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For Harry, Tom and my hairdresser Goodmonson






1 EGG DAY


The moment I woke up, it hit me.

I really fancied a soft-boiled egg.

I put on a T-shirt and my cheap, loose-fitting supermarket jeans, walked through to the kitchen and opened the box of eggs sitting beside Harriet’s fancy American toaster.

It was empty. I was eggless.

It wasn’t the end of the world, but an egg craving only comes along once in a while and it’s quite a powerful pull. I paused and stared inside the empty egg box. It was very and brazenly empty. I could have sworn there was one, perhaps even two eggs in there just yesterday.

Harriet doesn’t eat eggs, so she couldn’t be to blame. My cat Goodmonson had never shown any interest in eggs, so he was out of the picture, too. I thought maybe I’d cooked a forgotten omelette, as they can be very fleeting in the memory – like weeds are once they’ve been placed in the wheelbarrow. I doubted it though, as I always use three eggs for an omelette and there is no way I’d had as many as three eggs left. I resigned myself to an egg-free breakfast, took a slice of white bread from the bread bin and popped it in the toaster. I made a mental note to buy some eggs that afternoon, although, chances are, the egg craving would be gone by then.

My name is Matt Giles. I don’t have any quirks in my hairstyle or clothing and the songs I sing would all work well in a lift or a dentist’s surgery. Don’t bother me and I won’t bother you, that’s my motto. I’m thirty-eight years old and three months unemployed after losing my job as a sales executive at a large retail bathroom company. I was told it was due to cutbacks and restructuring but it may have had more to do with my falling sales record. I had lost my passion for sanitaryware and, to be honest, was happy to take six months’ salary by way of severance. I missed my work colleagues for a week or two but soon settled into my new life. At the end of the day I’m very self-contained, and happy with that approach. I’m enjoying these lazy, ordinary days without worries or commitments and with nobody to please except my partner, Harriet.

I met Harriet three years ago at a house party hosted by an acquaintance of mine. I had helped with the refurbishment of his bathroom a year or so earlier, and he had insisted on keeping in touch. He was a good contact work-wise, so I had felt obliged to put in a brief appearance. It was a warm evening and I was stood outside in the back garden admiring a swathe of purple alliums in full bloom, their big spherical heads balancing miraculously on long, thin, overburdened stems.

Harriet appeared by my side.

‘My favourite plant, no doubt about it,’ I offered, barely turning my gaze towards her.

‘Bit corny if you ask me. Bit like those plastic windmills parents stick in the ground when their kids have got bored with them.’

At this, I turned to face the allium hater. She was petite and slightly pissed, with a bottle of wine held precariously by two fingers around its neck. She wore her bleached blonde hair in what I believe is called a pixie cut, a hairstyle that suited her thin face. Her large brown eyes were playful and in a word kind. She was dressed in baggy jeans and her T-shirt was emblazoned with the words: ‘I BOUGHT THIS T-SHIRT’.

‘Fair point,’ I replied, ‘but I like to think of them as big purple lollipops, and that’s a striking look in an outdoor environment.’

‘Who are you? Willy fucking Wonka?’

I liked her very much. Straight away. No hesitation. Fast forward three years and she is the rock in my life that makes it easy to enjoy these ordinary days of nothing to do until she returns home.

My phone rang on the kitchen table and I took a quick glance at the screen. I didn’t recognize the number so ignored it and let it go to voicemail. I had briefly hoped it was Harriet phoning to check in on me, as I could have asked her about the eggs. She had left for work well before I’d even got out of bed and hadn’t left the usual cup of tea for me on the bedside table. I assumed she must have been running late for her train.

Harriet works for the Crown Prosecution Service in London and takes the 7:39 from Hither Green station every morning. She arrives home around 6:35 p.m., unless she telephones to say she’ll be late. That’s happened quite a few times recently, as she’s currently working on a very big case – a fraud and money-laundering prosecution that will be ‘career-defining’, she keeps telling me.

As far as Harriet is concerned, I spend my days looking for a new job and a new flat for us to live in (our tenancy expires in six weeks), but the truth is I have made very little progress on either of these fronts. I must get my arse into gear.

We had a brief chat about it the other evening. She was sat on the sofa engrossed in her laptop, her forehead wearing a deep frown of concentration.

‘Fancy popping down the pub later?’ I asked.

‘I can’t,’ she replied, without looking up from the screen.

‘You should take a break. It’s no life working every minute of the day. We’ve hardly seen each other these last weeks.’

‘This case is my life at the moment. You go to the pub if you must.’

‘I thought I was your life,’ I said, hoping to ease her away from her work.

She looked up towards me, the frown still etched on her face.

‘No, you’re the life that supports this life,’ she said, pointing at her laptop screen.

‘And which of those lives is most important to you?’ I asked.

‘Don’t ask me that,’ she replied. ‘It’s not fair. Let’s just say they are symbiotic.’

‘Makes me sound like a growth.’

‘It does, doesn’t it?’

‘You ever going to tell me what this big case you’re neglecting me for is about?’ I asked.

‘I’ve told you a million times, I’m not allowed to discuss my work with anyone outside the office – not even you. It’s a huge fraud case and it’s been a nightmare. Let’s just leave it at that.’

‘I won’t tell anyone.’

‘I know you would never intend to, but what if you accidentally let something slip to the wrong person? I could lose my job, which has actually happened to two people in the office. It’s not worth it.’

‘Official Secrets Act, is it?’

‘Yeah, something like that.’

‘Does it involve a footballer? Or one of the cast of The Fast and The Furious: Tokyo Drift?’

‘No. Shut up, Matt.’

She returned to her work, but the frown had gone.



The toaster ejected my slice of toast. I left it where it was, with its head poking out of the toasting slit for a few minutes to let it cool and increase its crispness. (I don’t like the butter to melt into the surface of the toast as I find it slightens the crunch.) I buttered the toast and took my first bite. It needed egg – or rather I did. The craving was still strong. I decided I would set off for the park and maybe buy a box of eggs on the way home.

We rent a furnished two-up, two-down terraced house in Hither Green, south London. It has a bright red front door, a small front garden with a low wall and a little wrought-iron gate leading to a path to the front-door steps. The door is the only one on the street painted bright Post Office red. Most mornings I go for a walk in my local park, which is a peaceful, manicured pleasantness with a large ornamental lake, café and acres of landscaped lawns and meadows. I finish my walks at the café, where I treat myself to a coffee and sometimes a cake before returning home. In the afternoon, I might read a book, go to the cinema, or simply sit in front of the TV. If I have a nap, I make sure I set my alarm for 5 p.m. so that I can clean and tidy the house before Harriet gets home from work.

I chucked what remained of the toast in the bin, checked the egg box was still empty, put on my green puffa jacket, and headed outside. It was a beautiful day: sunny and cloudless, but bitterly cold. As I entered the park through its wrought-iron gates, a jogger overtook me and disappeared into the distance.

It reminded me that a man of my age really should be committed to some sort of proper exercise regime. I hate the occasional guilt I feel at the absence of such a thing. My one problem, apart from the lack of motivation, is that I don’t have the self-confidence to display my flouncy running technique in public spaces. My backside is quite high and bulky and my legs splay outwards from below the knee. I tend to run with my head stooped towards the floor and my hands in my jeans pockets to stop them falling down. Imagine a six-foot duck running towards you at full quack and that’s something akin to my technique.

I do occasionally break into a short run every hundred metres or so, trying to look like a man in a hurry rather than a man on the jog, though if I see someone approaching me up ahead, I slow down immediately. It’s usually a very stop-start process, as there are always lots of dog walkers and mothers with baby strollers smothering the park. On blustery days, my baggy morning jeans also cause severe wind flap around my legs, only adding to my lack of jog confidence.

Having said that, I wouldn’t be seen dead in public, let alone a park café, wearing running shorts or sweat-laden sports gear. The main reason I go to the park is for my coffee and cake, and it’s a rule of blood for me that men in Lycra shorts should never, ever be in the vicinity of food or its preparation.

I took a seat at one of the café tables on the outdoor decking overlooking the lake. A few brave souls had hired rowing boats, and dotted along the lakeside path were mums and toddlers throwing bread for the ducks. It’s a good job ducks can’t buy their own bread, or else I reckon a lot of these parent–child trips would lose their focus. I always enjoy it when a toddler eats the bread for themselves, or shouts at a particular duck for being too greedy. Better still is their confusion when they throw a chunk and it falls behind them into the hood of their little jackets. They must think they have powers their parents can only dream of.

After a few peaceful moments watching the boats and sucking the froth off the top of my cappuccino, my next-door neighbour but one, Carol Thompson, joined me at the table.

We are often at the café at the same time and I enjoy having a chat with her. It’s not a definite arrangement, but certainly an unspoken one. Carol’s ten years older than me, posh and divorced with two children. Both her kids have left home to study something or other at university, so she has a lot of time on her hands and a lot of chat to deliver. I liked her from the very first day we moved into what turned out to be her street.

‘Morning, Matthew darling. Nice-looking bit of cake. Date and walnut? Am I right?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, would you like a piece?’ I replied, knowing full well what the answer will be.

‘I really shouldn’t but then again I don’t mind if I do.’

I broke off a little chunk of cake and handed it to her on a folded serviette. She put the whole piece straight into her mouth and began to chomp down on it as she gazed over towards the lake.

Carol has a pleasing profile, neat, with high cheekbones and no hint of a double chin. Today, her auburn hair was tied tightly back from her forehead into a short ponytail and she was wearing even more makeup than she usually did for her morning jog. She looked youthful in her running pants and fluorescent orange zipped running top. She is fierce but lovely, and although she doesn’t listen to your every word, she always catches enough to make the conversation flow. I’m not surprised her marriage failed but suspect that, from time to time, her ex-husband misses her terribly.

She finished chewing and then removed a hard morsel of walnut from her mouth before flicking it onto the decking.

‘Nice bit of cake, that. Why are you not eating your piece?’ she asked.

‘I’m beginning to think it was a mistake.’

‘Partaking of the cake is never a mistake, darling.’

‘I know, but you see, when I woke up this morning I really fancied a couple of soft-boiled eggs, and I reckon that if I have that cake, I’ll lose the yearning, and that would disappoint me.’

‘Well, give it to me, then. Problem solved.’

‘Maybe I will because, the truth is, an egg craving doesn’t come along that often for me, and if I can sustain it, I’ll get a massive egg hit when I eventually pop that first piece of soft-boiler down my neck. I think they call it delayed gratification.’

‘Why didn’t you have eggs for breakfast and put an end to it then?’

‘Because I don’t have any eggs in the house.’

‘Oh, darling, you poor thing. An eggless house is a fool’s palace.’

I laughed. She was a funny lady.

At that moment a waitress passed by carrying a tray of soiled cups and plates. She’d been working at the café for a month or so and I would often catch her staring at the punters with a sort of curious indifference. She had a slightly miserable, ‘put-upon’ look about her face, suggesting she didn’t really want to be there.

Carol intercepted her.

‘Excuse me, sweetheart, have you got any eggs back there in your kitchen that I could buy?’ she asked.

The waitress’s face turned instantly defensive. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You know,’ Carol continued, ‘eggs – the things hens lay. They’re egg-shaped and often brown-coloured, tend to come in boxes of six. Humpty Dumpty was one before he turned to booze.’

‘Yeah, I know what an egg is, but this isn’t a shop, it’s a café.’

‘Oh, but sweetheart, look here at the menu. It says the cakes and sandwiches are all baked on the premises, so surely there must be some eggs in the vicinity.’

‘We have some hard-boiled eggs for the salads and the sandwiches.’

‘No, I just want an uncooked egg in the same condition it was when the hen laid it.’

‘I’ll go and ask Dennis.’

‘Who is Dennis?’ said Carol.

‘You would have to ask him that,’ said the waitress, throwing Carol an insincere smile before sallying off back into the café.

I would say that the encounter had been a score draw.

‘If she has no joy with Dennis, whatever he is, you can pop into my place on your way back and take a couple of eggs.’

‘Thanks. You might as well finish the cake then. I’ve made my decision: I’m going to hold out for the eggs.’

‘Such a brave boy. Now, tell me, what’s happening with your flat search?’ she asked as she grabbed the remaining cake from my plate like a heron plucking a minnow from a pool. ‘Have you managed to get your act together, darling?’

‘Haven’t done any viewings for a couple of weeks. I can’t find anything that we can afford at the moment. I think Harriet is getting pissed off with me but we need to find out what salary I’ll be earning in my next job before we can commit to somewhere.’

‘What about that place I recommended to you, with the hot floorboards and the concierge?’

‘Oh, Satsuma Heights, next to London Bridge?’

‘Yes, that’s the one.’

‘They wanted two thousand pounds a month rent. We offered them fifteen hundred and they told us to fuck off.’

‘Good for them. I would have done the same. How is Harriet, by the way? I was at my window seat this morning and I didn’t see her pass by on her way to the station.’

‘She’s fine, I think. Working hard, bringing home the bacon.’

‘Maybe she took a different route.’

‘Maybe you turned your back when she passed your checkpoint.’

‘Hmm, I doubt it. I noticed your shitty car was gone, too. Maybe she’s given up on the trains.’

‘I don’t know anything about that.’

‘You should pay more attention to her – if you think she’s worth it, that is. Oh, darling, this cake really is shit hot. It looked a bit dreary on the plate – you know, like a dead mouse or a brown dustbin – but it’s magnificent.’

‘Shouldn’t judge a book by its cover. I mean, you present as pleasant and approachable, but you’re actually a cold hard assassin.’

‘Thank you for noticing, darling.’

The waitress returned to our table.

‘Dennis says he doesn’t have any raw eggs and even if he did, he’s not allowed to sell them to the public.’

She remained standing next to us, clearly expecting Carol to respond to her announcement.

Carol, in return, just stared at her blankly for five or six seconds and then broke into a forced smile.

‘Tell Dennis I’m sure he will find true love one day and a big thank you to you for all your efforts.’

The waitress shrugged her shoulders. ‘Anything else you want?’

‘Like what?’ asked Carol.

‘I dunno.’

‘Did you have something in mind?’

‘No, not really.’

‘Fascinating,’ said Carol with a shake of her head. ‘Come on, darling, let’s go and get those eggs.’

I smiled apologetically towards the waitress as we left the table. She stared back at me as if I was a dog dirt on a luggage carousel.

When we arrived at Carol’s house, she led me straight through to her kitchen and proudly opened a full half-dozen box of eggs in front of my face.

‘Look at those beauties!’ she exclaimed. ‘Do you want me to put them on to boil now or later?’

‘What do you mean? I just want a couple of eggs to take home – I don’t need you to cook them for me. But, hey, thanks for the offer.’

‘I just thought that maybe we could go upstairs and then we could have the eggs once we’d worked up an appetite.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Yes, of course I am, but if you haven’t got the balls then that’s your problem.’

‘Where’s this come from?’

‘Boredom, mainly. So, shall we go upstairs or not?’

‘I’m going to say not. I don’t think it’s a good idea.’

‘Well, out you get then. And I’ve changed my mind about the eggs.’

‘Oh come on, Carol, I sacrificed good cake for those eggs.’

‘No, fuck off,’ she said, as she gestured for me to scarper with her elegant, moisturized right arm.

I left her house, still eggless. I think she was joking about going upstairs, or maybe it was just one of her power plays that she likes to unfurl every now and then. A tiny part of me hoped it wasn’t a joke – I don’t know, an ego thing or some such indulgence.

With thoughts of egg still lingering in the back of my mind, I watched TV until 4 p.m., leaving me a couple of hours to shower and clean and tidy the place. I find housework a useful distraction from focusing on my lazy man guilt and an easy way to show Harriet that I’m actually a worthwhile addition to the household. She hates ironing, but I find it very calming, especially if I listen to my old records while flattening the cloth. A nice plump pile of ironed clothes on the table never fails to put a smile on her face when she walks in the door (and I always leave it on the table until she comes home so that she can’t fail to see my good work).

Just as I was finishing the last piece of ironing – a pair of underpants (yes, I do that) – I remembered I hadn’t checked to see if there was any post today. We have a little cage on the inside of the letterbox that the mail falls into, which Harriet insisted I install after the cat pissed on a flyer from a dog charity that had been lying innocently on the doormat. I grabbed the contents and settled down at the kitchen table to inspect them. All of the letters were addressed to Harriet, so I popped them on top of the ironing pile (another chance for Harriet to appreciate my good work). The only other item was an A4 piece of white paper neatly folded in two that had evidently been placed through the letterbox by hand, rather than delivered by the postman. I unfolded the sheet. There were four sentences typed dead centre of the page.


I won’t be back tonight. Not sure when I will be. Please don’t try and get in touch. Take care of Sergeant Walnuts… Harriet x



A wave of dread rushed through my stomach and my mouth filled with saliva. I read the note again and my mind was overcome with panic at the likelihood of my life being turned upside down and fear at the prospect of losing the first person I had ever loved.

I read the note again. Was it Harriet’s attempt at a joke? Was it a hoax placed in the letterbox by a cruel neighbour? No, it must have been written by Harriet. It was a habit of hers to always type out messages or notes that she wanted to be treated with great importance. What’s more, I don’t think any other living person knew that her nickname for the cat was Sergeant Walnuts. I remembered what Carol had said about Harriet taking the car that morning. I rushed out onto the street to check and, sure enough, the car was nowhere to be seen.

I wanted to phone her immediately. I needed to hear her voice. The note told me not to get in touch, but how could she expect me to do that? Surely I deserved an explanation or some details of her intentions? At the very least, I needed to know where she was. I had to be able to picture her – be it sat at her work desk, travelling on the train, drinking in a pub or booking into a hotel. Maybe she was at her mum’s or her brother’s? Either way, I wanted an answer. Who was she with? Who did she intend to be with? Had she found someone else? How could I possibly live without her by my side? Why do I only feel any real emotions when things turn towards the shit?






2 CROISSANTS


Ignoring her request not to get in touch, I rang the main number for Harriet’s office. I would ask to be put through to her extension number and then, if she answered, I could put the phone down without her knowing that it was me calling.

When the main reception put me through to her desk, it rang exactly ten times before switching to answerphone. I ended the call. Then I remembered I had the mobile number of a colleague of Harriet’s called Will who worked in the same section of the office as her. I dialled his number.

‘Hello, Will speaking,’ he answered.

‘Oh, hi, Will, this is Matt, Harriet’s boyfriend. I don’t seem to be able to get hold of her. Just wondered if I could leave her a message?’

‘Is she not at home with you?’

‘No, well, actually, I can’t be sure, because I’m not at home at the moment,’ I lied, embarrassed at being out of the loop. ‘She’s not there in the office, then?’

‘No, she sent us a message saying she wouldn’t be in for a few days. We just assumed she wasn’t feeling well. She’s been working herself into the ground recently.’

‘Yeah, she is a bit under the weather…’ – this could be true? – ‘I hadn’t realized she didn’t go into work. She’s probably just asleep in bed. My mistake. Don’t worry about it. Thanks a lot, Will. Cheerio.’

That phone call sent my mind into a spiral again. I re-read the letter and focused on the ‘X’ she had handwritten after her name. It was something she always did, but nevertheless it gave me a glimmer of hope.

I wondered what it was about today that had triggered her exit. The last conversation we’d had before going to bed the previous night hadn’t felt particularly ominous. She was sat on the sofa reading through a work file on her laptop, her forehead taut with concentration, and I was sat in the easy chair opposite her, watching TV. I was rubbing my fingernails together absentmindedly to the tune of ‘Take On Me’ by A-ha.

‘Can you stop with the finger noise please?’ she said.

‘Sorry,’ I replied cheerfully.

‘It’s just I’m trying to concentrate here.’

‘Yeah, I know, won’t happen again.’

‘It will.’

There was an audible silence that I felt the need to fill.

‘Could you tell what tune it was I was doing?’

‘Shut up, Matt, I need to concentrate.’

She sounded pissed off. I couldn’t cope with the silence. I needed to check the extent of her anger.

‘It was “Take On Me”,’ I blurted. ‘By A-ha. The Norwegian lads.’

‘I didn’t realize that song was so tuneless and irritating,’ she replied, then raised her hand above the keyboard and executed a flouncy, dramatic press of the ‘send’ button. ‘Thank fuck for that. Case prepared, reviewed and approved. Nothing more I can do.’

She tossed the laptop onto the sofa, let out a huge sigh of relief, and leant back into the sofa cushions.

‘Well done, mate,’ I said, offering her a little round of applause. I got up from my chair, walked over to her and gave her a hug and a kiss on the top of her head. I was proud of her. This case had obviously been a bastard.

‘Hey, I bought some fancy croissants from the deli today. Do you want one by way of a celebration?’ I asked.

Harriet took off her spectacles. This usually meant she had something with a slight barb to announce.

‘Why would you do that? You know I don’t like them.’

‘Really? I thought you liked the occasional croissant.’

‘You must be thinking of your ex.’

‘Maybe,’ I replied.

‘Definitely,’ she responded with her middle finger raised towards me.

‘Why don’t you like them? I thought everyone loved a croissant?’

‘The croissant is a calorific shit storm. You’d be better off having a bacon sandwich for breakfast than a croissant – nice bit of protein, and a hell of a lot more flavour for the same three hundred and fifty calories.’

‘I didn’t know you knew so much about breakfast calories,’ I said.

‘Yeah, well, I do. How do you think I look so good?’ replied Harriet.

‘I’ll give them to Carol, then. She loves croissants. Stops them going to waste.’

At that, she picked up her laptop and got up off the sofa.

‘I’m off to bed. I’m shattered. Don’t forget to put the cat out and don’t make any noise when you come up.’

So, that was it: our last conversation. A little chat about croissants. She didn’t say goodnight, but that wasn’t unusual. When I eventually joined her upstairs, she was fast asleep. It had just felt like a normal evening. Harriet seemed her normal self. I was happy, and even Goodmonson had a spring in his step when I booted him out for the night.

I decided to take a punt and make passive contact with Harriet by texting an emoji of a waving hand. I regretted it instantly. My thoughts shifted to the possible (mostly negative) consequences of sending the emoji when she had instructed me not to get in touch with her. Goodmonson joined me on the sofa.

‘Don’t think Mum will be home this evening,’ I informed him, keeping my voice cheery so as not to indicate anything untoward might be going on.

‘So can I stay inside tonight?’ he asked, his face full of pleading.

‘Yeah, I suppose. You can sleep upstairs with me, keep me company.’

‘So it’s just you and me again, like old times,’ he said as he laid on his back and thrust his two back paws up towards the ceiling.

Harriet wasn’t a big lover of cats, but Monson came with me as part of the deal. We had been together for nearly ten years and he had seen a couple of girlfriends come and go before Harriet arrived on the scene. The two of them had grown to accept each other and become friends, which had pleased me greatly. It even crossed my mind that Harriet would probably be missing Monson more than me.

I went into the kitchen and poured some biscuits into Monson’s dish. He sniffed the contents and turned his head to me.

‘Fucking dry shit. No deal – you’re on your own tonight.’

He shook his paw at the food, jumped up onto the sofa and dug himself a nook in the cushions. I checked my phone (for the hundredth time since finding the note) and there was a text from Harriet: a waving hand emoji.

A small pulse of reassurance swept through my body, and when I got to bed, sleep came sooner than I could have dared anticipate.

That night, I had a dream I owned the world’s biggest oar and was being interviewed by a local news channel.

‘It’s not as big as I thought it would be,’ said the presenter.






3 VANILLA AND POTATO


When I woke up the following morning, I checked my phone for any further messages from Harriet. Nothing.

I needed to talk to someone about the situation, and Carol seemed the best option. Truth is, she was the only option. Hopefully I would bump into her at the café in the park.

When I grabbed my puffa jacket from its peg, I noticed what looked like a coffee stain on the front. It was the classic coffee-stain shape – thinner at the top, then a bulbous flourish below. It reminded me of the outline of a country but I couldn’t think which one. I showed it to Goodmonson.

‘Do you know what country this coffee stain resembles?’ I asked him.

He looked up at me, then blinked and yawned. ‘Norway.’

‘That’s it! Norway! Thanks, Monson, that would have bugged me.’

‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said. ‘Could I have a motorcycle?’

‘No chance,’ I replied.

‘Well, could I go to a motorcycle event, then?’

‘I’ll think about it,’ I said as I left the house.

‘No, you won’t! I know you!’ he shouted after me.

I half jogged, half walked to the café and took up my usual seat on the outdoor decking. I nearly bought a croissant to accompany my coffee but at the last minute decided to switch to a jam doughnut.

Just along from me, tucked around the corner, I could see the waitress from yesterday puffing away on her vape. She was around my height (five foot seven and a half) and I guessed around twenty-two years old. She was wearing a black roll-neck sweater with a black skirt and black boots. Her jet-black, shoulder-length hair was worn beneath a baseball cap. Her skin was pale and her face was round and rural. I noticed a large tattoo on the calf of her right leg. It was a circular, solid block of ink, about the size of a saucer, and its darker and lighter patches gave the initial impression of a moonscape.

I felt a bit rotten about how curt Carol had been with her during the egg conversation yesterday, so took the few steps over to her to say hello and thank her for her help.

‘Hi there. What flavour is your vape? It smells unusual,’ I asked.

‘Oh, I suppose you’re going to complain about me using it out here, are you?’

‘No, not at all. To be honest, I’m a big fan of nicotine, but I packed in smoking to try and reinstate some crispness into my brain.’

I took a deliberate whiff of the vape trail as she exhaled another cloud of gas. ‘Is it vanilla and potato?’

‘No, it’s raspberry and coconut,’ she replied, looking at me as if I were an advert for a donkey sanctuary – i.e. with part pity, part disgust.

‘Of course it is! Very nice combo.’

I regretted the use of ‘combo’ immediately and glanced down to the floor as if I had been emotionally affected by the plight of the donkeys.

‘Why are you pretending to be interested in my vape?’ she asked. ‘Is there something you want?’

‘Yes, I suppose there is. I just wanted to apologize for my friend yesterday. She came over a bit aggressive and I don’t think that was her intention. I don’t think she realizes how rude she can sound.’

‘The woman who wanted the eggs?’

‘Yeah, that’s her.’

‘So you want to distance yourself from her, do you? Is that your game?’

‘No, I just didn’t want you to think it was anything personal. It’s just the way she is.’

‘So, you’re the good guy, are you? Listen, she didn’t bother me at all. We get loads of her type in here.’

‘Must bother you a bit.’

‘Maybe it does, but not enough to get me down.’

‘Well, thanks for trying to help out with the eggs. Much appreciated.’

‘If you think it must bother me, then why doesn’t it bother you? I bet she treats you just the same, and she’s your friend, isn’t she?’

‘Yeah, she is. I just take it with a pinch of salt – you know, water off a duck’s back.’

‘Seems that we are quite similar, then. People like her search us out. You should be more choosy. She’s not your girlfriend, is she?’

That question took me by surprise. Why would anyone think that Carol and I were romantically involved? I just couldn’t see how that mistake would arise.

‘No, not at all. Just friends,’ I replied.

‘But would you like to be?’ she asked with a playful smile on her face.

‘I’ve never even given it a second’s thought.’

She took a big old suck on her vape and blew the gas in the direction of the lake. She was still smiling.

‘I like your puffa jacket, by the way,’ she said as she turned back towards me.

‘Thank you,’ I replied. ‘You don’t have to be cold to be cool.’

She made her way past me and back into the café. I got another glimpse of the tattoo on her calf and concluded that it was probably a small pizza. Either that, or a two-egg omelette.

I sat back down and gazed over the lake. Not long into my stare, Carol came into view. She was jogging at quite a stride over the bridge at the far end of the lake. She was wearing a bright yellow running top and black leggings. Her white and orange training shoes looked massive on the end of her long, skinny legs. As she approached, I expected her to divert onto the cinder path that led up to the café, but instead she carried on along the side of the lake and off into the distance, out of my sight. It was the first time I had ever seen her reject the café as a pit stop. Maybe she was doing a second circuit of the lake, I thought. Maybe she was upset with me after yesterday. I waited to see if she would come around again but she didn’t. I finished my coffee and made my way home.

The road I live on is made up of dirty yellow-brick Victorian terraces with tiny walled front gardens, each one with a large bay window on the ground floor overlooking the street. Carol’s house, by far the grandest on the street, is two down from ours, at the end of the terrace. I saw her trainers on the front step, so went through the gate and knocked on her high-gloss lime green door. Her face appeared at the bay window and stared straight through me. I gave her a wave to break the moment, but she just continued to stare before disappearing out of sight.

I waited on the step, thinking she might be coming to answer the door, but it didn’t open. It was only once I’d walked back down the steps and opened the gate to leave that I heard the front door behind me. When I turned round, the door was wide open, but Carol wasn’t in the doorway. I took it as an invitation nevertheless, and stepped inside.

I found Carol on her sofa drinking a glass of what looked like thin mud.

‘What do you want?’ she asked. ‘Still after my eggs?’

‘No, I just came round for a chat and to apologize for yesterday.’

‘What is there to apologize about?’

‘Well, it felt a bit awkward, you know, with you throwing me out.’

‘Wasn’t awkward for me, darling. Have you changed your mind yet?’

‘No, I haven’t. Listen, I’m really fond of you, Carol, but—’

‘Oh, save it, darling. So, is there anything else you want?’ she asked, staring me full between the eyes.

She wasn’t wearing any makeup, and I could see that the faint mark I’d noticed on her cheek the previous day had bloomed into a real shiner.

‘What have you done to your face?’ I asked.

‘Fell over on my jog the other day.’

‘It looks nasty. You should put an ice patch on it or something.’

‘I won’t be doing that, darling. I’ve got this Moroccan sea gunge that will do exactly the same job. So, come on, I can see it in your eyes: you’ve got something on your mind.’

‘I was after some advice.’

‘How about this: don’t do hurtful things to people who have only ever shown you kindness. That’s good advice, don’t you think, darling?’

‘It’s to do with Harriet.’

‘Oh, I noticed she didn’t go into work again this morning. Is she sick or something?’

‘No. I think she may have left me.’

‘Good girl. About time.’

‘No, I’m serious, Carol. She left me this note. Would you read it and see what you make of it?’

I gave her the piece of paper and sat beside her as she put on her reading specs and took in its contents. When she finished, she removed her glasses and let out a theatrical sigh.

‘She’s got another man, darling. Seems obvious to me.’

It was the very last thing I wanted to hear. My stomach took a large wallowing gulp of panic.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because she doesn’t want you to get in touch. She’s full of guilt, darling. She doesn’t say how long she’ll be gone because she’s hedging her bets. This new fella might not turn out to be all she’s hoping for. You haven’t tried to contact her, have you?’

‘I sent her a wavy hand emoji.’

‘Oh, you fucking idiot. That’s just giving her permission to frolic and feel less guilty about it. Did she respond?’

‘Yeah, she sent me a wavy hand emoji back.’

‘What are you, a couple of kids in a playground?’

‘I couldn’t help myself.’

‘Promise me you won’t do that again. It will just remind her of you and whatever it is she’s trying to escape.’

‘I’ll try not to. So, that’s your first thought? That she’s with someone else?’

‘That’s my instinct, and I’m a woman. I’m good at this shit, darling. Don’t tell me you weren’t thinking the same?’

‘I was trying not to.’

‘My advice is just to sit it out, start thinking about what life on your own might look like, and get comfortable with it. You’re not a child, darling. Am I right?’

She fixed her gaze on my nose and put her spectacles back on without shifting her focus. I began to feel uncomfortable, and it crossed my mind that she might be about to pounce on me. Her stare continued and seemed to increase in intensity.

‘What are you looking at me like that for, Carol?’

‘Can I get it?’ she asked.

‘Get what?’

‘That blackhead on the side of your nose,’ she answered, still not taking her eyes off me. ‘It’s perfectly ripe.’

‘No chance. I was saving it for myself.’

‘Please, I beg you,’ she responded as she slowly lifted her hands in the direction of my face.

I jumped up off the sofa and took a few steps towards the front door. She remained seated with her hands still outstretched, making pincer movements with her fingers.

‘Come on, Matt, give it to me.’

‘No, I won’t. Why would you want to steal it off me? Especially on the day that Harriet might have left me.’

She put her arms down, crossed her legs and removed her glasses.

‘So, you accept that she might have left you?’

‘Maybe, but perhaps she just needs a break. That’s something that happens with couples. It’s perfectly possible, isn’t it?’

‘It’s possible, but not very likely, especially if you treat her the way you treat me.’

For my only available friend, Carol hadn’t been as helpful as I had hoped. She almost seemed happy at my distress. She was just being Carol, I suppose: unflappable, matter-of-fact and honest – all the things that I found so difficult to pull off myself.

I refused to believe her regarding Harriet, but she had managed to sow a seed of doubt in my mind.

Where was she?






4 RICE CAKES


A couple of hours after the chat with Carol, I was sat at my kitchen table having a cup of tea when my phone rang. It wasn’t Harriet. I let it go to voicemail. The caller left a short message.

‘Hi, this is Kiara from Lansdowne Estates in London Bridge. I would like you to contact me concerning your search for an apartment. My number is—’

I deleted the message without waiting for the exciting contact details. My mind wandered again to the very first time Harriet and I met at that house party. When I told her what I did for a living, she seemed to think I was joking, like she thought that selling bathroom fittings was a job that couldn’t possibly exist. Her attitude put me slightly on the defensive and I fell into the not-unfamiliar trap of trying to big myself up.

‘The bathrooms I sell are really high-end stuff. We get people visiting from miles around just to see the furniture first-hand. No intention of buying.’

‘Did you just call it “furniture”?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, you should come and have a look round.’

‘I don’t want to visit a furniture shop. I don’t have any furniture in my bathroom and I don’t expect I will ever want to.’

‘You have a bath and a sink, don’t you?’

‘Yeah, but no furniture.’

‘A bath and a sink are furniture.’

‘Only if I buy them from you. Anywhere else and they would just be a bath and a sink. I suppose you charge hundreds of pounds more just because you call it furniture?’

‘We are quite pricey, but we offer a much better experience than your bog-standard shop or discount warehouse.’

‘I wouldn’t go to a bathroom shop looking for an experience. I would just want it to be functional and forgettable.’

‘Well, maybe I’m not the bathroom supplier you’re looking for,’ I said with a certain amount of clout.

‘Maybe you’re right. Listen, I’d better go and mingle. Catch you later.’

Before I left the party, I gave her my business card and told her she should come and visit the showroom, maybe I would be able to change her mind. She took the card without comment, took a swig from her bottle of wine and walked away.

I remember having the feeling that we would probably never speak again, and that that would be a shame.

My phone rang again. I picked it up without thinking. It wasn’t Harriet.

‘Hi, this is Kiara from Lansdowne Estates. So glad to be able to speak to you.’

‘Sorry, but this is not a good time,’ I replied.

‘I think that it is, and could I just say how sorry I am about your change of circumstances.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked with a hint of attitude.

‘That you are no longer in employment,’ she replied in a soft, precise tone that indicated she was confident of her information.

‘How do you know that? How have you even got my number?’

‘I’m Kiara from Lansdowne Estates.’

‘Is that meant to mean something to me?’ I asked with a slice of irritation.

‘Yes, I would hope so.’

‘I’m sorry, but it means nothing to me at all.’

‘We showed you an apartment back in November – Satsuma Heights. I think you should remember that.’

‘Yes, I remember, and you rejected our offer, so why are you phoning?’

‘We think that you liked the apartment very much.’

‘Yes, I did… But, hold on, you haven’t told me how you know I lost my job.’

‘I telephoned the work number that you gave us when you registered with us, and they told me you no longer worked there. I put two and two together and guessed that you are currently between jobs.’

‘Oh, I see. Sorry, but, like I said, this really isn’t a good time.’

‘It would be best for you if you made time for my call. We have a very generous offer to make you that could send your life in a totally different direction. I think maybe that’s what you need right now.’

‘Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but can I call you back tomorrow?’

‘I’m afraid tomorrow may be too late. I strongly recommend that—’

‘Look, I’m really sorry,’ I interrupted, ‘but I can’t talk right now.’

I ended the call, which was a bit rude of me, but I really was too agitated to have a sensible conversation. I didn’t want to speak to Kiara from Lansdowne Estates. I wanted to speak to Harriet. For the first time in ages, I felt a pressing desire to tell her that I loved her. A lot.

I needed to get busy, so decided to mop the kitchen floor and clean the living-room windows outside and in. Once that was done, and feeling slightly more in control, I made another cup of tea and sat on the sofa listening to Steely Dan through Harriet’s smart speaker.

There was a knock on my door that I ignored in the hope that it would go away. It didn’t. I knew it wasn’t Harriet, as she always used the doorbell if she didn’t have a key. After the third or fourth bout of knocking, I got up and answered.

It was a young lady; slim, maybe thirty years old, with short, boyish blonde hair. She wore a dark grey business suit, and there was an orange and grey bag slung over her shoulder and white training shoes with orange detailing on her feet. Her skin was flawless and pale, in stark contrast to the vibrant red lipstick she had on. Her heavily painted eyebrows gave her a quizzical demeanour. I suspected this was a deliberate ploy on her part. It was a face that was hard to pin down, like trying to find a mouse’s handbag in a builder’s skip. There was something familiar about her, but I couldn’t pinpoint what it was.

‘Hello, how can I help you?’

It was a strange thing for me to say, given that unless she required bathroom input or a television show recommendation, I had little to offer.

‘My name is Kiara from Lansdowne Estates. We have just spoken on the phone but now we are meeting in person.’

‘So, you were phoning from outside my house?’

‘Not far away. I think you will find this matter is urgent and my employer is not someone who allows time to be wasted. May I come in?’

‘Sorry, but could you maybe explain what this is about first?’
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