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To Emma




‘They have chosen to be boxed up in games.’


H.G. Wells, The Croquet Player (1936)


 


‘The actions of the players are up to a certain point personal moves – i.e. dependent upon their free decision – and beyond this point chance moves, the probabilities being characteristics of the player in question.’


John von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern, Theory of Games and Economic Behaviour (1953)


 


‘Live in the game, and die in it!’


Herman Melville, Moby-Dick (1851)




1


How to Cheat at Croquet


August 2006, the last days of summer


Alex looked down at the blue ball between his feet, wishing he didn’t have to go first. He shuffled backwards, wriggled his toes, adjusted his balance so his weight was evenly distributed across his heels and the balls of his feet. He let the mallet swing in his left hand, like a pendulum or metronome, the ribs rubbing against his palm. The Kentish sun was warm on the back of his neck; the wood was warm in his fingers. His prescription sunglasses had slipped down his nose. He pushed them back into place then seized the mallet halfway down, arresting its movement. He lined its head up behind the ball, glanced at the hoop six yards away, looked back down at the blue ball between his feet.


‘Everything all right, Alex?’ Clare asked.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’


‘No rush,’ Victoria said. ‘Take all the time you need.’


‘Within reason,’ Henry said.


Alex tilted the mallet back between his legs, and swung. The blue ball barrelled across the lawn and into a hosta in the flowerbed at the far end. It had missed the first hoop by six inches.


‘Bugger,’ Alex said.


‘Didn’t it go through?’ Vic asked.


‘No,’ said Henry. 


Clare stifled a laugh.


‘You didn’t have to do that, Alex, you know,’ Henry said. ‘House rules. We’re playing no roquets before you’ve been through the first hoop. Or had you forgotten? Would you like to take the shot again?’


‘No,’ Alex said. ‘Thanks.’ Henry’s house rules were the only rules he’d ever played by. He had once, ten years ago, come across a copy of the official croquet rules in a secondhand bookshop; the game it described, as far as he could make sense of it, bore little resemblance to the game Henry made his friends play when they stayed at his parents’ house in the university holidays – they might as well have been hitting hedgehogs with flamingos. Alex had thought those days were long behind them. If he’d known there was going to be compulsory croquet at Henry and Vic’s this weekend, he’d have worn a different pair of shoes. And a looser pair of trousers (Henry, showing off his calves, was in knee-length red denim shorts). He wouldn’t have drunk so much at lunchtime, either. Saturday afternoon croquet was all very well in theory, but in practice had too much in common with the ritual humiliations of sports day at primary school.


Henry positioned the red ball on the baulk line, looked up once towards the hoop, then down towards the ball, and gave it a firm tap. It stopped a foot short of its target. Henry smiled. Alex smiled too. ‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘You should get through next go.’


‘Hope so,’ Henry said.


‘What do you think I should do, partner?’ Vic asked.


Alex looked thoughtful. ‘Play it safe probably,’ he said. ‘Hit it gently, leave it a foot or so behind Henry. That way you’ll be sure of getting through next time. And you’ll be blocking Clare.’


‘There’s no need to be vindictive,’ Clare said.


‘Just playing the game,’ Alex said.


‘Are you now.’


‘I think I’ll just try to go through,’ Vic said, dropping the black ball on the grass. She pulled her dark blonde hair back into a ponytail, snapping it in place with an electric-blue elastic she took out of her pocket.


‘Maybe you want to position it a bit more carefully?’ Alex said.


Vic shrugged. ‘It’s okay there, I think,’ she said, picking up her mallet.


Alex was about to tell her she was holding it too close to the top to control her swing properly, but as she leaned down to take her shot he got an accidental eyeful of tanned cleavage, and was left speechless by the way her breasts framed her obscene grip on the ribbed mallet handle. She hit the black ball hard, striking down into the grass. The ball bounced into the air, hopped over Henry’s ball, dropped through the hoop, and rolled halfway to the next one. Her mallet had left a deep divot in the lawn.


‘Nice shot,’ Clare said.


‘Did it go through?’ Vic asked.


‘Yes,’ said Henry.


Vic laughed. ‘That was lucky,’ she said.


Alex said nothing as he went to retrieve his ball from the clutches of the hosta. As he placed it on the lawn, one assiduous mallet’s length in, Vic’s ball rolled through the second hoop. With her next shot she nudged it towards Alex’s. The black kissed the blue with a gratifying snap. Alex stood back in admiration as Vic bent over the balls. Her dark blue jeans, like her white T-shirt, were tight, but not too tight. A perfect fit. She adjusted her stance, shifting her weight from one wedge sandal to the other with a sway of the hips. The blue ball rocketed back to the start of the course; the black went off at a right angle towards the third hoop.


‘Which way do I go through this one?’ Vic asked.


‘Uphill,’ Henry called, indicating the direction with a sweep of his arm. ‘Away from the flowerbed.’


Vic set herself up on the flowerbed side of the hoop. Alex walked after his ball, hoping no one had noticed him rearranging himself inside his trousers. He looked up at the climbing rose sprawled across the back of the house, dozens of dead heads lolling in the late August heat. Clare and Henry were discussing tactics in a conspiratorial murmur.


‘How was your dirty weekend in Prague?’ Henry asked as Alex joined them.


‘Birthday weekend, you mean,’ Clare said.


‘That’s what I said.’


‘And we went to Berlin.’


‘Of course. Nice?’


‘Yes, very nice. Surprisingly clean.’


‘Berlin?’


‘The weekend.’


Alex blushed, because Clare was telling the disappointing truth. He supposed that Henry and Vic, who had been together for only five years compared to Alex and Clare’s ten, had more and more various sex on an average Wednesday than he and Clare managed in six months in their cramped bedroom in Tufnell Park. He’d hoped that a holiday, a change of scene, might rekindle their sex life – though his inability to articulate what he wanted without resorting to the clichés of the agony column wasn’t a promising sign – but nothing had happened. The weekend in Berlin, to celebrate their second wedding anniversary as well as Clare’s thirtieth birthday, had been nice enough in many respects; but sex-wise it had been, as Clare hadn’t quite said, all too predictably clean. So perhaps it shouldn’t have been very surprising, however embarrassing it was, that he was getting turned on by something so innocent, so staid, so sexlessly middle-aged, as a session of mixed-doubles croquet.


It was Clare’s turn. She brushed aside the lock of dark brown hair falling across her face and tucked it behind her ear. She made sure the balls were in line, and struck the yellow firmly. It smacked into the red, knocking it through the hoop and coming to rest itself just on the near side.


Henry looked up from his phone. ‘Nice,’ he murmured.


‘Got any messages?’ Alex called.


‘What?’ Henry said. He looked at his phone again. ‘Oh, I see. No.’


Alex was in a tricky position. Not having been through the first hoop, he couldn’t roquet either Henry’s or Clare’s ball. Since Clare had nudged Henry through, however, Henry would be able to attack Alex next go. Ideally, he would go through the hoop now, roquet red, come back round and smash Clare into the furthest flowerbed. But the yellow was blocking his way. 


‘Why don’t you just come over here?’ Vic called.


But Alex had a better idea: to replicate her daring opener. He would leapfrog yellow, go through the hoop and wreak havoc, dispatching Henry into the flowerbed and sending Clare to the far side of the lawn, where Vic could make merciless use of her.


His mallet gouged a healthy chunk of turf out of the lawn. The blue ball dribbled forward a few inches, stopping well short of the yellow.


‘Bugger,’ Alex said.


‘Didn’t it go through?’ Vic asked.


‘No,’ said Henry.


Clare stifled a laugh.


‘Shall I?’ Henry asked, raising an eyebrow at Clare.


‘There’s no need to be vindictive,’ Alex said.


‘Just playing the game,’ said Clare.


Henry retraced the path his ball had taken through the hoop to roquet Clare, put her through, send Alex off once more among the hostas, and leave his own ball near Clare’s, setting them both up for the second hoop.


Alex left his ball in the flowerbed and went to discuss tactics with his teammate. Having gone through the third hoop, she was squatting on her heels, estimating the velocity required to reach and disrupt her opponents. A tanned strip of skin was visible between her jeans and the pink lace band of her knickers. Alex glanced over to see if Clare or Henry had spotted him staring down the back of Vic’s trousers. Perhaps his sunglasses didn’t obscure his eyes as well as he imagined. But they were talking and laughing together, and paying no attention to him. Vic stood up and hit her ball across the lawn. Black struck yellow with a resounding crack.


‘Why don’t you fish your ball out of the flowerbed?’ she said over her shoulder as she walked away, hips swaying, diamond studs flashing in her ears, to lay waste to her opponents.


Clare and Henry stepped aside as Vic casually reversed, once again, the dynamic of the game. By the time she’d finished, yellow was on the wrong side of the second hoop, red was in the furthest flowerbed, blue was almost in a position to go through the first hoop, and black was standing by to lend him a hand.


‘What do you think I should do?’ Clare called to Henry as he was bringing his ball back onto the lawn.


He shrugged. ‘It’s up to you really. You could either set yourself up, or come over here. Whatever you want.’


She sent her ball scudding over the grass to join his.


‘Who’s been through what again?’ Vic asked.


‘You’ve been through three hoops,’ Henry said, ‘Clare and I have both been through one, and Alex has yet to go through any.’


‘What shall I do?’ Alex asked Vic’s breasts. A few millimetres of pink lace were visible inside the neckline of her T-shirt. Clare never wore matching underwear.


‘Set yourself up, maybe?’ Vic suggested.


He obeyed.


Henry roqueted Clare, and sent them both back across the lawn to the second hoop.


Vic roqueted Alex, and put him, at last, through the first hoop.


Clare manoeuvred first the red ball and then the yellow through the second hoop, and sent them on to the third.


Alex, finding himself in the game all of a sudden, decided he ought to try a little harder – and, miraculously, managed to roquet Vic’s ball. ‘Just you wait, you fuckers,’ he said to Clare and Henry as he nestled the blue ball against the black, their snug curves reminding him of Vic’s jeans. He set himself up for the second hoop, but then failed to go through, clunking instead into one of its legs. ‘Bugger.’


Henry steered first yellow then red through the third hoop, before sending them both smartly up the lawn towards the fourth. He and Clare sauntered along behind, in step.


Vic had given up pretending not to know what was going on. She put Alex through the second hoop with a powerful shot, ricocheting the blue ball off the leg of the hoop and blasting the black diagonally across the lawn towards red and yellow. She used yellow to split the hoop, went through, sent yellow into a flowerbed, knocked red most of the way towards blue, and then positioned herself near the third hoop. ‘You can use me to put yourself through,’ she explained to Alex.


‘Great,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’


‘I think I’ll just keep out of harm’s way,’ Clare said.


‘Good thinking,’ said Henry. 


Working closely together, Clare and Henry got through the fourth and fifth hoops without too much difficulty, though Vic was able to slow them down for long enough to bring Alex up level – he helped a little, going through the fourth hoop unassisted – while finding time to nip through the fifth herself, too.


It was when everyone was on the sixth and final hoop that Vic made her first and only error of the game.


‘How many circuits are we doing?’ Alex asked.


Henry opened his mouth to reply.


‘One,’ said Vic, through gritted teeth.


She had disposed of red and yellow, banishing them to opposite corners of the lawn, and roqueted blue. A straight line ran from Alex’s ball through the final hoop to the post. Vic placed the black behind the blue. The other dimensions of the universe fell away, everything narrowing to that single line. In two strokes, Vic – and, nominally, Alex – would have won the game. She exhaled, and swung.


The blue ball whanged into the leg of the hoop and bounced back a few inches. Black still had a clear run through.


‘Shit,’ Vic said.


‘Just go through and peg out,’ Alex said, sensing an opportunity for heroism, a last-minute chance to earn his place on the winners’ podium beside Vic. He imagined hugging her in celebration. ‘I don’t think even I’d be able to miss that one.’


‘Okay,’ she said. She tapped her ball through the hoop and on to the post. Alex watched as she bent down to pick up her ball before walking away. If he stared hard enough, perhaps the shape of her would sear itself onto his retinas for ever, like sunspots. ‘I’ll make a start on supper,’ she said over her shoulder as she disappeared into the house.


‘Good thinking,’ said Henry.


Clare dug her ball from the flowerbed and positioned it on the lawn. She cast a predatory eye towards the final hoop, and Alex’s ball beside it – exposed, alone, vulnerable. The setting sun was behind her. Her shadow stretched out across the grass. If she lifted her arm above her head, Alex thought, it would reach the blue ball.


With Vic’s disappearance into the house, it was as if a spell had been lifted from the garden. Alex blinked, shook his head, wondered at his foolishness. The sun, low in the sky behind his wife, lit her heroically as, slender and dignified, she prepared for her shot. He couldn’t see clearly – but didn’t need to, could imagine without seeing – the arch of her eyebrows as she frowned with concentration, the strong lines of her nose and cheekbones, the muscles around her mouth, the glint in her grey eyes. She tucked her hair behind her ear. The gesture was as familiar to him as the feel of his front teeth against his tongue. He willed her ball to go wherever she wanted. He didn’t notice the way Henry was looking at her too.


Clare swung her mallet. The yellow ball flew hard and fast along the path of her shadow.
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Frisbee


The muffled sound of stately ragtime seeped through the gaps between the warped Victorian windows and their frames. Henry paused on the doorstep. Through the pale wooden slats of the Venetian blind he could see Clare sitting at the piano. Overhead, pigeons wheezed in the gutters. It was one of those warm afternoons in late September that he liked better than any other time of year. Fine weather in the spring and summer he felt was his due; but a stolen moment like this, when summer had spilled over into autumn, as wrong as rain in July, was a surprise gift, an illicit pleasure. He shifted the weight of his overnight bag – or baise-en-ville, as a French girlfriend had once called it – across to his other shoulder and rang the bell.


Clare improvised a rest of half a beat.


‘I’ll get it,’ Alex called, hurrying through from the kitchen, undoing his apron as he skidded down the hall in his socks.


‘Henry!’ he said, throwing the door open. ‘Good to see you.’


‘Thanks for having me.’


‘Any time.’


Clare watched from the doorway of the front room as the men hugged awkwardly, slapping each other on the back and pretending to make a joke out of it. Henry’s bag slid round and knocked against Alex’s waist.


‘Thanks for bringing the rocks,’ Alex said, detaching himself.


Henry laughed politely. ‘Laptop,’ he said, patting the case as he shrugged the strap higher on his shoulder. ‘I need it for the presentation tomorrow.’


‘Of course. Well, come on in.’


‘Smells good.’


‘Roast pork. Hope that’s okay.’


‘Delicious. Hello, Clare.’


She walked calmly over to him. ‘Hello, Henry,’ she said.


They kissed each other on both cheeks, like the old friends they were.


‘It’s good to see you,’ Henry said, his hands lingering comfortably on her shoulders.


‘You too. You’re very brown. How was Greece?’


‘As you’d expect: sunny, sandy, sea-y.’


‘Why don’t you show Henry to his room and I’ll put some drinks together,’ Alex said. ‘Gin and tonic all right for you?’


‘Sounds good.’


‘Here you go,’ Clare said, opening the bedroom door. ‘There’s a clean towel there for you.’


‘Thanks,’ Henry said, going in, pausing for a heartbeat as he brushed past her, not quite touching, but close enough for the thin aura of warm air that surrounded him to mingle with hers.


She watched as he swung his bag from his shoulder onto a chair, turned to her and smiled.


‘This is great,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’


They stood like that for a few moments, not moving, looking at each other across the room, the bed silent and pristine between them.


‘How’s work?’ he asked.


‘Fine, thanks.’ She folded her arms. ‘You?’


‘I’ll let you know tomorrow.’


She laughed politely. ‘How’s Victoria?’


‘Fine,’ he said, scratching the back of his neck. ‘Fine. Very well. Thanks. Sends her love.’


Clare doubted that. But this was anyway a conversation that neither of them wanted to have. ‘I should go and see if Alex needs any help with anything,’ she said. ‘I’ll leave you to unpack.’


They both looked at his minimal luggage.


‘Sure thing,’ he said. ‘See you in a minute.’


She returned to the front room and sat back down at the piano. Not sure what she wanted, rather wishing that Henry hadn’t come, she thumped through the opening bars of Chopin’s unduly cheerful Polonaise in A major.


In the bathroom to piss and wash his hands before going down to lunch, Henry looked at Alex and Clare’s toothbrushes kissing in the mug on the shelf beside the basin, and wished that he hadn’t come.


Opening the oven to the fizz of boiling pork fat and a great gust of steam that fogged his glasses, Alex stepped back smiling to let the heat and mist clear. ‘Lunch in ten minutes,’ he called out happily. He couldn’t remember the last time the three of them, and only the three of them, had spent time together. He still missed the days, or rather nights, at university, when they’d known each other only a matter of months, but felt as if they’d been friends all their lives, when they would spend countless hours in each other’s company, staying up till sunrise because whatever time it was, it was always early – days that seemed now as if they belonged to a different lifetime. He tried to say as much when they were sitting down to lunch, sunlight streaming through the window, XFM playing quietly on the stereo.


‘I don’t think things really have changed,’ Clare said. ‘It’s just that the people who used to ask you where you went to school now ask you what you do, and complain about their work and mortgages rather than essay crises and overdrafts. Nice wine, Henry.’


‘Thanks,’ Henry said. ‘I get it from a wholesaler who lives locally. If you buy it that way it’s half the price.’


‘Twice the fun,’ Alex said.


‘Fifty per cent cheaper than 0891,’ Henry said.


‘Gay cruise!’ in unison.


‘I can’t believe you still remember that,’ Clare said.


‘Don’t tell me you don’t,’ Alex said. ‘All those half-naked men lifting weights. I don’t suppose you get those ads anymore, do you? Though maybe it’s just that I watch a lot less TV at three in the morning than I used to.’


‘It’s all online now I think,’ Henry said. ‘Gaydar and all that.’


‘Where straight people never see it,’ Clare said. ‘Which is a pity.’


‘Is it Gaydar you’re meeting with tomorrow?’ Alex asked.


‘No one so exciting, unfortunately. How’s your work going?’


Alex shrugged. ‘Long hours, tedious contracts, the usual.’


‘Big paycheques.’


Alex laughed. ‘Big enough.’


‘More than,’ Clare said.


‘Though once we’ve paid the mortgage on this place,’ Alex began.


‘What did I tell you?’ Clare interrupted. ‘Two for two.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Nothing, sorry. Go on.’


‘Clare’s work is much more interesting than mine,’ Alex said. ‘She’s got some great books coming out this autumn.’


‘Such as?’ Henry asked him.


Alex half opened his mouth. Henry and Clare both looked at him expectantly. ‘She’ll be able to tell you better than me. I’ll just get it wrong.’


‘There’s nothing that special,’ she said. ‘The list is fine. I’ll give you a catalogue if you want.’


‘I’d like that. Thanks.’


The conversation paused. Pulp’s ‘Common People’ came on the radio.


‘Oh god, turn it off,’ Clare said.


‘You always hated this song,’ Henry said.


‘Because it’s so hypocritical: he’s attacking the rich girl for simultaneously romanticising and denigrating English working-class life, when that’s exactly what he’s doing, too.’


‘Catchy tune though.’


Alex turned the radio off. ‘How’s Vic?’ he asked.


‘She’s fine, thank you. Sends her love.’


Clare looked at Henry. He was still handsome, had the same openness about him he’d always had, the same curl of friendly amusement in his mouth, the same reassuring strength to his body, even if he was a bit on the heavy side now, and his sandy hair was thinner than it once had been. 


‘If you want I can order a few cases for you,’ he was saying. ‘You can pick them up next time you come and stay.’ 


He looked at her.


She smiled reflexively. Gin and tonic, conversation about wine, Sunday lunch: we’re turning into our parents, she thought. No, worse, they were turning into Alex’s parents. No, worst of all, they’d already turned into them. And they didn’t even have children to make them boring. What was their excuse? And what would they have thought when they were nineteen if they could have seen themselves now?


After lunch, Henry and Clare fumbled laughing through a Schubert duet on the piano. ‘That has to be the most horrible noise I’ve ever heard,’ Alex said. ‘Why don’t we go for a walk on the Heath? It’s a beautiful day.’


And so it was. A few translucent clouds drifted across a clear sky above Hampstead Heath, propelled by a gentle wind that now and then ruffled the leaves, which were just beginning to turn. The autumn afternoon light threw precise shadows, distinguishing everything with pleasingly sharp outlines, as if the trees and houses were wearing eyeliner. On Parliament Hill, a pair of optimistic kite flyers were struggling against the calm weather. Their kites – one striped like a wasp, the other like a Union Jack – fluttered into the air, twitched and flapped, then drifted back to earth. A squadron of crows wheeled overhead. The three friends strolled below them in companionable silence.


Clare’s mind strayed back once again to that weekend in August at Henry’s house. Perhaps nothing would have happened if they hadn’t played croquet on the Saturday afternoon. Fucking croquet. Before she met Henry she’d only come across the game in Little Women and Heathers. A group of them had once played, in a collectively ironic frame of mind, at Henry’s parents’ house as part of a decadent weekend ten years earlier. But in 1996 Clare had also protested against the Newbury bypass; worked nights stretching polyester covers, in several shades of grey, onto carseat headrests; taken ecstasy and stayed up past dawn dancing to techno. It had all been playacting of one kind or another, as she had half-realised at the time. Much of what she did now – going to work, owning half a mortgage, being married – still felt like playacting, but her repertoire had been sadly reduced, and here she was, barely thirty years old, indulging in gin and croquet without a road protest, factory floor or nightclub in sight. With every stroke of the mallet that afternoon, a small part of her soul had died. But that was no reason not to try to win. Nor was it an excuse for what had happened next, though it might have been among the reasons for it.


Her thoughts were interrupted by a low-flying frisbee, which tapped against her knee and clattered to the ground. She looked across to see a slim-built man in his early forties running apologetically towards them. A boy with his arms folded was scowling at him. Clare bent down to pick up the frisbee, took a few steps forward and sent the fluorescent yellow disk skimming along the air towards the angry infant. The man stopped running, leaned forward and put his hands on his thighs to catch his breath. ‘Thanks,’ he said, turning to admire the frisbee’s line of flight – clean, horizontal and unwavering – giving for a few seconds the impression that it could continue on that course for ever, like a surfer catching a wave that would never break, as if it had found a magical tangent along which it was able to evade the earth’s gravitational pull. 


‘No problem,’ said Clare, watching the grumpy little boy fumble the frisbee to the ground, pick it up and launch it wobbling towards a slightly larger, more serene-looking boy a few feet away.


‘Kids,’ said the man, whether as announcement or apology she didn’t know, but it was superfluous either way.


‘They yours?’ Clare asked.


The man pointed at the cross child. ‘That one is. The other boy’s his friend. You have any?’


‘No,’ Clare said, perhaps rather too emphatically. ‘I mean, not yet.’


The man nodded. ‘It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, it’s lovely,’ she said.


The frisbee was arcing through the air towards them. Henry ran up to intercept it, flicked it nimbly back towards one of the boys. ‘Hello,’ he said.


‘Hello,’ the man said. ‘Your, er’ – he glanced down at Clare’s hand, her wedding ring glinting in the sunlight – ‘wife has been showing up my lack of frisbee skills.’ The frisbee dropped at his feet. ‘See what I mean?’ He picked it up, chucked it to his son’s friend, who threw it back towards the adults.


Henry laughed, pinching the frisbee effortlessly out of the air and throwing it behind his back to the other boy.


‘Show off,’ Clare said.


‘Nice catch!’ Henry called. 


The boy tried to copy Henry. The frisbee flew off in the wrong direction. It landed on the path, spun round a few times, nearly fell flat to the ground, but caught itself, or was caught by a gust of wind, flipped onto its edge, and rolled off down the hill.


‘I’ll get it,’ called Alex, who’d been hovering at the edge of the group, waiting hopefully, in his usual passive way, for someone to pass the frisbee to him.


‘Oh, we’re not married,’ Henry said to the father. ‘That’s to say, we are married – only not to each other. My wife’s not in town. I mean, I – we – don’t live in town. Got a place down in Kent, in the country. I’m up on business, staying with Clare – and Alex, obviously.’ He gestured towards Alex, still in pursuit of the frisbee, which was accelerating away down the hill like the runaway pancake. ‘They’re old friends. I mean, it’s not as if my wife doesn’t know what I’m up to. Not that I – we’re – “up to” anything, so to speak.’ He coughed.


Clare had backed away, and was looking at him from beneath raised eyebrows. The man nodded and lifted his hands. ‘Thanks again,’ he said.


‘What the fuck was all that about?’ Clare asked, in semi-amusement, as they turned away. ‘Hello, stranger. We’re not adulterers, if that’s what you’re thinking.’


‘Aren’t we?’ Henry said, looking out across London, as if trying to focus on the Crystal Palace radio mast far away to the south-east. 


‘I don’t think so,’ Clare said. ‘I mean, I’m glad we did – I wouldn’t want to have lived my whole life without knowing, without ever once having – but there’s Alex, and I love Alex, and there’s Victoria – and you – and the way things are now, we’re all still friends – aren’t we? – and I’d like to keep it that way. Not that it wasn’t, I mean – it was kind of wonderful, a wonderful – indiscretion – but let’s keep it that way, let’s not turn it into something complicated and sordid and – and full of deceit. I don’t want – I don’t want anyone to get hurt.’ She fell silent, and looked out across the city, waiting for him – only inches away from her, but the distance seemed to expand with every moment that he didn’t speak – to say something. Her mind reached irresistibly back to that Sunday afternoon five weeks ago, Victoria and Alex watching the football, and she had gone down to the converted outhouse where Henry worked, the look of happy surprise on his face as he turned to see her closing the door behind her, the combined sense of purpose and vertigo as she crossed the room, took his face in her hands and kissed him. The vertigo came back as she stood looking across London, waiting for him to tell her she was wrong.


Clare was right, Henry knew. For fifteen years he’d had a policy of no romantic entanglements – which is to say, no fucking – with girls who were already his friends. It kept things simple, and separate, and clear. What had happened with Clare – or rather the fallout from it, i.e. what was happening now – was complicated, and confused, and opaque. It was like swimming in mud, while having to pretend he was in crystal waters. Twelve years ago, Clare had tried to argue, theoretically, that sex could be thought of as ‘an extrapolation of friendship’. Alex, all too obviously hoping to get in her pants, had nodded in vigorous agreement. Henry had conceded that it could, of course, in theory, but was better if it wasn’t. He was more sure now than ever that he’d been right. But that didn’t stop him wanting her. He remembered the look on her face, full of resolve and desire, when she had come to him that afternoon in August. It gave him a hard-on just thinking about it. He put his hand in his pocket and discreetly shifted his cock to a less uncomfortable angle. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Don’t let’s spoil things.’


She shivered. ‘What’s happened to Alex?’


Alex was toiling back up the hill, recovered frisbee in hand, feeling like a disgruntled Labrador, if that wasn’t an oxymoron. He paused for breath, considered throwing the frisbee ahead of him, either to one of the children or to Henry – whichever would be less likely to humiliate him. He didn’t trust himself to throw it straight. If it went wide of one of the small boys, it might look like their fault rather than his. But Henry would probably be able to compensate for any error on his part, running to snatch the frisbee from the air if it veered off course, perhaps making them both look good in the process. He opened his mouth to shout to his friend, looked up to see where he was and prepared to visualise the trajectory he wanted the frisbee to take, hoping his motor neurons and muscle fibres would be able to perform the necessary unconscious calculations, the vectors and parabolas.


Up on the ridge line, Clare and Henry came into focus. For an instant he didn’t recognise them, their posture so unfamiliar they looked like strangers: standing close, leaning in but not touching, an intimacy between them that Alex had never seen before. Anyone who didn’t know them would assume they were a couple. They had the air – if they were figures in a painting or a sculpture, he’d have said they had the composition – of two people who were sleeping with each other. Clare put a casual hand on Henry’s sleeve. He took his hands from his pockets, turned to look where she was looking. Arms synchronised, they waved to Alex.


Alex clamped his mouth shut, walked on, handed the frisbee back to the father, who thanked him: ‘That was above and beyond.’


‘My pleasure,’ Alex smiled and nodded. He continued towards Clare and Henry, who had stepped apart from each other and were standing in silence as they watched his approach. He was still undecided as to what, if anything, he would say when he reached them. Perhaps something nicely ambiguous to sound them out, like: ‘What’s going on?’ Which they would respond to guiltily if they had something to feel guilty about.


The waspish kite and the Union Jack crashed into each other and plummeted towards the ground. Alex stumbled backwards, out of their way. At the last minute a small gust of wind caught the waspish one and sent it scudding sideways at head height towards Henry and Clare. Clare flicked her head to look at it, leaned back, watched as it zipped past in front of her, smack into Henry’s face.


Alex couldn’t help smiling. It seemed, just for a moment, as if the universe were bending itself to his unconscious will. There was no need to say anything. The wind and gravity had said it for him. He toiled on.


‘Oh shit,’ the kite flyer was shouting, running towards Henry and Clare. ‘Oh shit. I’m so sorry. You all right, mate?’


Henry took his hand away from his eye. Blood pooled in his left nostril and trickled down his upper lip. He tried to lick it away. It dripped from his chin onto the toe of his white trainer. ‘I will be,’ he said. ‘I can still see, anyway. You should be more careful.’


‘I will, sorry. Can I …?’


‘I think it’s better if you do nothing,’ Henry said, pinching his nose and wiping his shoe on the grass.


Clare burst out laughing.
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Crosswords


‘Before lent car crashes into van, mangling it, I’m inside, a learner (8)’. ‘Ludicrous notion (4,6)’. Henry sighed, put down the paper and looked out the window. The train was just pulling into Sevenoaks. He could see the faint reflection of his bruised and swollen face superimposed on a grimy brick wall. He didn’t really enjoy crosswords; he certainly wasn’t any good at them. But he couldn’t concentrate on anything else, and needed distracting from the confrontation ahead. He knew it was a foolish thing to do. No good would come of the confession. But it wasn’t fair for Vic not to know. It would possibly mean the end of their marriage, at least for a while, and would certainly mean the end of his friendship with Clare and Alex. But that was surely over already, had disintegrated, in fact, the moment Clare kissed him, even if the dust from its collapse had only settled yesterday. He looked again at the crossword. ‘Rubbish outfit time (7)’.


‘Garbage’. Vic filled in the final clue. Today’s crossword was even easier than usual. She sighed, put the paper down and looked out the window at the garden. It was a beautiful autumn day. She wished Henry was there. It had been her idea that he stay with Alex and Clare before his meeting in London. She had tried over the years, she really had, but she couldn’t find it in herself to like any of Henry’s university friends, with their tedious stories of generic student exploits, and the way they all assumed that since they had known Henry first, they must therefore know him better than she did. And Clare was the worst of them, the most unreasonably possessive of the lot, the way she literally looked down her big nose at Vic as bad as Alex’s gawping at her boobs. Something had happened between the three of them on the weekend that Alex and Clare came to stay. Henry denied it when she asked him, and she wasn’t really interested in the details – they’d stayed up drinking whisky and dredging their shared past long after she’d gone to bed, happy to leave them to it – but the atmosphere had been strained when they said goodbye and Henry had made no effort to communicate with them since. So Vic had suggested he invite himself to stay with them, and she hoped they’d worked out whatever it was that needed working out. It was an arrangement that ought to suit everyone: Henry got to see his friends, and she didn’t have to.


But now she wished he was home, that she hadn’t come back from the GP to an empty house. She hadn’t really been expecting the test to be positive. She’d always had a vague sense that only teenagers got pregnant by mistake, whereas women in their thirties could have babies only if they ‘tried for’ them – though ‘accidents’ sometimes happened two or three kids down the line, and she’d been twenty-five the only time she’d thought she might be pregnant before. At least this time she could be sure it was Henry’s.


A few years ago, long before they moved in together, when they still lived in separate one-bedroom flats in different parts of north London, when they’d only been going out for a few months, when neither of them knew how serious it was, or was going to be, Henry and Vic had made a kind of pact, or bet, or strange agreement. 


They were drunk and naked, slumped on the sofa in the living room of Vic’s flat, sticky from sex, watching TV. Henry went to the fridge for another bottle of wine. Vic browsed through the channels. ‘Oh look!’ she said. ‘John Cusack.’


‘John Cusack?’ Henry said, refilling her wine glass and spilling some on her breasts. It trickled down across her tan line. He knelt to kiss it from her nipple, settled back against the cushions and refilled his glass. 


Vic leaned back into the corner of the sofa, extending her legs, resting her calves across his thighs. The action reminded Henry of a cat stretching. He ran a finger along her shinbone. ‘You need to shave your legs,’ he said.


‘No I don’t,’ she said. ‘I’m growing them.’


‘Longer legs? I’ll drink to that.’ He topped up their glasses. She took the blanket from the back of the sofa and wrapped it round her shoulders.


‘He looks a bit like Tim, doesn’t he,’ Henry said.


‘Who?’


‘Tim, your ex. Remember him?’


‘Yes. I mean, who looks like him?’


‘John Cusack.’


‘Oh. No,’ Vic said too quickly. Tim didn’t look much like John Cusack. But the person who really didn’t look like John Cusack – the person who, if you were trying to think of famous people they looked like, you’d never in a million years say John Cusack – was Henry. Oops.


‘If you say so,’ Henry said. ‘I mean, you should know. But to me, he looks a bit like Tim.’


‘Well, maybe. But so what if he does? Tim and I broke up months ago.’


‘There’s no need to be so defensive: I’m only joking. But you’ve got to wonder, when someone who looks like your ex comes on TV and you get all excited about it. It’s a bit – suggestive, that’s all.’


‘Well I’d still say Tim was good-looking, objectively speaking. But I don’t fancy him anymore.’


Henry drained his glass, and said nothing.


‘Oh come on,’ Vic said. ‘Like you never look at another girl and think she’s good-looking. I saw the way you were looking at that waitress tonight. Are you seriously trying to tell me you didn’t fancy her?’


‘Oh, sure. Of course I did. You know, objectively speaking.’


‘So if you weren’t going out with me, and you met her at a party, you wouldn’t try it on? If you weren’t going out with me?’


‘Maybe, sure, if we weren’t going out. But we are, so it doesn’t really apply.’


‘You feel inhibited by our relationship.’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘So you do want to sleep with other women.’


‘No I don’t. You’re turning this all upside-down. This is crazy talk.’


‘No it’s not. I’m not sure I don’t want to sleep with other men. I mean, I certainly don’t feel ready to say I’ll never sleep with another man again in my whole life.’


‘That’s okay. I’m not asking you to marry me.’


‘I know. But I worry. I worry I should be sure I don’t want to sleep with anyone else, and I’m not.’


‘Are you breaking up with me?’


‘No. No: absolutely not. I just think maybe, maybe – to be certain, I mean – maybe we should have a, what do you call it, a time out, a get-out-of-jail-free moment.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Like this weekend: maybe, on Saturday night, we should go out separately, and each sleep with someone else. Or not, if we find we don’t want to. But maybe we should be allowed to. So we can know, for certain, that we only want each other.’


‘Are you being serious?’


‘I think so.’


‘I’ll think about it,’ he said. ‘Shall we go to bed?’


‘So,’ Henry said the next morning, pouring the coffee. ‘Are you still serious, about what you suggested last night?’


‘What?’


‘You know, about making this Saturday night a kind of, what did you call it? Like a private carnival.’


‘Oh, that,’ Vic said, rubbing her temple. ‘I’ve got a killer hangover. No, not really. I was drunk. Forget about it. Oh, crap. I’m going to be late for work again. I really must stop drinking on Wednesday nights. See you tonight?’


Vic sat at her desk, not working. Apart from the hangover, she was worried about what she might have set in motion with her unguarded remarks the night before. She’d been telling the truth, meant everything she’d said, but the trouble – or part of the trouble – was that saying it out loud had made it cease to be true: voicing the concern had been enough to dispel it. She was now sure, for the moment at least, that she didn’t want to sleep with anyone apart from Henry. Though she didn’t much want to sleep with him just at the minute, partly because of the hangover, and partly because of his reaction to her expressing her doubts. Henry had not treated it as a thought experiment. When he’d brought it up again at breakfast she’d been repelled, but she had to admit that it had been her idea. Was it possible she unconsciously wanted Henry to sleep with someone else to give her an excuse to dump him? 


She pressed her fingers against her temples. There was an email from the office manager canvassing staff opinions on ‘the advisability of installing automated and frequency-adjustable fragrance dispensers in the rest rooms’. She deleted it, then retrieved it from the recycle bin. It was the best email she’d received all week. She read it again, thought about forwarding it to Henry, deleted it again. This direct-marketing mail-shot wasn’t going to write itself. She made a mental note to kill the next person who suggested that advertising copywriting was a glamorous profession. Though who did, really, apart from her parents? And what did they know? Her mother hadn’t worked since Vic was born; her father was a phone engineer. ‘Oh, how interesting,’ Henry’s mother had said, the one, excruciating time their parents had met. ‘So we both work in communication.’ Madeleine ran a PR firm. They were in a bar at the National Theatre. By appalling coincidence, both sets of parents had tickets to see My Fair Lady on the same evening. Henry had thought it would be nice if the six of them had a drink beforehand; Vic had acquiesced.


‘I suppose so,’ Trevor said, laughing politely. If he’d had a hat, Vic thought, he’d have doffed it. She wanted him to disagree, to point out that his work actually enabled communication, whereas Madeleine’s deliberately distorted it – as, admittedly, did Vic’s. Her parents had nothing to be ashamed of, but she was ashamed of their deference. It wasn’t as if they really felt deferential – she was sure her father privately despised Henry’s parents – so why behave like it? It didn’t help that, when she was alone with Henry’s mother, they got on pretty well. Madeleine could be funny, at least. Henry’s father, however, was an overbearing bore. ‘Can I get you another one of those, Linda?’ he asked. Vic’s mother simpered into her tonic water. ‘No, thank you.’


Idiot, Vic thought. She shook her head, got down to work.


‘All right,’ she said that evening, after half a bottle of wine. ‘Let’s do this thing. Saturday night. We’re both free to sleep with whoever we want to, no repercussions. To clear the air.’ She focused on the middle distance beyond Henry’s shoulder, to avoid seeing whatever expression might have formed on his face.


Vic’s plan for Saturday was to go out with her friend Amy somewhere on Upper Street, somewhere that did good, strong cocktails, get really drunk, and try not to think about Henry. 
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