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  For my father




  

    Michael


  




  I’m so proud to be your daughter.




  

    You are the best and bravest man I know.
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  Kate




  Whenever I read in the newspaper about a mother who’s abandoned her children and run off to Spain, or a wife who popped out to the shops and never came back, I never

  think, ‘God, that’s awful. How could she?’ I think, ‘I wish I had the guts to do that.’




  I suppress the thought, of course, and quickly count my blessings: two healthy children (well, teenagers now); good husband (loyal, certainly, a wonderful father); great job . . .




  But seriously: how do these women have the balls?




  Think of the young mother-of-three, blindly folding laundry while her taxi idles in the driveway, pathetically determined that at least the children will have clean T-shirts when she’s

  gone. Or the devoted wife of twenty-seven years (with a suitcase that’s been packed for nineteen), waving her youngest off to college and then calmly putting the dishes in to soak before

  slipping out of the kitchen and closing the back door behind her for the very last time.




  It’s awful for those left behind, of course; only one step down from suicide in terms of selfishness, I suppose. But not a decision taken lightly. Not, in fact, a decision at all,

  it seems to me suddenly, but an imperative: an impulse as violent and impossible to ignore as vomiting or giving birth.




  I’d never actually do it, of course. Responsible, happily married women like me don’t just quit.




  I put the emerald gloves down on the glass sales counter. The girl behind it – to call her an assistant would be to imply that she has, in some way, assisted me – stops

  texting and looks up. ‘You want to pay for those?’




  No, I think drily, I’d rather shoplift them, if only to spare us both the effort. But no doubt my mother will change her mind about the colour, and exchanging them will be so much easier

  with a receipt.




  I realize my jaundiced inner voice sounds increasingly like Eleanor herself. It’s not an uplifting thought.




  The salesgirl pulls out her white earbuds and lets them dangle round her neck so the tinny back-beat of music scratches at my nerves. She prods the gloves as if I’ve presented her with a

  dead mouse. ‘There’s no price tag.’




  As I approach my fortieth birthday, I’ve found a curious thing is happening: I finally seem to be growing a spine. I send back bottles of wine when they’re corked, where once

  I’d have grimaced and politely choked them down; I tell queue-jumpers to take their place behind me instead of grumbling sotto voce in that peculiarly British way and permitting them to shove

  ahead. I’m a perpetual source of embarrassment to my children – no surprise there: it is, after all, part of my job description as a parent – but, less palatably, also to my

  husband, whose mission, I have discovered over fifteen years of marriage, is to find the line of least resistance and then set up camp there. None of my new-found courage extends to my family, of

  course. When it comes to standing up to Ned, the children or my mother, I have all the backbone of a minced jellyfish.




  Resolutely, I hold my nerve and stare the salesgirl down. With an audible sigh, she yields and disappears. My head throbs painfully. I just want to buy a pair of gloves.




  Of course I knew, when my mother asked me at breakfast to ‘pop into Selfridges’, that it wouldn’t take the five minutes she blithely predicted. It took fifteen minutes, in

  fact, just to walk to the department store from my office in Curzon Street, another twenty to find the precise shade of emerald to match my mother’s scarf, and five – so far –

  trying to pay. Which has left me just enough time to get back for my crucial two o’clock meeting and none at all for lunch.




  I should have said no. I should have told Eleanor that my job is on the line, has been on the line for months now, and that if she wants me to continue paying her mortgage, never mind

  mine, I don’t have time to go shopping for gloves.




  Naturally, I didn’t. I can cope, you see. I can do it all.




  I check my watch. I could leave Selfridges now and brave my mother’s stoic disappointment, or come back at nine, after work, and take the late train home, the slow train that stops at

  every single station between Waterloo and Salisbury. Or I can just wait.




  I press the fingers of my right hand against the inside of my left wrist, fighting the sudden, unfamiliar flare of panic. Indecision is a new sensation for me. I’ve always known

  what to do. Instantly, no second-guessing. It’s why Forde Williams pays me the big bucks. But for the first time in my working life, I’m starting to question whether it’s worth

  it.




  Work has been my sanctuary and salvation for as long as I can remember. For the past eighteen months, however, Trey Hamilton, Paul Forde’s new protégé, has worked tirelessly

  to manoeuvre me into the cold. Paul should have protected me, of course; quite apart from the fact that I’ve given his company fifteen years of loyal service, sixteen-hour days, truncated

  holidays and lost Bank Holiday weekends, I’m the best Client Service Director he’s ever had, and – on merit – the natural choice to take over the advertising company when he

  retires in five years’ time. But I’m a woman, and the new wunderkind is a man, and I’m thirty-nine, and Trey Hamilton has only just turned twenty-eight, and in the world of

  advertising, experience and loyalty are worth far less than a youthful penis.




  It’s difficult enough, in this economy, to see off our commercial rivals without having to worry about friendly fire. I’m tired, so very tired, of fighting the very people who

  should be watching out for me.




  And not just at the office. Ninety per cent of my rows with Ned are because he thinks I work too hard. He’s fed up with cooking his own dinner at night and waking to an empty bed in the

  morning. But what my happily-stay-at-home husband forgets is that it’s my salary paying two sets of school fees – three when my nephew starts prep school in September – and two

  mortgages. And if my husband is really that keen to see more of me, he could always agree to move closer to London as I’ve begged him to do for the past nine years.




  A dragging pain gnaws at my abdomen. There are days when I wish I could unplug myself like a computer; simply cease, for a while, to be. Would anyone actually notice if I wasn’t here? I

  suppose they would when they were left standing in the rain, or if there was no food in the fridge, or warm, wet hole to thrust into in bed.




  The salesgirl finally returns with a second pair of gloves complete with the elusive price tag. I hand over my credit card, praying it won’t be declined again, and once more check my

  watch. I can’t miss this meeting, much as I might want to; it’s simply too important.




  My mobile rings as I step onto the escalator. ‘Eleanor,’ I sigh, ‘I can’t talk now.’




  ‘Oh, that’s all right, dear. I was just calling to tell you not to bother with the gloves. I don’t need them any more.’




  It takes me a moment to find my voice. ‘Do you have any idea how much trouble I’ve gone to?’ I manage. ‘Do you, Eleanor?’




  ‘Well, dear, that’s why I asked Agness to pick them up for me when she went into Salisbury at lunchtime. To save you the trouble.’




  ‘Agness? Agness is at school.’




  ‘Agness is here with me.’




  For the second time in as many minutes, I’m lost for words.




  ‘They’re the perfect shade,’ Eleanor says contentedly, ‘Saint Patrick green. I don’t know where she found them, but—’




  I reach the bottom of the escalator and step to the side, out of the way. ‘Let me talk to her, please.’




  ‘There’s no need to get upset, dear. She has a half-day—’




  ‘She does not have a half-day! Eleanor, please let me talk to her!’




  ‘Really, Katherine. I’m sure she knows if she has a half-day or not.’




  Agness is truculent and unrepentant when she comes to the phone. ‘No need to have a cow, Mum. I told Dad I was going to Salisbury.’




  ‘Your father knew you were skipping school?’




  ‘Stu-dy day,’ Agness sing-songs.




  There are moments when I could kill Ned. He knows perfectly well Agness doesn’t have study days. She’s only fourteen; her school, wise to the ways of teenage girls, only grants study

  days to A-level students in their final year. But it’s easier to pretend he believes her than to confront her and deal with the consequences. That particular pleasure is left to me.




  My phone beeps with an urgent email from Paul Forde. If I don’t get to this wretched meeting now and save my career, Agness won’t be the only one with study days to spare.




  ‘We’ll talk about this when I get home,’ I say tightly.




  ‘Brianna said I could spend the night with her . . .’




  ‘Well, I say you can’t.’




  ‘I don’t know why you’re picking on me!’ Agness cries. ‘Guy’s smoking pot! I suppose you’re going to let him get away with it just ’cause

  he’s a boy?’




  Guy’s smoking pot? ‘We’re not talking about your brother—’




  ‘Half-brother,’ Agness snipes.




  God give me strength.




  ‘Agness, tell your grandmother I want—’




  I’m talking to myself. Agness has hung up on me.




  I don’t have the energy to ring back and berate her. Pain drills behind my temples. Eleanor, work, the situation with Ned (yet to be resolved after this weekend’s rows), Agness, the

  parlous state of our finances, even the discovery that my stepson is smoking pot – any one of these scenarios I could deal with in isolation. Two or three of them even. But all of them

  combined is suddenly too much, even for me. I need a break, a gap in the clouds, just for five minutes. If I could just get a decent night’s sleep before the next crisis breaks, a chance to

  catch my breath . . .




  But it doesn’t work that way. There are no days off from motherhood or marriage.




  Outside the department store, I turn the collar of my coat up against the freezing April rain. I’ll have to flag down a cab: I’ll never make it back to the office in time if I

  don’t. Although in this weather, of course, I’ll be lucky to find one.




  But for once, luck is on my side. A taxi pulls into the kerb beside me to let its passenger alight, and I have one hand on the door before the previous fare has even opened it.




  Five minutes’ peace, that’s all I ask.




  
 





  Three days before




  Ned




  I’m having a pint with the boys at the Lamb and Flag when I remember I’m supposed to be at home celebrating my wedding anniversary.




  Actually, to be strictly accurate, it’s Joe who remembers.




  ‘Mate,’ he says, ‘shouldn’t you be getting back?’




  ‘What are you, my mother?’ I drain my glass. ‘Your round, mate.’




  ‘I’m not kidding, Ned. Chloe bumped into Kate at the farmers’ market earlier today buying fancy bloody artichokes for your anniversary dinner.’ He gives me a nudge.

  ‘Looks like you could be in luck tonight.’




  Christ! I nearly choke on my beer. Kate’ll go fucking nuts if I miss our anniversary again.




  Neil smirks into his pint. ‘Better get your arse in gear, mate. You won’t be getting any if you’re late.’




  I force a relaxed grin and wave to the barmaid. ‘Over here, love. Just ’cause you’re pussy-whipped, boys, doesn’t mean we all are. It’s sorted. We’ve got time

  for one more.’




  Two more, as it turns out. I’m for the high-jump already, so there’s no point going home to face the music sober. By the time I fall out of the pub and start back up the hill,

  it’s nearly nine. I haven’t got her a card or a present. Shit. I suppose I can’t turn up completely empty-handed or I’ll never hear the end of it.




  I stop by the Shell garage and grab a bunch of yellow carnations from a bucket outside. They look pretty pathetic on their own, so I go back for the entire bucketful. Ripping off the cellophane,

  I cram them together and admire the result. Who needs bloody expensive florists? Might as well push the boat out and pick up a box of chocolates. The selection’s pretty shitty, but it’s

  the thought that counts, right? I’d buy her diamonds if I had the money, she knows that.




  The house in is half-darkness when I get home. I let myself quietly in by the back door and get a whiff of something good on the stove. Roast lamb. My mouth waters. Kate’s a great chef,

  but she only cooks properly twice a year: Christmas and our anniversary. The rest of the time I have to fend for myself. Never mind It’s in the oven, you just have to warm it up.

  That’s not what I call putting a meal on the table. I don’t mind about me, of course: It’s the kids I’m thinking of. They should be able to come home to a proper dinner, not

  some bloody warmed-over lasagne or shepherd’s pie, even if it is home-made.




  I lift the saucepan lid. Joe was right: artichokes. Though they look a bit over-cooked to me.




  She’s gone to town in the dining room, I notice warily as I go into the hall. Candles, napkins, posh wine glasses, the works. Lucky I stopped off for the flowers and chocolates. It’s

  not a big one like our fucking twentieth or something, is it? I do the maths as quickly as four pints and a whisky chaser allow. Aggie’s just turned fourteen, so that’s what? Fifteen

  years. Relief floods through me. Yeah, it’s just our fifteenth. I was still working at the Reading Evening News; I missed the Jerusalem bombing because we were on our honeymoon. There

  was a local connection with one of the victims, and some little arse-wipe on the sports desk got it while I was still stuck in sodding Barbados. Beginning of the bloody end of my career.




  ‘Kate?’ I call. I cough and try again. ‘Darling?’




  I track her to the sitting room, where she’s curled neatly on the sofa. There’s a book on her lap and a glass in her hand, but I’m not fooled. She’s about as relaxed as a

  choirboy in a room full of nonces.




  I proffer my bountiful armful of flowers. They look a bit sad now. ‘For you.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Kate says, ignoring them.




  I lay them awkwardly on the top of the piano and hand over the chocolates. Kate tosses them on the sofa beside her. ‘Lovely.’




  ‘What time did you get back?’ I try brightly.




  ‘Four. I told you I was taking the afternoon off.’




  ‘Did you?’




  Kate swings her feet off the sofa. ‘Are you hungry?’




  Tension eases out of me. She can’t be that pissed off, then, or dinner would be in the bin. I’ll get a couple of glasses of wine into her, let her witter on for a bit about work,

  then take her upstairs and really make it up to her. Foreplay and everything. We’ll be fine after that.




  She bends to pull the lamb out of the oven, and I eye her arse appreciatively. ‘Smells wonderful,’ I enthuse.




  ‘It’s burnt.’




  I reach over and tear a sliver of meat off the bone. ‘Tastes great to me.’




  Kate carves while I open the wine, then silently dishes up the artichokes and garlic roast potatoes. She doesn’t bang or clatter round the kitchen, but I can tell I’m not quite off

  the hook yet. She hands me my plate and I meekly follow her back to the dining room and take my place opposite her.




  ‘You look different,’ I say brightly as she sits down. ‘New dress?’




  ‘You gave it to me last Christmas. Well. You gave me one like it. In a size sixteen.’




  ‘Sweet sixteen . . .’




  ‘I’ve been a size twelve for as long as you’ve known me.’




  ‘Whatever. I like that dress. It makes your tits look huge.’




  Kate bridles. ‘When did you turn into such a boor?’




  ‘When did you turn into such a prig?’ I snap back before I can help myself.




  She shoves her plate away. Blast. I’m the arsehole who’s in the wrong here, not her.




  ‘Sorry, sorry.’ I hold up my hands. ‘Forget I said that. It’s just the beer talking.’




  ‘How many have you had?’




  ‘Just a couple.’




  ‘You’ve had more than a couple. I’m surprised you managed to walk home.’




  ‘Look,’ I sigh, ‘are you going to be like this all night? Because I could live without it, to be honest.’




  ‘You could live without it? I spend all afternoon cooking your favourite meal and you can’t even be bothered to—’




  ‘Look, Kate. Darling. I’m sorry. I forgot our wedding anniversary. So does ninety per cent of the male population at one time or another. You know I didn’t mean to. It’s

  not the end of the world. We don’t have to let it spoil our—’




  ‘It has nothing to do with forgetting. You remember the name of every bloody horse in the National going back twenty years without any difficulty.’




  ‘For God’s sake!’ I exclaim, flinging down my napkin. ‘It’s just one day! I’m still married to you the other three hundred and sixty-four, aren’t

  I? I’m still here, day in, day out. Why does one damn day out of the whole year have to matter so bloody much?’




  ‘Because it shows I matter!’




  Christ. What is it with women?




  ‘Look. Is it your hormones?’ I ask, striving for patience. ‘Because ever since—’




  ‘It’s not my fucking hormones!’




  Suddenly she looks like she’s going to cry. Kate never cries. Or says fuck, for that matter. She’s made of Teflon; no matter what gets thrown at her, it just slides right

  off.




  I’m not a complete Neanderthal. I love my wife; though if I live to be a hundred I’ll never bloody understand her. I get up from the table and go round to her side. ‘Of course

  you matter to me,’ I sigh, pulling her towards me. For a long moment she stays stiff and unyielding within the circle of my arms. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t buy you a proper

  present,’ I murmur into her hair. ‘I’m sorry I forgot to send you flowers. I’m sorry I stayed out late with the boys and ruined dinner. You’re right. I should have

  made the effort. I won’t make the same mistake again.’




  ‘That’s what you said last year.’




  ‘And still you stayed with me,’ I tease.




  She buries her face in my shoulder. ‘Only just.’




  I stroke her hair, relieved that the storm has passed. Kate angry I can cope with, but, as we discovered a few months ago, a Kate in tears is well beyond my remit. ‘OK, where’s my

  present?’ I demand playfully, getting the night back on track. ‘I know you’ve got me one. You might as well give it to me now.’




  She hesitates and then disentangles herself, gets up and opens a drawer in the sideboard. I take the small wrapped package she hands me.




  ‘Not the new Kawasaki, then?’




  She cracks a small smile. ‘Couldn’t afford the wrapping paper.’




  I open the gift. A William Henry pocket knife. It’s awesome: a folded Damascus steel blade with a sheen on it that looks like oil on water, a mother-of-pearl handle and a hand-stitched

  ostrich-skin case. It’s an heirloom knife, something passed down from father to son, and I know it cost more than I earn in a month. She might as well have sliced my balls off with the damn

  thing.




  ‘You shouldn’t have,’ I say, and mean it.




  ‘I know you’ve always wanted one,’ she says, pleased.




  I wanted to earn it, not be given it by my ball-breaking wife.




  Suddenly I’m stone-cold sober. ‘Let’s go to bed,’ I say, pulling her by the hand.




  ‘We haven’t had dessert—’




  ‘Who needs dessert when I have you?’




  ‘Ned—’




  But I’m not in the mood for yet another brush-off. I propel her up the stairs ahead of me, my hands skimming the thin jersey of her dress, and her nipples jump to attention as I graze her

  breasts. My cock throbs painfully in my jeans, and I press myself against her arse, which I have to admit isn’t as soft as it used to be. She could do with putting on some weight. She must

  have lost a stone in the past two months.




  Kate twists away from me as we reach the bedroom. ‘I can’t. I’ve got my period.’




  ‘So? You know I don’t mind.’ I slide my hand into her bra and pinch her nipple. Thank God her tits haven’t shrivelled up too. She’s always had such nice breasts.

  ‘Throw a towel on the bed. Or change the sheets in the morning.’




  ‘I’m really not in the mood . . .’




  ‘You will be,’ I say thickly.




  I pull my shirt over my head and unbuckle my jeans. Kate’s still just standing there like a shop dummy, so I ease her back on the bed and unbutton her dress, peeling it off her body. After

  a moment, her hands slide around my back, and her legs reluctantly open. I can almost hear them creak, it’s been so bloody long. I push her thighs further apart with my knee, scooping her

  breasts out of her lacy bra and sucking on them as my fingers fumble between her legs.




  ‘I thought you said you had your period?’ I ask after a moment.




  ‘I do. I mean, I did—’




  Kate flushes. I laugh, totally unfazed; it’s not often I catch my wife out in a lie. It makes a nice change for the boot to be on the other foot.




  My fingers probe her pussy. She’s wet and ready for me, even if she won’t admit it.




  ‘You know you want this as much as I do,’ I say hoarsely. ‘Stop being mad, Kate. What happened wasn’t my fault, you know that. I’m a good husband. I don’t

  look at other women. I take care of our kids. I love you—’




  ‘You don’t notice me.’




  ‘I notice you. I’m noticing you right now,’ I add, sliding off my boxers. I run my hand down her body, still more or less firm in all the right places. ‘God,

  you’re beautiful. Just as beautiful as the day I married you.’




  Despite herself, she moans softly as I finger her clit. I smile to myself. I knew it. Needs to get back on the horse, that’s all. Women like Kate are so bloody independent, wanting to be

  in control all the time. Something goes wrong and they see it as a personal failure. Kate bitches that I never take responsibility for anything, but the truth is she never bloody lets me.

  Except in the bedroom. The one place I’ve always called the shots. She’s never had much confidence between the sheets. Like too many bloody women, she’s obsessed with the way she

  looks, but the real problem isn’t in the mirror, it’s in her head. She just can’t relax. When we met, she’d never had an orgasm she hadn’t given herself. It took me

  two years to get her to chill out enough to come; and trust me, it wasn’t lack of experience on my part.




  I thrust two fingers inside her, and as her juices flood into my hand, I position myself between her legs, my cock nudging her wet cunt. She’s hot and tight when I enter her, and I cover

  her body with mine, lifting her legs onto my shoulders so I can fuck her harder.




  A telltale flush spreads across her cheeks and she lets out short, sharp little barks, clawing the sheets. Her head goes back like she’s crossing a finishing line, and I feel her cunt

  clench around my cock as she comes. Moments later I shoot my own wad. Short and sweet, the way I know she likes it.




  I roll off her and grope for my boxers, wishing she wasn’t so fucking anal about smoking in bed. Fifteen years, and I still miss that post-shag fag.




  She doesn’t move, and for a moment I wonder if she’s fallen asleep.




  ‘It’s my hair,’ she says into the darkness, her voice thick. ‘I had it cut. It’s my hair that’s different.’




  
 





  Kate




  You don’t run out on your husband because he’s forgotten your wedding anniversary, even if it is for the third year running. If that were the criterion for divorce,

  we’d all be going it alone.




  I’m not running out on my husband, though he certainly deserves it. I just want some peace and quiet to think for five minutes.




  The cab driver twists round in his seat. ‘Which terminal, love?’




  Well, perhaps a little more than five minutes.




  ‘Terminal Four,’ I say, as if I know where I’m going.




  Terminal Four? The airport? Are you insane?




  No, but if I don’t get a break from my life, I soon will be.




  It’s as if there are two people in my head: the stranger in charge of this ridiculous teenage escapade, this escape, and normal Kate, responsible Kate, the Kate I have known myself

  to be for nearly forty years.




  This is crazy. Any moment, I’m going to tell the cabbie to do a U-turn and head back to the office. For God’s sake, I have a meeting to get to.




  Where you can watch some spotty teenager steal everything you’ve worked for in the last sixteen years?




  A sign for the M4 and Heathrow flashes past. As soon as we get off the flyover, I’ll tell the cabbie to head straight back into town. Married women of nearly forty don’t walk out of

  their lives because they’re having a bad day. At least, not women like me. I’m not a teenager any more. I can’t just take off because things are getting on top of me. I’m an

  adult. I have children. A husband. Responsibilities.




  My chest tightens again and I press the pulse point on my wrist. Breathe, Kate.




  The Monday mid-afternoon traffic is surprisingly light. Before I know it, we’re actually on the M4. Somehow another mile goes past, and another, and still I sit mutely in the back of the

  black cab.




  The driver takes the exit for Terminal Four. I try to think calmly. I don’t have to get out of the cab when it pulls up at the airport. I can just tell the driver there’s been a

  change of plan and go back to the office and no one will even know this happened. It’s not too late. I can still stop this.




  Except that I’m not sure I can. Crazy Kate, Rebel Kate, is in control, and she’s not listening to me.




  As if from a distance, I watch myself get out of the cab and pay, and then carefully tuck the receipt into my purse and put it back in my handbag, next to the passport I’ve kept zipped in

  there since the day I started work, just in case. In case of what, I’ve never stopped to ask myself.




  I walk into the terminal with absolutely no idea what I’m going to do next.




  Hail another cab or get the Tube back into town, of course. This nonsense has gone on long enough.




  And then what? Go back to work so you can witness the death of your career? Back to a life in which you’re important to your family not for who you are but for what you

  do?




  Back to Ned, who couldn’t be bothered to remember your anniversary and wouldn’t notice if you served dinner stark naked as long as there was ketchup with it?




  My sensible low-heeled court shoes click confidently across the marble concourse as if my feet know where they’re going. Despite everything, I still love my husband, but if I have to stay

  and listen to him lie to me one more time, I’m not sure how long I will. Two months ago, he let me down when it mattered most, and it has taken everything I have to forgive him. I know, too,

  what he does in Winchester, even though I pretend not to. I realize how close the house of cards is to tumbling down. What I don’t yet know is what I’m going to do about it.




  I stop in front of a bank of monitors, staring at a flickering screen of destinations. Abu Dhabi, Houston, Moscow, Tokyo, Belgrade, Casablanca. Casablanca! Imagine if I actually went

  through with this and got on a plane. Play it once, Sam. For old times’ sake.




  I need to find my way back to the Tube. It’s after three; Paul Forde’s probably spitting feathers, wondering why I’m not at the meeting.




  I’m suddenly caught up in a wave of excited chattering Italian teenagers heading towards the check-in desks. I try to get out of their way, but it’s like battling an undertow, and

  after a moment I give up and drift.




  Suddenly I realize I’ve known where I’m going all along.




  The address isn’t stored in my iPhone. I haven’t looked it up in years, yet it’s there, on my tongue, as familiar as if I’ve asked for it every day.

  ‘Via Appia Antica, duecento set-tanta, per favore.’




  A thousand fragmented images and tastes and smells kaleidoscope in my mind’s eye. Twirling a forkful of spaghetti puttanesca, the rich, spicy sauce dribbling down my chin. Scooping up a

  handful of cool water and splashing my face from a fountain in a shadowed courtyard, sweat trickling between my shoulder blades. The sudden scent of lemon and thyme as a door opens in a city wall

  and unexpectedly reveals a hidden garden. The hollow sound of feet running up stone stairs, a couple rowing in a language that makes even the most furious insult sound like a Shakespearean sonnet.

  The sewing-machine song of a Vespa zinging down a narrow side street. The taste of rough red Chianti. Strong arms easing me back against a picnic blanket that scratches my sunburned legs even as

  they open. The giddy, unquenchable, intoxicating feeling of falling in love for the first time. Alessio. Not my first lover, not quite; but certainly the first man to break my heart.




  The taxi driver repeats the address back to me and swerves from the kerb into the hectic Italian traffic. I brace myself against the door and open the window a crack to let in the balmy night

  air. Rome in April is ten degrees warmer than London, already holding the promise of summer, and I gratefully pull off my wool suit jacket and undo several of the buttons on my grey silk

  blouse.




  The driver catches my gaze appreciatively in the rear-view mirror, and I quickly do two of them up again.




  I lean my head against the cool glass. Whatever fever drove me to this recklessness has passed just as suddenly. Now I need to find a way to put it right. It’s nearly nine o’clock in

  England, but Ned won’t have missed me yet since I’m rarely home before ten on a weeknight. He won’t notice I’m not there until the morning, when there’s no one to drag

  Agness and Guy out of bed, but it won’t strike him as strange. He’ll think I came home after he went to bed, and then went into the office early, before he got up, as I often do. I can

  spend the night with Julia and get a taxi back to the airport first thing in the morning. I’ll square things with Paul Forde somehow. I’ll be back in London before anyone but the cat

  notices I’m gone.




  Stop kidding yourself. You haven’t come all this way just to stay for a few hours.




  For more than half my life, Julia was the person dearest to me in the world. From our first day in nursery school, we were inseparable. I never had to ask if she was on my side; it was a given,

  as fixed as the sun rising in the east. We had more fun washing dishes together to pay our way through university than I’ve ever had at Forde’s. I used to think you earned serious money

  for doing a serious job. In actuality, it’s just to make the bullshit easier to swallow.




  Julia was the one who made Italy happen. That glorious, hedonistic summer the year I turned twenty-one, before Ned, before work, before Guy and Agness. The summer I finally escaped from my

  father, the summer Julia and I claimed as our own, my first – and last – taste of real freedom.




  I don’t usually dwell on the past, but suddenly I miss being young; not for the taut skin and firm breasts and high-powered metabolism, though I wish I’d known then that that was as

  good as it gets, but for all the unwritten pages that lie ahead. I miss the belief that the world is essentially good, and that those parts of it that are not can still be changed.




  It’s not just my body that was more resilient then. My spirit was, too.




  We pass through a small village on the outskirts of Rome, and jolt over cobble stones the size of dinner plates, as we reach the ancient Appian Way. Five minutes later, the driver slows to a

  halt in front of a pair of large wrought-iron gates with the number 270 written in white paint on the boulder to one side.




  ‘Duecento settanta,’ the driver says firmly as I hesitate in the back of the cab.




  I pay him and climb out. I’m still standing in the driveway wondering if I should get back into the cab and go back to the airport after all when the driver roars off, making the decision

  for me.




  There was no dramatic row or parting of the ways. After she decided to stay on in Rome at the end of that magical summer, Julia and I simply grew apart, divided in the end not by geography or

  lifestyle, nor even by Ned, but by motherhood: I had children, and she did not. We belonged to different tribes, each speaking a language the other couldn’t understand. For a year or two

  after Agness was born, we tried; Julia sent her new goddaughter impractical Tiffany bangles and hand-painted porcelain cups, and I responded with gummy photographs and newsy letters, but we both

  knew the heart had gone from our friendship. All we had in common was the past. The last time I saw her was when she came back to England for her father’s funeral, not long after

  Agness’s second birthday. She didn’t stay long.




  The fact that she disapproved so strongly of Ned certainly didn’t help. The only time her opinion ever chimed with Eleanor’s was on the subject of my husband. Both tried to talk me

  out of marrying him, right up to the moment I walked down the aisle; quite literally, in Julia’s case.




  ‘He’s a decent guy, Kate, but the two of you are running on completely different tracks,’ Julia pleaded as she straightened my train in the church sacristy. ‘It’s

  not too late. Your career is just taking off, but he’s never going to set the world on fire. You’ll end up carrying him if you’re not careful, and he’ll hate you for

  it.’




  ‘That’s not fair. You don’t know him like I do. He loves me. And I love him.’




  ‘He’s an escape route,’ she said tartly, ‘not a soul mate. If it wasn’t for your father, you wouldn’t look at him twice.’




  She’d hit the nail on the head, of course. What I felt when I first saw Ned in the supermarket, struggling to pick up cereal boxes as fast as his small son could tumble them to the ground,

  wasn’t love, or even lust, but the recognition that here was a man who needed me more than I needed him. As I stepped in to help, scooping up the child and organizing the man, I knew

  instinctively that I’d be safe with him. I was used to being needed. It was what I needed to survive.




  Ned was the one who asked me out, but I sensed from the beginning that it would never go any further unless I took charge. Ned was still reeling from the surprise of finding himself married

  once; to have expected him to take the initiative a second time round would have been hoping for the moon. So it fell to me to organize our first date and our first weekend away, to raise the

  subject of living together and, later, marriage. I didn’t mind; I’d had enough of being bossed around by a man to last me a lifetime, and had no intention of jumping from the paternal

  frying pan into the marital fire.




  I didn’t ever fool myself into thinking we were Romeo and Juliet, but Ned was practical and masculine. He could fix a car and build a kitchen cabinet and replaster a wall. An investigative

  reporter with the Reading Evening News, back then he had zeal and energy and determination. I thought Julia was wrong. We were a good match, even if our relationship wasn’t the

  most passionate in the world. I did love him. We were comfortable, compatible. Ned would look after me without threatening my hard-won independence. He was proud of my fierce ambition and

  burgeoning career. I had no idea then that it had nothing to do with me. He just wanted someone to take care of him, to pick up where his indulgent mother had left off, and I stepped into the

  breach.




  I love my husband, even now, despite the casual cruelty of his betrayal two months ago, or the recklessness that nearly wrecked all our lives. I know that, if asked, he’d say he loved me

  too. But the truth is that he has no idea who I am any more: how I feel, what I think. Worse still, he makes it clear over and over again that he doesn’t care. Fifteen years of marriage and

  he still forgets that I hate chocolate. He’s watched me dress and undress a thousand times, but couldn’t begin to tell you my size, and wouldn’t think to check the clothes in my

  wardrobe so he’d get it right. He believes sex is the answer to everything, but still pushes his fingers inside me just as I’m starting to get aroused, even though I’ve told him

  how much I hate it. He couldn’t name a single person I work with, or the colour of my eyes. He gave me a fax machine for my last birthday, and he refuses to see why his failure to remember

  our anniversary matters. How can he love someone he doesn’t know?




  Julia was right. I’ve carried not just Ned but the entire weight of our marriage since the day I walked down the aisle.




  I push open the old iron gates, still unprotected by locks or alarms, and close them behind me. Julia and I could never have afforded to rent a place in this upscale part of town if she

  hadn’t bewitched the nephew of an old lady who owned a huge estate here. Vincenzo was clearly the apple of his aunt’s eye, and thanks to him, the old lady offered us an artisan cottage

  on her property in return for a peppercorn rent and the dubious pleasure of our company as we occasionally wheeled her around the grounds. She must have been in her seventies back then. I wonder if

  she can possibly still be alive, or if all this now belongs to Vincenzo.




  I stumble up the unpaved driveway in my court shoes, tripping occasionally in the dark. As far as I remember, it’s about a quarter of a mile from the gates to the main house the old lady

  used to live in, and then another quarter of a mile to the artisan cottage at the rear of the estate. I can’t see any lights in either the main house or the cottage. It occurs to me – a

  little late in the day – that the whole estate may have long since been sold, and that Julia may have moved. It’s been three years since we even exchanged Christmas cards.




  I’m suddenly aware just how tired I am. I have no idea what I’m going to do next if Julia isn’t here. I don’t have the energy to walk several miles to the nearest village

  and call another taxi. I don’t know what possessed me to come here. I don’t know what possessed me to do any of this.




  The door to the cottage opens abruptly and a gold wedge of light spills across the garden. Julia steps out onto the brick terrace of the cottage and looks intently into the inky darkness as if

  she can sense I’m here. I shrink back into the shadows, suddenly afraid, though I can’t think why.




  This is a mistake. I shouldn’t have come. Once Julia sees me, it’ll all be real. I need to go back home to my children, to Ned . . .




  ‘Kate,’ Julia calls across the moonlit lawn. ‘I’ve been expecting you.’




  
 





  Two days before




  Ned




  Kate’s side of the bed is already empty when I wake up. Not unusual, even on a Saturday; she’s always up first. At least once or twice a week she doesn’t get

  home from work till long after I’m in bed. Days can go by with the two of us just passing in the night. I only know she comes home at all because the kitchen’s been cleaned and the wet

  towels are no longer on the bathroom floor.




  I get up and take a leak. Kate started the job at Forde’s the week after we got back from our honeymoon. If it had been the week before, I swear I’d have left her standing at

  the altar. In fifteen years, we haven’t made it through a single family holiday without my wife having to cut it short for work. Bank holidays, evenings, weekends: she’s glued to her

  fucking iPhone. She likes to think she’s doing it for us, but it’s not like any of us give a shit if she’s CEO of the bloody company. We’d settle for having her home once in

  a blue moon.




  Giving my dick a brisk shake, I leave the yellow to mellow and turn on the shower, waiting a moment for it to run warm. Might take the bike out later. It could use a run – the

  weather’s been too piss-poor this winter to go anywhere on it. Not that Kate gives a damn. She hates my bloody motorbike.




  I step into the shower, then swear and leap back out again.




  ‘Kate!’ I yell. ‘What the fuck’s happened to the hot water?’




  Grabbing a towel, I wrap it round my waist and go in search of my wife. She’ll be in her study, no doubt. My study in theory, except that Kate takes it over whenever she’s

  home, regardless of whether I have an urgent deadline or not. Although, as she frequently points out, I haven’t actually had an urgent deadline in all the years I’ve been freelance.

  I’m not exactly a hold-the-front-page Watergate kind of journalist; more your grubbing, get-it-to-us-when-you’re-ready sort of hack.




  The flowers are still lying on the piano, I notice, as I pass the dining room.




  ‘The water’s stone cold!’ I exclaim, flinging open the study door. ‘What’s going on?’




  ‘Didn’t you call the plumber?’ Kate says without looking up.




  I hesitate. Now she comes to mention it, I vaguely remember her mentioning something about the boiler having a leak and asking me to give the plumber a call.




  ‘Ned? You promised you’d take care of it.’




  ‘You always deal with the plumber,’ I say defensively. ‘I thought you’d called him.’




  ‘I asked you to handle it last week. I told you – I’ve got a lot on at work. You said you’d deal with it. “Consider it done” were your words, I

  believe.’




  There are times when my wife makes me feel about two inches tall. She’s worse than my fucking mother.




  In the beginning, I liked the fact that Kate told me what to do. It was such a relief after Liesl’s hippie flakiness and flower-power bullshit. I’d married my first wife for the

  mind-blowing sex; as soon as Guy was born, I realized that if I stayed with her any longer, she’d blow my mind in every other sense too.




  The very first time Kate and I met, she saved my arse. It was my second access weekend after Liesl and I had split up. I had made the rookie mistake of taking Guy, who was then about sixteen

  months old, to the supermarket and had forgotten to lock him down in the trolley. Naturally, I had only turned my back for a minute and he had two shelves of cereal down. As fast as I stacked it

  back, he pulled the next row off, and I was soon up to my knees in a sea of Kellogg’s. He was heading towards the pickle aisle with evil in his eye when a tall goddess with waist-length,

  honey-streaked dark blonde hair cut him off.




  ‘This one yours?’




  Huge tits and legs to die for. Come to Papa. ‘Sorry. I’m still on probation when it comes to kids. Not literally,’ I added quickly. ‘I’m not a child-beater

  or anything.’ Oh, Christ, even worse. ‘I just meant I’m a bit new to flying solo. His mum and I only split up a couple of weeks ago. I haven’t quite got used to going it

  alone.’




  She laughed. ‘We all have our bad days.’




  ‘You don’t understand. This is a good day. I’m Ned, by the way,’ I added as she laughed again.




  Her handshake was firmer than mine. ‘Kate. Kate Drayton.’




  I was still holding on lingeringly when Guy lunged for the confectionery stand, scattering Mars Bars and Wrigley’s to the four winds.




  ‘Look, why don’t I take him to the family room while you finish up?’ Kate said, briskly scooping him up with one hand and righting the spilled stand with the other.

  ‘We’ll be fine for five minutes.’




  ‘The family room?’




  She pointed to the end of the store where there was a playroom filled with small children at various stages of anarchy. ‘Come and get us when you’re done.’




  She took charge of our relationship just as efficiently. I asked her out, but she was the one who booked the restaurant – ‘I know this great little place in Chinatown, and the

  manager owes me a favour’ – and organized the Eurostar to Paris a month later for our introductory fuck. Within six months we were living together, and less than a year after we met, we

  were married and Agness was on the way. It seemed only sensible to go along with her suggestion that I quit the Evening News to go freelance (something I’d been banging on about for

  ages) and take care of the kids while she went out and earned the big bucks.




  It was only much later that I realized I’d sacrificed my balls as well as my career.




  I tighten my grip on the towel as icy water trickles down my back. ‘Give me the plumber’s number and I’ll call him now.’




  ‘Forget it. I’ll call him myself,’ Kate snaps. ‘At least that way I know it’ll get done. And tell Agness I want to see her. She owes me some chores before she goes

  to that party of hers.’




  ‘What about your bloody mother?’




  ‘What about my mother?’




  ‘I suppose she’ll be gracing us with her presence again this weekend?’




  ‘I’ve told her she’ll have to go to Lindsay for Sunday lunch instead,’ Kate says tightly, turning back to her screen. ‘I’ve got too much work to

  do.’




  ‘Remind her to pack her cauldron,’ I mutter.




  ‘Ned, I really don’t need this.’




  ‘Fine. Fine. You just do whatever it is you do to keep the world turning. We’ll fend for ourselves. As usual.’




  I stalk upstairs, send a simmering Agness down to her mother, and fling on a polo shirt and my jeans from yesterday. Screw Kate. I had been planning just to take the bike into Salisbury.

  Now I’m going to head over to Winchester, and she can just deal with the kids on her own.




  I’m not breaking my promise to her if she never finds out.




  
 





  Two days before




  Agness




  This is so lame. Everyone else gets to do what they want on a Saturday, but I have to stay home and help my mother clean the house. Like, seriously. Actually get

  down on my hands and knees and scrub the floor! I’ve told her I could call ChildLine. You can’t use your own children as slave labour. There’s a law. We have rights. If

  someone doesn’t stop her, she’ll be shoving us up chimneys next. It’s not fair; everyone else at school has a proper cleaner. Lucy Hemmings has a housekeeper and a

  maid, and she hasn’t turned into a spoilt little brat. Well, not much of one, considering her Dad actually knows Simon Cowell. Seriously, my mother is paying thousands for my

  education, and she wants me to waste my time cleaning the loo? Has she seen it after Guy’s been in there?




  I turn on the tap and throw the toilet brush into the sink to soak. I don’t care what she says. I’m not cleaning up after my brother. She can’t make me do this. It’s not

  the Dark Ages!




  ‘Agness! Watch where you’re going!’




  Dad stomps down the hall wearing just a towel. Gross. Does no one ever think how I feel? This is my house, too. I should be able to walk around without running into my pervert father

  wearing practically no clothes in public.




  ‘Your mother wants to see you,’ Dad says as I pointedly cover my eyes.




  ‘Well, I don’t want to see her. Seriously, Dad. Could you, like, put some clothes on?’




  Dad goes into their bedroom and picks his jeans up off the floor, then slams the door shut. I loll against it, picking at the chipped blue polish on my nails as the cat stalks past, his tail in

  the air.




  ‘Are you going out?’ I call.




  ‘In a bit.’




  ‘Where?’




  He opens the door, buttoning his shirt. ‘Thought I’d go over to Winchester, take the bike for a spin.’




  ‘Can I come?’ I plead. ‘Oh, please, Dad. We could have a really nice time, just the two of us. It’ll be like the old days. We hardly ever spend time together any

  more.’




  I wrap my arms round his neck and give him my sweetest little-girl smile. Mum’s been wise to me since I was about three, but I can still twist Dad round my little finger. He’ll do

  anything for a quiet life.




  But to my shock, he just kisses the top of my head and disentangles himself. ‘Sorry, sweet-pea. Another time.’




  ‘Da-a-ad! You can’t just leave me here!’




  ‘Don’t be silly, Agness. I have things to do. Anyway, your mother’s banned me from taking you on the bike again.’




  I roll my eyes. My friends thought it was super-cool when Dad gave me a lift to school on the bike a few weeks ago, but as soon as Mum heard about it, she had to play the heavy as usual and ruin

  everything.




  ‘She doesn’t have to know. I won’t tell her. Please, Dad. She’s only going to spend the day working – she won’t even notice I’m not

  here.’
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