop later,’ he says. ‘Didn’t seem much point getting covered in sawdust beforehand. And I was going to pop out and get some groceries . . . I was worried when you didn’t come back to bed last night. I came to find you in the office but you were asleep on the sofa. I wanted to wait until you woke up, to make sure you were OK.’


			‘There was another accident. He was so young . . .’ I say. He gives a sympathetic sigh, but I can tell he’s exhausted by my angst. The kind, compassionate, eager-to-help man I fell in love with has gone, absorbed in his new-found obsession with antique hand planes. The old Jack would have been campaigning alongside me, leafleting the local area, drumming up support. But this year has changed him, just as much as it has changed me. He doesn’t care about other people’s lives being ruined when his own is no longer up to scratch.


			Charity begins at home. Her voice, again, always there with another pithy piece of advice.


			‘It’s the third this month,’ I add. ‘I’m going to phone the Council again today.’


			‘OK,’ he says, after a pause. ‘If it will make you feel better. But you know I think you should leave it, focus on yourself until . . . Listen, I ought to . . . run. Ha!’


			There’s a genuine smile, a second of normality, of the old life, the good life. He walks towards me and kisses me on the cheek.


			‘Look after yourself,’ he says, without meeting my eyes, and then he is gone.


			I wait a few minutes, watching through the bubbled glass in the front door as his car reverses slowly out of our driveway. He’s always careful now – he might pretend not to care about the accidents, but they’ve affected him too, in his own way. Once I’m sure he’s gone, I pick up my iPod, strap it to my arm, and set off. I don’t track my progress, because how can I make any progress any more, when my entire life is just running around in circles, looking for answers I’ll never find, like a hamster on a plastic wheel? Most of the time, I just run down to the stream at the bottom of our land, cross it with a jump, and head out into the woods. Where no one can see me and where the only thing that can hurt me is myself.


			*


			Today, for some reason, as I run I think of one of the last times I saw her. Me, squeezed into an office chair, heavily pregnant, my stomach like an overstretched balloon filled with sand, heavy and misshapen. Her, radiant with joy, suddenly taller and slimmer, getting what she wanted. A vampire in a cream silk blouse and navy trousers. That jet-black hair, her strangely thick skin, as though it was made of silicone, not human at all. Pale, always so pale. Those blood-red lips mouthing platitudes, telling David she could handle it, when all I wanted to do was stand up and scream to the world that she couldn’t be trusted. But I didn’t. Because I wasn’t myself; I was a greasy, bloated, sweaty version of myself who hadn’t slept properly for a month. Sleep as much as you can now or you’ll regret it when the baby comes, everyone says. But I couldn’t sleep at all, and their advice only worsened the insomnia.


			I pause to lean against a tree, my heart pounding with exertion as I think of her words to me that day, as she watched me push my chair back and leave her there.


			‘Don’t worry, Helena.’


			The smile that came after it was a smile of nothingness. A smile that might just as well have been a blank stare, for all the emotion it conveyed.


			And then the final words, the final slap, as I walked away, knowing I was leaving it all behind: my life, my work, my ambition, my everything.


			‘You just focus on your baby.’


			*


			It’s only in the last few weeks that Jack has felt able to leave me alone for a whole day like this, and even though it’s better than before, when someone was always there, watching over me, I’m not used to the silence.


			I miss him when he’s not here, and wish he wasn’t here when he is. What does that say about me?


			It’s 6 p.m., and too early even for me to go to bed. I’ve cleaned all the bathrooms (what people don’t tell you about having more than one bathroom is that you will spend your life transferring toilet rolls around), put two loads of washing on, made a chicken pie that I froze instead of eating, and tried to distract myself in front of the television. But try as I might, I can’t get the thought of David out of my head. How did he get our number here? Who could have given it to him?


			For the first time in three days, I log into my email account. I used to have a work email, of course, and it was used for everything, for my entire life. It was brimming, overfull, constantly telling me to delete, delete, delete to make space for all the people who wanted to talk to me. But I had to hand it over. So now I only have the Yahoo account that I set up as a teenager – a sad remnant of my youth, with its ridiculous address.


			HelenaSparkles@livemail.com. No she bloody doesn’t. Not any more.


			No one I care about has the address, so I rarely bother to check it, these days.


			But as I log in, I feel sure I will see his name at the top of my Inbox, and there he is, buried between offers from fashionable clothes stores I used to shop in, and organic food delivery companies (for people who think that a potato is somehow better if it comes in a dirty crate and costs twice as much as in the supermarket). He has found me. Or rather, he has found Helena Sparkles, RIP.


			Once upon a time, seeing that name in my Inbox filled me with excitement. The brightest person I’d ever met; the person I was so desperate to impress: David Marlow.


			As the subject line, he’s chosen a word that might as well have been Fuck You: Opportunity.


			I hesitate for several seconds. Is the best course of action to simply delete it unread?


			The cursor hovers over the tiny trash icon next to his name. It’s so tempting. To bin him. To throw him away, both literally and metaphorically. But I don’t. Of course I don’t.


			Instead, I do what any sane person would do and open the email, and I read it, even though I know what the email is going to say. Because this is David, and David doesn’t do small talk, or time-wasting, or surprises.


			From: DavidM@kamu.com


			Subject: Opportunity


			Helena


			How are you? Other than hard to track down. I understand it’s been a tough year, but I might have something that you’d be interested in – that, more importantly, you’d enjoy. Can we talk? Or meet? Give me a ring when you can – number’s the same as before.


			Cheers


			David


			I shut his email. So far, so predictable. As I am pondering my response, I idly go through the motions. The same series of webpages every day, over and over and over. It has become something like second nature – an autopilot task, like brushing my teeth or putting my knickers on. I click, and click again, my eyes scanning, flicking back and forth, finding nothing of interest. The main company page is so corporate now; no mention of the management team. But I still look, every day, just in case. And today I’m lucky. There it is, the hit I am looking for, the satisfactory reward for my stalking. A small two-sentence teaser post on the company’s LinkedIn page. Cryptic, giving everything and nothing away all at once.


			Typical of her.


			Some exciting news coming up at KAMU! Watch this space!


			Rage boils inside me at the arrogance of it, thinking people give a shit.


			Although, of course, here I am, doing exactly that.
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