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  This being human is a Guest House.




  Every morning a new arrival.




  A joy, a depression, a meanness,




  some momentary awareness comes




  as an unexpected visitor.




  Welcome and entertain them all!




  Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows,




  who violently sweep your house




  empty of its furniture.




  Still treat each guest honourably.




  He may be clearing you out for some new delight.




  Rumi
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  ‘How many girls and how many boys?’




  ‘Pardon me?’




  ‘Of the births – how many girls, how many boys?’ I say.




  ‘We don’t have the breakdown,’ says Trish.




  ‘But isn’t that the next question you’d naturally ask? If a country manager reports a baby born in one of our hotels in Shanghai, or Kiev, or Atlanta, wouldn’t you want

  to know if it was a boy or a girl . . . ?’




  ‘The number of boys and girls has no value, business-wise,’ says Trish.




  ‘. . . How he or she is doing? How the mother is? Where they live, or where they are going to live? Do we send a gift?’




  ‘We don’t collect that data, Kate.’




  ‘Why not, though? Guests of the future, those kids . . .’




  ‘There are only nine of them. People are born in our hotels, people die in them, but those are not typical Guest Experiences. More people get married in hotels, and many more attend as

  guests of the wedding but also guests of the hotel.’




  ‘Double guests,’ I observe.




  ‘Exactly. And we, or the hotel hosting the wedding, are also hosting the wedding guests,’ says Trish.




  ‘Double hosts,’ I say.




  I zone out of the meeting and doodle on my branded notepad. I didn’t get any sleep because I found emails from another woman on Adam’s computer last night. I haven’t told him

  yet because I don’t know exactly what I’ve discovered. Adam crashed out on the sofa but at least he actually slept. He’s never had trouble sleeping. Before we got married, when

  shopping and cooking still felt like playing house, the first time we had a night in, Adam fell asleep in front of the television and I minded. Abandoned on the sofa. The same sofa he slept on last

  night while I lay awake in our bed, worrying.




  I turn the hotel-corporation logo into a skull-faced totem pole with Trish’s hairstyle, and it occurs to me that most of our double-concentrate wedding guests are themselves married, or

  have been, or will be, which means that all over the world, hotel rooms and corridors, bars, spas, restaurants, lifts and lobbies are populated with brides and grooms of the past, present and

  future and I’d guess, though we don’t collect this data either, that quite a high percentage are also adulterers because the other thing that hotels are often used for, apart from

  weddings, is affairs.




  ‘Loyalty is crucial,’ says Trish, and my attention snaps back into the room. ‘We talk a lot about brand preference and actually it’s the same thing as brand loyalty,

  which grows out of the Guest Experience, so the key question is: What Do Guests Want?’




  She pauses a moment for this to sink in.




  ‘We need to work out what inspires brand loyalty and apply it. Rigorously. We can’t just do things and hope for the best. For example, adding hash browns to the hot items on the

  breakfast buffet in all the Palazzios, or reinstating concierges across all the Regals, or providing branded umbrellas in the Empire Express chain – are these going to make guests choose us

  again? Are they impacting the Guest Experience? I’m happy to sanction things we know drive brand preference, but if they’re not then they are just a cost to the

  business.’




  Around the table, several costs to the business shrink visibly – Laura, who brought back concierges, a popular but expensive idea; Owen, who designed the ‘Empire Strikes Back’

  umbrellas, so well made that they bound open in their enthusiasm to protect you from the rain; and Sam who masterminded the hash-browns initiative, which has been slated at head office even though

  I bet we’d all have hash browns were we staying in a Palazzio, which is unlikely because although Palazzio is our biggest and best-known brand it’s a little downmarket for most of the

  executives in the room.




  Trish takes us through the figures for 2007, how we’re performing relative to our main competitors. It’s not good news. The main competition is, as always, Hilton and

  InterContinental Hotel Group, but now we also have to watch out for Novotel.




  ‘We’ve got to steal market share,’ says Trish. The Senior Vice President for Sales and Marketing and my new boss, Trish is one of the most powerful people in Palazzio Hotel

  Corporation. Highly ambitious, a tall and broad bottle-blonde, a formidable presence in any situation, a handsome woman you’d have to say, and, on a good day, sexy. She goes on. ‘Our

  strategy to steal share is brand preference. We must win loyalty so that guests choose us. Not just once but every time they need a hotel.’ The whole room agrees with Trish. This is what we

  must do. I’ve only been here four months, but already I’ve heard what people say about her: you can dot the ‘i’s but don’t cross the T.




  ‘The question we need to answer is: What Do Guests Want?’ says Trish and summons Nick from marketing. He is wearing a yellow cashmere golfing jumper. Trish stiffens her spine and

  leans in towards the screen. The rest of us slump and lean away.




  ‘We know that finding a hotel at the end of a long day of meetings or travel can be stressful so we want our Hard-Working Heroes to start relaxing the moment they see the familiar Empire

  Express sign,’ Nick says. ‘We want them to start feeling at home when they walk over the branded welcome mat at the main entrance, and when they enter the registration area the

  background music should soothe their minds and reinforce their confidence that they’ve made a smart choice. It’s not just visible things that make a difference – we need to

  leverage all the senses to build up a sense of familiarity and ease with our hotels. In many ways we’re training guests just as much as we train staff.’




  Like dogs, I think – but don’t say. There are fifteen people in this meeting, eight hundred in head office and six hundred and thirty-three thousand spread out over twelve thousand

  hotels in a hundred countries. We’re all just single digits in a giant corporate machine and the idea, I’ve learned, is to blend into the bigger number.




  Trish clears her throat. ‘Nick’s point is that although you can see many aspects of branding in broad daylight, where it really works is subliminal. And we have to achieve

  consistency across all areas.’




  Nods of agreement in the half-dark room.




  ‘We’ve been doing a lot of work on how to make the Guest Experience richer, and what we’ve come up with is Signature Scent.’ Nick clicks up a new slide:




  

  

    Brand Standard 739




    Scent Specifications




    • Hotels must provide the brand-defined Signature Scent throughout reception and lobby areas




    • The SS must have a strong presence in all public areas of the hotel




    • The SS must be operational from 0700 to 2200 hours




    • Scent machines must be located at regular intervals (the quantity of machines will vary according to lobby size)




    • Scent cartridges must be replaced monthly to ensure consistent delivery of scent




    • No other scented products in the lobby and registration areas of the hotel. (Staff wishing to wear perfume may wear the Signature Scent as body spray.)


  






  ‘Do we really need that last point?’ I say. ‘Surely nobody will opt to wear the Signature Scent?’




  ‘They do,’ says Nick. ‘We piloted this in New Orleans and Singapore. People wanted the spray.’




  ‘It’s a freebie,’ says Sam. ‘Try some!’ She brings out a box from underneath the table with samples – ‘Diamond’ for the Regal hotels,

  ‘Palazzio Pearl’ for the Palazzios, and ‘Empire Amethyst’ for the Empire Express chain.




  ‘Look,’ says Trish. ‘There are more complaints than we can tolerate about hotels not being “fresh” enough. Bad smells drifting into the lobby – burnt food,

  fried breakfasts, even drains sometimes. This is how we’re addressing it.’




  ‘But it’s not just that,’ says Sam. ‘There’s a positive side to this too! It’s like the advice you get when you’re selling your house – prepare

  warm bread or fresh coffee when people are looking round because the delicious smell will make them more likely to buy. We go so much by our senses. It must go back to when we lived in caves and

  things like that.’




  ‘Right, I get it,’ I say, ‘though we might want to look at the acronym. The SS could be problematic in some places.’




  ‘Like where?’ says Sam.




  ‘Germany, France and Great Britain for a start,’ I say. ‘Austria, Poland—’




  ‘I really don’t think it will make much difference but you can check that when you go,’ says Trish.




  I’d forgotten about my trip to Poland. I don’t know how I’m going to get through it, now.




  I think back to yesterday – Sunday afternoon, pottering about at home. Adam is getting ready to go out for Christmas drinks with his friends. Our daughters are in the

  kitchen feeding chocolate cereal to Charlie the dog, a black Staff who’s grown stout with age.




  I want to check the gym schedule, because we’re going to Adam’s parents for Christmas and the polite extra eating can only be mitigated by exercise before as well as after so I go

  into the box room we use as a study to see if I can use Adam’s computer. This is already strange because Adam always keeps his computer locked and, knowing this, why bother? But still. I

  wander in and waggle the mouse and BAM! – his emails. A woman’s name I don’t recognize. And her calling my husband Prince Charming.




  I recoil from the screen, retreat from the room immediately. Dazed, I sit on our rumpled, unmade bed. Downstairs the children start squabbling. They sound so far away. Bubbles rather than voices

  rising up past my ears. I am a spent swimmer with no land in sight. If I ask him, he will fob me off. On some distant shore, Adam steps out of the shower.




  He enters with dripping-wet hair and a towel wrapped around his middle. I can’t look at him. ‘I’m going to run a bath for the girls,’ I say, and walk out. It is

  surprisingly easy to act normal, especially since normal already includes one or both of us being a bit pissed off.




  Once the children are asleep and Adam out, I set up on the floor in the study with bags of presents, wrapping paper, tape, scissors, glass of wine. Adam’s emails have been carefully put

  away again, the account locked. A little box is waiting for the correct password. I type in Adam’s birthday, my fingers and nerves a-flutter because I am stealing something, or attempting to.

  The numbers and letters I tap into the keyboard come up as dots on the screen as if the computer is aiding and abetting me by hiding my break-in, but then it switches allegiance – it’s

  Adam’s computer after all: wrong password. I go back to sitting on the floor, swig the wine and put the glass down too quickly so that some of it sloshes out onto the gift I am wrapping, a

  pale blue towelling dressing gown for his mother.




  Aha – his mother’s maiden name!




  Password Incorrect.




  I am relieved – I have failed to transgress – but then I remember why I am doing this. Who is Louise Phelps and why is she calling my husband Prince Charming?




  Somewhere inside myself I already know. Often Adam doesn’t come to bed until the small hours – he dozes in front of the television until I am asleep – and if knowing includes

  this feeling of heavy, unspecified dread then I’ve known for ages, been working very hard at not knowing, at keeping that knowledge battened down, out of sight, out of earshot, in a locked

  chest where I can’t feel it. Recently it has started seeping out. I bought a book called The Happy Couple: How to Make Long-Term Relationships Last and Thrive, the kind of book Adam

  scoffs at but hasn’t noticed me reading because he doesn’t come over to my side of the bed very often; or if he has noticed, he isn’t commenting. And, a few weeks ago, when I woke

  and Adam wasn’t there, I tiptoed into the study and surprised him at his computer – which he hurriedly closed, bundling me back to bed. Not a big thing, but clues don’t have to be

  big – they just have to be spiky enough to poke through the membrane of usual awareness, like a splinter, or a thorn. The next morning, when I asked him what he’d been doing, he said,

  ‘Working.’ I did not question further.




  I type more passwords, less hesitant now, as if finding the right word will avert rather than bring on disaster. It isn’t our wedding anniversary, the place we met, the place we married. I

  continue wrapping presents. A train set and a pirate ship for the girls, a selection of handmade chocolates for my mother, a pair of beige cashmere socks for his father, and for my father a DVD

  boxed set of Laurel and Hardy.




  Two hours later, my wine glass drained, I have a mini-epiphany. I tell his computer that I have forgotten the password and it replies with a security question to which I know the answer: his

  father’s middle name.




  I find Prince Charming straight away. I still don’t know who Louise Phelps is, but in her email she commends Adam on his impeccable courtesy, she agrees with him that

  they should no longer be in contact, and she is grateful to him for having had the good sense to stop this thing before it had got out of hand because she doesn’t want to threaten her

  marriage either. So that’s odd. Instead of discovering an affair, I seem to have discovered the end of one.




  I scroll through an exchange of chatty, flirty, witty emails, outraged at the sheer effort Adam made on Louise Phelps’s behalf, and I hate reading how she lapped it all

  up. It is like watching a courtship, I think, then correct myself: not ‘like’. My husband has been chasing another woman and here it is, right in front of me in one long chain of

  correspondence: the most compelling thing I’ve ever read.




  There are eighty-four emails between Adam and Louise Phelps, each one a cold, metal scoop taking something away from my insides. I was safe before; now I’m not. It wasn’t perfect,

  our marriage, but it was solid with firm foundations, a good place to bring up a family. I read thirty-two of their emails but I don’t have time to read them all because it is 11.45 and Adam

  said he would be back by midnight.




  At 11.59 I am in bed, long and rigid in the dark, eyes staring up at the ceiling, arms stiff by my sides. I hear the front door open at 00.14, some slumping about in the hall, which would be

  Adam taking off his coat and boots; some clunking, which would be him emptying his back pockets of wallet, keys and phone onto the kitchen table; the suction sound of the fridge opening and a clink

  – more beer, maybe a glass of milk – the TV going on and the sitting-room door being pushed, by his foot probably, over the carpet and softly closing. The sounds rattle off me.




  01.14. Adam by now passed out on the sofa. The house is quiet but I am not absorbing anything. The thoughts racing over my surface are brittle, less than a millimetre deep. I lie in the dark, a

  blinking stick.




  At 03.20 I open The Happy Couple by Dr Janis B. Rosenfeld and Dr Michael Abrahams MD and turn to the chapter on infidelity. There are different sorts, apparently; listed in a handy

  chart and colour-coded. Least threatening is when one half of the couple gets a crush on a third party: sugar pink, not so bad, can even be invigorating for the main relationship. In the middle are

  active flirtations, bright coral, but if also a secret these turn into traffic-light red: Stop! Danger! At the far end of the spectrum, past chilli pepper, beyond brick and beets, shrouded in

  burgundy lurks the darkest kind, but even this is not necessarily marriage-death. The important thing, say Rosenfeld and Abrahams, is to be able to talk about it.




  We never talk about things like this. I trawl my memory. Once, in our twenties, Adam admitted admiration for Jennifer Lopez; it didn’t blossom into an ongoing conversation, but there were

  other things we didn’t mention. For example, we didn’t talk properly about the fact that his work wasn’t going very well. Adam quit his job three years ago to set up his own

  business. He keeps busy but doesn’t earn enough for us to live on – we’ve barely been scraping by – which is why I’m back at work full time as ‘Director of

  Business Innovation’ at PHC. It’s a new role and I’m only just getting to grips with it, but basically my job is to contribute to the financial growth of the company by generating

  new projects, products and services. I was pleased to take this job; I had good years at home with the girls and they’re both now in school, and anyway I like work. I love hotels –

  I’ve built my whole career in or around them and it’s always an adventure, staying in one. Hospitality has always appealed to me; looking after people, making them feel at home.




  The Guest Experience meeting isn’t going too well and Trish’s irritation is growing. ‘Look. If we all want to keep our jobs, and I assume we do, then we are

  going to have to do better than this. Our brands are not currently preferred by the market. Let me recap: we have made a promise to shareholders. Palazzio Hotel Corporation’s profits will

  rise from three hundred and thirty million pounds to four hundred and forty-five million in the next twenty-four months. The City will not be kind if we don’t deliver on it. We have to open

  more hotels, we have to get guests in, and we have to keep them coming back: with transport links multiplying and everything becoming faster and more digital, travellers’ tastes and needs are

  evolving rapidly, forcing us to innovate constantly or lose out to the competition. This place badly needs some innovation –’ She pauses and looks over at me, and for a moment I fear

  she’s going to say that the future of the company depends on how well I do my job. Thankfully, she doesn’t.




  ‘The Guest Experience is what holds it all together, it’s the key to brand loyalty. Gérard – could you capture this on the flip chart?’




  I’m not the only one crazy with lack of sleep and strung out on coffee and adrenalin – Trish’s hair is more firmly sprayed, her eyes more lavishly made up than usual, as if she

  needed to fix herself into place. I notice Trish’s eyelashes made into long spiders’ legs by thick coats of mascara, not quite hiding the puffy circles that betray a fair few nightcaps

  of single malt, and the silk scarf side-knotted at her throat, a kind of faux-casual air-stewardess look. It’s the faux you have to watch out for.




  Gérard writes on the flip chart ‘What Guests Want,’ and underlines it.




  ‘We’ve done some market research on this,’ he says.




  ‘And what does the market tell us?’ says Trish.




  ‘Location is important. Perhaps the most important—’




  ‘We know that. What else?’




  ‘Clean room, good price . . .’




  ‘Yes, yes, of course – but those are basic. Granted, we have to get the basic things right, but every hotel has to, that’s what the guest expects. Those are Guest

  Expectations.’ Trish pauses while Gérard writes it on the flip chart. ‘Beyond these, when they stay in our hotels, what experience can we give them that will make guests choose

  us again? What’s going to inspire brand loyalty? What Do Guests Want?’




  ‘What do guests want?’ repeats Gérard, thoughtfully.




  The $443-million question. I look at Trish’s tired skin, the shadows etched under her eyes that no amount of light-reflecting, skin-plumping or radiance-bestowing Dior, Chanel or

  L’Oréal could conceal.




  ‘What do guests want?’ says Nick from marketing, sounding desperate.




  I feel my own eyes prickling. I didn’t close them for more than twenty minutes last night. I have drunk so much coffee that my fingertips feel wrinkled, my tongue a used doormat.




  ‘A good night’s sleep,’ I say.




  Nick lets out a little cry of relief; his shoulders drop.




  Gérard breaks into a wide smile.




  Trish practically hugs me.
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  As soon as I get out of the office, profit and guests and their various experiences leave my mind. The cold evening air is a door that closes on Palazzio, the outside another

  room. Normally I’d be worrying about getting home in time to read a bedtime story to the girls but tonight all I want to read is the rest of the emails between Adam and Louise Phelps. I need

  to see for myself how it started, and when, and where. I take the back way to the station, a narrow forgotten street, little more than an alley, longer but much quieter – just Peter and his

  junk shop, his friend Ronnie and their parrot. Not many office workers venture back here because there are no coffee shops or sandwich bars but I like to get away at lunchtime and I don’t

  want to go to Starbucks or Subway because when you substitute one corporate world for another you’re breathing the same stuff.




  ‘Shop’ is probably too grand a word for Peter’s place; it’s more like a lock-up with some shelf units and tables outside. Or a drinking club for bedraggled pensioners;

  Peter and his friends standing around in heavy overcoats in winter, reclining on deckchairs in summer; smoking and drinking whatever the weather, listening to crackly old vinyl, the record player

  on a foldaway picnic table against the wall. The other friends come and go but Ronnie is stalwart. Something awful must have happened to him once because his nose looks as though it was bitten off

  at the end, so what he’s got now is a shortened snub with alarmingly large nostrils. Ronnie is overweight and a bit thin on top, wears a flat cap to cover it, gathers the rest of his hair in

  a scant ponytail. He wears a gold earring and a gold signet ring and looks like he could have been a roadie touring with big bands, lifting and fighting his way around the country. Peter, a

  Greek-Cypriot, is as thin as a whippet with high cheekbones, lined olive skin and a bony nose. Both of them dye their hair black and sometimes you can see white roots growing out.




  ‘Hello, darling,’ says Peter.




  ‘Hello, darling,’ says Ronnie.




  ‘Hello, boys,’ I reply and they chortle because they are long past boyhood.




  ‘Whisky for you, darling?’ says Peter as usual and as usual I decline, though tonight I am tempted.




  ‘How’s Toto? I bet parrots don’t like the cold much,’ I say. Toto is quiet in his cage just inside the door.




  ‘I give him whisky,’ says Peter. I hope he’s joking.




  We first spoke when I bumped into him carrying a life-sized horse’s head down the alley that he said was a bust of Shergar the kidnapped racehorse, but our acquaintance really came about

  because of Toto who was left behind by a guest in the Palazzio, South Kensington, two months ago. The poor creature ended up in head office but premises decreed that no animals could be kept on

  site so I took it round to Peter.




  ‘Where you going to take it if I say no?’




  ‘Battersea Dogs Home?’ I said. ‘I’ve heard they take other animals. Well, cats anyway.’




  ‘Are you crazy – they will kill it!’ said Peter.




  ‘Or we could take him to a vet, they might be able to find a home for him.’




  ‘I will keep it,’ said Peter.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘Yes, I like animals. Does it talk?’




  I come out of the alley onto the busy main street by the Tube and am waiting to cross the road when I feel a rumbling underneath, a slight vibration in the soles of my feet. It

  must be an underground train, though I’ve never felt this shake here before, up through my heels and into my spine. I glance at the people standing next to me but they give no indication that

  they feel anything – eyes fixed on the red man on the pedestrian crossing. Everyone is on autopilot apart from a Japanese couple to my left who are pointing in a book. Everything looks so

  solid but it’s just a layer and there’s all this stuff underneath that I rarely think about.




  Is Adam having an affair? The couple are showing me a map that they can’t read and neither can I. The green man appears, people start to cross the road and then comes the worst sound I

  ever heard, the sound of a person being hit by a car: THUdd. And a short squeal, wheels skidding.




  The woman slaps her hand over her mouth and her partner clutches her arm. The crowd crossing the road freezes. Everyone’s full attention is yanked to the spot. Everyone within hearing

  distance, a surprisingly wide radius, recognizes the sound instantly – one of our kind, down.




  The car, a glossy black Audi, stands still on the road, fumes rising from the exhaust, white air curling up from under the front bumper like breath. For a quarter of a second, motion all around

  is suspended: all ears are on full alert, all bodies calibrate and all brains send the message that there is no immediate threat, because there isn’t a pack of rampaging Audis and this one is

  not about to strike again.




  Two or three people huddle over a body of which I can only see the legs, bent awkwardly, and the bottom of a pair of shoes. It’s a man I think, judging by the soles. Perhaps the driver is

  one of those huddling over him, because the driver’s door is open, and the car is empty. People are moving towards the accident, to get a better look. I cross the road in order to get further

  away and as I do, I see the car is not empty after all – there’s a boy of about five years old with curly hair strapped into a booster seat, wide-eyed and silent. I wonder if I should

  go over. Then again, it might freak him out completely to have a stranger approaching out of nowhere. I am not a doctor, I tell myself; I would probably just get in the way.




  Drifts of music float up. There’s a busker at the bottom of the escalator, strumming a guitar and singing in a sweet voice about love. A man’s voice comes over the

  tannoy announcing delays on other lines, the two of them in a strange, disconnected duet. The singer’s very good. I’m glad to see lots of copper, silver and gold coins lying on the

  black felt lining of her guitar case like so many wishes. I’ve got to do something about those emails. I wish I knew what. I reach into my purse and drop in a pound.




  As I come up out of the underground, it is raining hard. Cars have their headlights on, pedestrians have their heads down, hoods and hats on. The rain-soaked road could almost be a river. A big

  ball of stress inside me rises and expands like dough. I have to pack for Poland but I’m upset and exhausted and I’m worried that Adam will notice and want me to explain so I detour via

  the bookshop, a slightly dishevelled independent five minutes from our front door. I go in quite often. I’ve ordered some books to fill the holes in my Christmas gifts but there’s a

  queue by the till. I flip through a book by Paul McKenna that’s on display. The title shouts: I CAN MAKE YOU THIN. Great! I skim-read the chapter headings and the four Golden Rules.

  I look at Paul McKenna’s photograph: bright eyes, a knowing smile verging on a smirk, a good suit with a posy of chest hair poking out the top of his shirt, and an expensive gold watch

  – a really lovely, solid gold watch. When I realize that the main thing I’ve noticed is the gold watch, I snap out of the reverie. Can you be hypnotized by a photograph?




  The nice man on the till really is nice; he’s courteous, he looks at people properly and listens. If I had a flirtation with someone like him, that would even things out. But I know this

  kind of tit-for-tat thinking won’t solve our problems. I put Paul McKenna down; this is not the sort of thing I want to be seen looking at in public, especially not in my local bookshop and

  especially not by the nice man on the till. I am not going to buy this book.




  Instead I pick up Where in The World: The 100 Best Places to Stay, go straight to the index and look up Palazzio Hotel Corporation. I’m pleased to see that we have eighteen

  entries; our highest rated is the Regal on Park Lane, at number three. I’ve never stayed the night but I spent a week of my induction there and it was fascinating. I’m proud to work at

  PHC though I still haven’t got used to the corporate side of things; sometimes it feels as though I’ve joined an army by mistake.




  The nicest hotel I ever stayed in was in Sweden, outside a village at the edge of a lake. White sails far out on the glittering water. People sitting outside a couple of busy

  restaurants, talking in the afternoon sunshine, boats rocking in the small harbour, masts and metal knocking against each other with a satisfyingly industrious sound.




  Sigmaholm was the name of the village and the hotel. When I arrived, a large brown dog lay sleeping in the shade, and there was a woman reading a magazine on a lichen-covered bench, a small boy

  happily piling pebbles at her feet. Once a monastery, some of the peacefulness had carried over into its life as a hotel. The rooms were fairly bare – white floorboards, single bed, small

  desk with a lamp – and yet the feeling was not of austerity but of softness, and clarity. A quilted cushion on the wooden chair, a blue-and-white checked blanket folded at the foot of the

  bed, a couple of old books on the shelf, both of them in Swedish but I looked through them anyway, charmed by the near and far: here was something I could hold, smell the mildew-dotted pages, run

  my fingers over the knots and grooves of the paper, sense the life of them, guess at their meaning, but still never really know them. A casement window opened out onto a walled garden. Growing

  between the bricks were mosses and daisies and other plants, some with tiny pink flowers, so that the walls themselves were living things, truly part of the garden.




  I wanted to go back there for our honeymoon but instead we toured Ireland staying in bed and breakfasts along the way. We ranked the guest houses in our own league table; best bed award went to

  a place in Tralee, best breakfast in Tramore, the worst bed and breakfast was in a scuzzy place in Westport. Adam said it would be all right so we stayed but the bed was a padded sinkhole. The sex

  that night was quick and he ended up sleeping on the floor. In the morning we were served pale sausages and eggs as lumpy as the mattress on damp toast. Adam arranged his into a cock and balls and

  we giggled like school children all through paying the bill, and went and had sex in the hire car. Ravenous afterwards, I tormented Adam with descriptions of the breakfast at Sigmaholm: six

  different kinds of fresh juice and smoothie, homemade pancakes with berries and syrup, oak-smoked dry-cured bacon, organic eggs, rye toast – I love everything about hotels but if I had to

  choose one thing it would be the breakfasts, Aladdin’s caves of tempting foods you’ve got to try: acacia honey – translucent, the colour of sunset; a soft white roll, warm, with

  farmhouse butter; a small bowl of fruit salad; a couple of spoonfuls of the bircher muesli because you’ve heard about it; just one madeleine with the second pot of coffee. ‘Just a

  little bit’ has been my basic approach to eating and drinking since I was a teenager. Unfortunately a little bit of everything over twenty years adds up to quite a lot.




  ‘Look at Mummy’s big boobies!’ said Hester the other morning as I was getting dressed, which wasn’t even true – they’re so small that I don’t have to

  lift them to dry underneath – and ‘Mummy’s got a great big floppy bottom!’ said Milla, more accurately.




  ‘Don’t be cheeky,’ Adam told the girls. I would have liked him to say that he loved my bottom, thought it the best bottom in the world and that he wouldn’t be without it

  but inevitably things had changed a bit since the honeymoon; less sex, more bottom, two young children, my full-time job, him running his own business from home, a mortgage that seemed too big on a

  house that seemed too small: the distance between us was understandable. I’d noticed, just hadn’t known what to do about it, and I knew Adam felt it too. We’d started a few

  projects. Last autumn I suggested we make the back yard nicer so Adam heaved up slabs of paving and broke the ground with a pickaxe to make flower beds. Underneath was dense, wet clay – not

  crumbling earth full of goodness as I’d imagined but anyway I planted bulbs for the spring. I didn’t think daisies would grow out of our walls because they were only one brick wide and

  too new, too tightly packed.




  In the middle of that walled garden at Sigmaholm was a round stone well filled with water, coins lying at the bottom. I dipped into my purse and found a penny – thought better of it and

  took out a gold pound instead; maybe the powers that be don’t care whether the coin is copper or gold but I wasn’t sure about that. At dusk they lit candles all around the hotel; I

  could see the glow at the windows. The garden was full of birds darting down from the eaves, the hum of insects and distant cars. I made my wish. Hooves clattered past on the road outside, the

  unseen horses as tantalizing as a half-remembered dream.
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  We are arguing about what to call it. He disputes the use of ‘affair’ because they didn’t have sex and therefore it was not an affair but an

  ‘inappropriate friendship’. I believe him about the sex but object to the wording. I think ‘affair’ is more accurate because their ‘friendship’ was a secret from

  me and from her own husband and from their normal perhaps boring but appropriate friends, and because they had kissed.




  ‘Ah, but the kiss was chaste,’ said Adam. ‘Just a quick goodbye at Charing Cross station. Bob and Tim were there.’




  ‘Fleeting, maybe,’ I said, ‘but not chaste. I saw the emails, Adam. She called you Prince Charming.’




  ‘There were other people there. Bob and Tim.’




  ‘You wrote in one email that you couldn’t stop thinking about her.’




  ‘It was a brief kiss goodbye at the station.’




  ‘On the lips.’




  ‘Yes, but brief.’




  ‘OK,’ I said, ‘you can have “brief”. You can’t have “chaste”.’




  The girls should be in bed by now. They usually have a book at bedtime but tonight they are watching a DVD of Diego and Rosita and Adam tells me his story.




  Once upon a time, there was a man named Adam who was a director of a small to medium-sized business. He was good at his job; his staff and clients and board of directors all loved him, but

  he himself wasn’t happy. He couldn’t get excited about finding new ways to sell toothpaste, or orange squash, or processed cheese. It was making him die inside. And so, one day, he left

  that company and struck out on his own, to do some honest, more satisfying work. A year after he left, there was a leaving party for an old colleague which Adam attended, and lo and behold he wound

  up sitting next to his former administrator, Louise Armstrong, an extremely pretty girl ten years his junior. They talked all night. She had married and was now Louise Phelps, had a baby, had

  stopped work, left London and gone to live in rural East Kent where she was bored and lonely. (She didn’t actually say she was bored and lonely but that’s what came across.) Adam

  listened. He felt sorry for her. Plus she was still extremely pretty, even if she had not yet lost the baby-weight. And so a correspondence began, which was innocuous and although they did meet for

  a drink once – with Bob and Tim – it was no big deal and not worth mentioning to their respective spouses because, although he sees that from another point of view, mine for example, it

  could look quite different, they really were just good friends.




  I go up to our bedroom, not to sleep – to growl, and chew over Adam’s account, unpalatable but the bones of it might be true. Half an hour later I make a demand: Louise

  Phelps’s phone number.




  ‘What are you going to say to her?’ he asks.




  ‘I don’t know,’ I snap back.




  We are curt in the kitchen. The children have noticed that something is wrong and they are watching us closely. Charlie the dog, a barometer for tension in our household, looks

  miserable and doesn’t have to be told to stay in his basket. He has a coughing fit and Hester, who is four, goes and puts her arms around him and says, ‘Poor Charlie.’




  ‘Yes, poor Charlie,’ I say, lifting Hester out of the dog basket.




  Adam sends the girls upstairs to brush their teeth. When they have left the room he hands me a folded piece of paper. I open it. On the top half of the paper, placed centrally, tilting upwards,

  is her name and number, written in pencil. This knocks the breath out of me – something about the clean white sheet, seeing her name in his hand.




  Louise Phelps answers her phone straight away.




  ‘This is Kate. Adam’s wife.’




  ‘Hello,’ she replies, sounding nervous.




  ‘I found the emails between you and my husband. I want to know what’s going on.’




  ‘Nothing,’ she says. ‘Nothing is going on. We were emailing, and I suppose the emails did get a bit flirty but nothing apart from that.’




  ‘But you did see each other,’ I assert.




  ‘Yes, just once—’




  ‘Did you have sex with him?’




  ‘No! No! I promise you, no. Nothing like that at all.’




  ‘Does your husband know about this?’




  ‘No. He doesn’t and if he found out he would never forgive me. Please don’t tell him. It was stupid and I am really, really sorry.’




  She sounds wretched, and young. I feel suddenly very tired and very bored. Maybe this isn’t a crisis. Maybe it is just a colossal pain in the arse, something we have to get through, like

  admin – a big pile of marriage admin.




  The emails brought back memories of us fighting, years ago, over another work colleague. Before the children were born, when Adam worked at an advertising agency in Soho, there

  was a group who used to do lunch and after-work drinks together – innocuous, until I started to hear the name Sara a bit too often and with a bit too much enthusiasm, which in itself would

  have been OK but one weekend when I was away one of the group invited the rest to lunch at a country pub and Adam took Sara on the back of his motorbike. We had a huge row and it was uncomfortable

  between us for a while but a few months later he moved jobs and the motorbike ride faded into the horizon. I try to remember the last time he took me out on the back of his motorbike.




  ‘Are you in touch with Sara?’




  ‘Who? Oh, her. No. Not at all. Look, Kate, it was just a stupid email flirtation and that one drink –’




  ‘– with Bob and Tim,’ I supplied.




  Adam nodded.




  ‘So where were Bob and Tim sitting?’ I asked.




  ‘They were sitting next to each other and we were sitting next to each other.’




  ‘And did you stay like that or did you move around?’




  ‘Stayed like that, pretty much.’




  ‘So basically you were talking to her the whole night.’




  ‘Basically, yes.’




  ‘And what did you talk about?’




  ‘Work, mainly. She’s not working now, since she had the baby, and she’s been quite down – postnatal depression.’




  ‘You want me to feel sorry for her?’




  ‘No, I’m just saying—’




  ‘Because I DON’T feel sorry for her—’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘She knows you’re married.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘She’s married too.’




  ‘Yes,’ says Adam, quietly. He’d told me about that motorbike ride with Sara years ago, but he had hidden this thing with Louise Phelps and I had uncovered it and was he now

  being sincere? Tone is important. Also, it’s important to call things correctly, but in this case it was difficult – not quite an affair but more than a flirtation; possibly

  Adam’s term ‘inappropriate friendship’ was the nearest, but it sounded so silly that I couldn’t bring myself to say it. Adam had always teased me about being a pedant, and I

  would correct him: not pedantic but precise, and although this was part of the joke it really did feel important because finding the right word can be very settling – like telling, or being

  told, the truth.




  ‘You kissed her.’




  ‘Very briefly, just a peck.’




  ‘Yes, but on the lips. She’s postnatally depressed and she lives in rural East Kent, Adam. Of course she thought you were Prince Charming – the big boss in the big city making

  big eyes at her.’




  Fury balloons up inside me and just as quickly the air escapes, my anger shrivels and I stop shouting because in fact I do feel a bit sorry for Louise and because Adam isn’t the

  big boss any more and actually it’s possible that he is depressed too. He didn’t leave his well-paid, secure job to satisfy a burning desire to set up on his own; he left because he

  couldn’t stand it. He started to complain about his work more and more. ‘It’s bullshit,’ he would say, frustrated, and his situation gradually worsened until he came home

  from work one day and lay down on the sitting-room floor in his mac and suit and tie and cuff-links and shiny shoes – it was a collapse, really – his leather briefcase beside him like a

  brick. I knelt down and stroked his hair, helped him up off the floor, hung up his coat, unlaced his shoes and loosened his tie, sat him on the sofa and held him. I told him he didn’t have to

  do that job any more; we could sell the house, leave London and live differently because nothing was worth him feeling that way.




  His despair, him being lost in it, was frightening. After Hester was born, I stopped work to look after the girls so we relied on his salary. We talked about what we could do, where we could go.

  We discussed moving to Cornwall but when we thought about actually living there all we could imagine was closed fudge shops in February, so we decided to stay in London. My parents are still in

  Yorkshire in the home my brother and I grew up in; Adam’s live in Nottingham. We couldn’t imagine setting up in those places either; relocating and starting again anywhere would take a

  whole lot of energy that we just didn’t have.
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