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For Tom, who told me I’d write a book one day and made me believe it.









ONE


Aren’t things always more pleasurable when you know they’re about to end? As the bedroom clock ticks down the seconds until my new life can begin, I bury my body deep into the goose-feather duvet and let the comfort engulf me. Next to me, James’ warm morning-breath tickles the back of my neck as a fizz of excitement stirs in my stomach. Outside, the birds sing their morning wake-up call. This isn’t the sound that James likes to wake up to. Soon, his alarm will cut through their song and the room will fill with the crisp voice of the 7am newsreader.


I close my eyes and let out a tiny sigh of pleasure as the final melodies of the dawn chorus play. Today, I won’t put myself through the routine he so often demands. There will be no morning sex. I press a hand over my mouth as a mad giggle threatens to erupt from my throat. Where are these thoughts coming from? Anna Whittington doesn’t think such things. But I’m not going to be Anna Whittington for much longer.


I gently swing my legs from beneath the duvet and walk across the room. I sneak a look back at James before stepping on the creaky floorboard by the door. He’s still asleep. A smile pulls at my lips, but I shouldn’t get ahead of myself. Not yet. I grab my least favourite dressing gown from the back of the door then, finally, I’m out.


As I creep down the stairs of our renovated Victorian terrace, I pull the flimsy belt around me. I hate this dressing gown. Hate that it won’t ever make me look like the model from the adverts, no matter how much James wishes it would. Hate the way it emphasizes my short, stumpy legs. But it’s James’ favourite. Tomorrow, I can wear whatever I like. I’ll probably wear nothing at all.


In the kitchen, my roses have withered. I sweep their brown crispy petals from the table into the palm of my hand and crush them before throwing the rest of the bouquet in the bin. I make a mental note to replace them, then remember I don’t have to. Not anymore. The threat of laughter tickles the back of my throat again, but there’s no time for thoughts like these. I need to get through these final steps first. No distractions. At least it’s easier to play the good wife in here. I know my place: make it tidy, make it perfect. And so I begin: coffee beans in the machine; milk frothed, ready to pour; orange juice placed on the table; croissants warmed; butter spread; places laid. Every year the same, his perfect birthday breakfast.


Just as everything is set, James comes pounding down the stairs, suited up as usual, hair slicked back meticulously. My stomach clenches with tension but I don’t let it show, my cheeks tight with the force of my smile. He almost smiles back as he sees his expected feast, looks approvingly at my choice of dressing gown and takes a seat at the table. He doesn’t ask me to sit, doesn’t offer me a croissant, knowing I won’t consider eating 500 calories for breakfast even if he allowed it. Today for him is fine, his birthday is the one day a year his sugar-free granola and 0% fat Greek yoghurt can be replaced with this indulgent feast. The warm buttery smell fills the kitchen as I watch him eat, croissant flakes crumbling down his pristine suit. He wipes the crumbs onto my newly cleaned floor. I swallow my annoyance. Soon this will not be my floor, this will not be my life.


I walk across the room and turn on Radio 4, the only thing James will listen to. Every day after he leaves, I turn it back to Radio 1 – a small act of rebellion but something that never fails to please me as I dance around the kitchen to what he calls music for morons.


‘Happy birthday,’ I finally say, handing him his coffee and birthday card.


He turns the envelope over in his hands, studying my gold loopy handwriting and slowly looks up. He doesn’t smile. My stomach knots tighter as the kitchen clock punctuates the silence.


‘I thought we’d do presents after work—’


‘What?’


‘Presents,’ I say again. ‘I thought we could do them later, I—’


‘What you mean is you haven’t bothered to wrap them yet.’


My cheeks burn. ‘No, that’s not it. I—’


His hand reaches for me and I flinch. He smiles, then laughs.


‘I’m joking, of course we can do them later.’ He pushes his chair back, not bothering to stand first as it squeals painfully against the floor. ‘You’re very uptight this morning,’ he says as he pulls me in, the hardness of his body like a wall against mine. ‘You need to relax.’


He wraps his arms around my waist and breathes into my ear; his breath is too warm, his mouth too close.


‘You know how much I’m looking forward to this evening,’ he whispers.


I wriggle to relieve the pressure around my ribs, but it only makes him squeeze tighter.


‘Let’s forget about last night now,’ he says.


‘Already forgotten,’ I tell him, as if I have any say in it. James never forgets a perceived transgression. When his former secretary asked to move departments last year, he told me she’d forever have a black mark against her name. Since then, I’ve imagined my name buried under thick layers of inky black. Barely visible at all.


All it took last night was for me to arrive home thirty minutes later than agreed, and that was it. The evening descended into vile accusations on his part and apologies on mine, finally ending in a dinner plate ‘slipping’ from his hand and narrowly missing my bare feet. I swept up the broken pieces in silence as he stormed from the room, and told myself one more night, that’s all.


‘You know I love you more than anything, Anna.’ He lets me go.


‘I know,’ I say again. ‘I know you do. I love you, too.’


For a second, he smiles and I see the ghost of the man I met eleven years ago. The man who surprised me by sending bouquets of white roses to my lectures, who’d turn up at my student house and whisk me away from my pot-noodle suppers to elaborate six-course dinners. The man who held me so tightly that I thought I’d never have to be alone again. For a second, the old James feels so real that I wonder if I’m doing the right thing. But then, I spot his hardened jaw, and my memories are replaced by the recent years of stone-cold silence, or words so harsh that they burn, and I know I can’t stay any longer.


As if reading my thoughts, he unclenches his jaw and reaches for my face. I flinch before he tucks a few loose hairs behind my ear. He stares at me with cold eyes, no doubt riled by the blush of my cheeks. But it’s not me who should feel ashamed by my reaction. Not all of his affections are so gentle.


‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper, but he’s already turning away. ‘I thought—’


‘See you tonight,’ he says as he walks out. Everything that we never speak about leaving with him. And now, we probably never will. I don’t move, barely breathe, until I hear the front door slam shut.


He’s gone. He’s really gone.


My hands shake as I change the radio station. Pop music fills the kitchen, the saccharine beat lifting me while I clean, not quite brave enough to abandon all sense of normality just yet. If James comes home early, there can be no signs of my intentions. Everything has to look normal. I work methodically, starting with the coffee machine that James bought last year. Another thing he loves that I hate. Its overly complicated cleaning routine has to be followed every single day, apparently. The ‘rinse milk system’ process begins as the tube slowly deposits the cleaning fluid. Weight starts to lift from my shoulders; I’ll never have to clean this stupid machine again. In the scheme of things, it should feel like a minor victory, but the list is adding up. Every tiny domestic duty carried out diligently over the years can be firmly put in the ‘never again’ category. All the hours spent hiding away from real life, acting like a middle-aged 1950s housewife can finally be behind me. Why did I ever let it go on for so long?


But not anymore. Sam being back has made me realize how much I’ve lost from being under James’ control; he’s made me remember the girl he knew before all of this. The person I could be again.


Leftover globs of butter from James’ discarded breakfast drop into the bin as I scrape his plate. No more tidying up. No more serving him.


Breakfast tomorrow will look very different.


What will we eat? Perhaps we won’t eat at all. A shiver runs through me at the thought of waking up with Sam; our bodies curled together on crisp white sheets, blue waves of the sea visible from the window as we wake, seagulls squawking overhead. With my eyes closed, I’m lost in the moment until the shrill ring of my phone jolts me back to reality. I run upstairs to catch it in time and smile at Sam’s name on the screen.


‘Hi,’ I say.


‘Good morning, beautiful.’


‘Cheesy line,’ I laugh.


‘You know you love my cheesy lines.’


In the background, the booming laughter of the men he works with rings out. Sam will be in his gardening clothes, mud beneath his fingertips.


‘Are you at work already?’ I ask.


He laughs. ‘We aren’t all sleeping beauties, some of us have to graft.’


I ignore the remark. ‘What time can I see you?’


‘Few hours yet, got a bit to get done this morning. About twelve?’


‘Oh, I thought it might be earlier,’ I say. The background noise fades away but Sam doesn’t reply. ‘It doesn’t matter. You can pick me up from here.’


‘Where’s here?’ he asks. ‘Not your house?’


‘Yes, the house.’


He laughs again. ‘You’re mad – what about…’


‘James is out all day. He won’t know.’ What I don’t say is, I don’t care if he does come home. I don’t want to ruin the surprise. ‘It’s fine, honestly. I promise.’


Sam sighs down the line. ‘All right, darling. If you say so. See ya later, alligator.’ He hangs up.


‘In a while, crocodile,’ I say to my silent bedroom.


The parts of Sam I loved so much as a teenager haven’t changed at all. That’s my favourite thing about all of this. Being with him makes me feel free and grounded at the same time. I remember standing in my mum’s hallway twirling the phone cord around my fingers as he said the same silly goodbye line to me twelve years ago. I felt the exact same way about him then as I do now. But he’s grown too, since we’ve been apart. I can rely on him now; he’ll look after me in a way he couldn’t back then. No matter how terrifying the thought of leaving James is, the one thing I know for certain is that my life will be better with Sam.


I pull out the case from underneath our bed and check it one last time. Everything’s there, everything I need in this extortionately priced designer suitcase. The suitcase James bought to pack up my meagre life when I left my student house-share and moved into his city apartment, the suitcase we took on our honeymoon six years ago in Mexico, filled with promise. And now, the suitcase I will leave him with. Whose absence he will not notice immediately but, when he does, will confirm his worst and most unlikely fear: that I could really be brave enough to go.









TWO


I check my phone again. 12:04pm. Standing in the bay window, I look up and down the street and tell myself it’s fine, he’ll be here. But as another minute rolls around, my thumbs take over and begin typing ‘Where are you?’ into WhatsApp. Before pressing send, I see the flash of a red car from the corner of my eye and feel my body relax. He’s here. A smile covers my face as I watch him in the driver’s seat, checking his phone and looking back and forth from my front door to his screen.


He doesn’t spot me in the window as he drums his fingers against the steering wheel. I want him to walk up to the door, ring the bell. Do it properly. But as I watch him, I know he won’t. He looks anxious – probably worried James will arrive any minute and find out. I can’t wait to tell him how that doesn’t matter anymore, imagine his freckled nose wrinkling as I say the words, the familiar smile that will dimple his cheeks. My phone beeps.


Your carriage awaits, m’lady xXxXx


I love how he signs off his messages like we’re still in school. James has never been one for excessive shows of affection, preferring a muted J at the end of his texts, occasionally a single X, but never xXxXx – the effort required to make one X capital, one small, too much for him.


Sam’s always been generous with his affection. When we were young, I’d sit up for hours at night with my gigantic Nokia under the covers, waiting for its dully lit screen to flash up with his name. He’d send silly jokes, or corny love poems, always with a winky face. Always ending with an elaborate xXxXx.


Then a thought hits me: the suitcase. What if James comes home early and finds it ready to go; packed full of my imminent betrayal? My heart hammers as I grip the door handle, rigid with the fear that my excitement has been keeping at bay. Taking it with me now isn’t an option. Sam will ask about it straight away and I can’t tell him yet. How can I explain what I’ve done while standing in the hallway or sitting in his car? No. The news is too big. It needs to be delivered properly.


My phone beeps again; Sam’s getting impatient.


Ignoring him, I run back upstairs and fling open the bedroom door. There are no tell-tale signs in the room. The suitcase is under the bed; there’s no reason for James to pull it out and check its contents even if he does happen to come home early. But he won’t. He never does. I’m overthinking it. We’ll come back for the case as soon as I tell Sam the news. This will all be over in a few hours, far before James finishes work. There’s still time.


Three quick knocks come from the front door as I run downstairs, taking the steps two at a time. Sam’s reassuring outline stands behind the stained glass of the door, the afternoon sun drawing multi-coloured shadows on the floorboards.


Sam is here. James won’t find the suitcase. Everything is fine.


Nervous excitement overtakes my fear once again and I fling open the front door.


‘Woah,’ Sam says. He stumbles backwards as I jump into his arms. ‘Calm down!’ He laughs, but then pushes me back slightly and holds onto my wrists. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Just pleased to see you,’ I say, shutting the door behind me.


Sam looks up at the house with his eyes wide; I can imagine exactly what he’s thinking. It’s not mine, I want to say, I don’t even pay towards the mortgage. I didn’t end up the typical ‘rich bitch’ all your school friends used to joke about. But the words don’t come out fast enough and when his eyes fall back to me with a smile the moment’s gone.





We’ve driven to a pub on the outskirts of Oxford. It was my best friend Rosie’s favourite before she moved to Bristol. We used to come here every Friday afternoon to share a glass of wine and shake off the week among the young couples in love who’d curl up by the fire, sharing laughter and bowls of crispy thick-cut chips. I briefly wonder if it’s a safe choice; Rosie is, after all, James’ sister. But she’d never come here without me, and James would never come here at all. It’s too ‘cosy’ for my husband, but perfect for Sam.


We walk through the oak-framed door hand in hand, the smell of burning logs warm in the air. The daylight is kept at bay behind thick, plush velvet curtains, designed to replicate the feeling of being safely tucked up on a dark winter’s evening, even on the brightest day. The sort of place you never want to leave.


‘What you having?’ Sam asks as I take a seat by the open fire, finally able to be one of the couples Rosie and I have so often watched.


‘Surprise me,’ I say, smiling and leaning back into the armchair.


Sam goes to the bar, unaware of the two women who eye him appreciatively. Even in his work clothes, an old black fleece and stained waterproof trousers, he looks seriously good. James also attracts attention wherever we go, but it’s different. It’s like the women picture their lives with him, the expensive dinners, champagne-flooded events, being taken care of. But nothing more. The men envy him, the casual confidence that only a lifetime of money and good fortune can bring. James is incredibly handsome; I can’t deny that. But in a cold, untouchable way.


Sam is the epitome of warmth, his blue eyes always wide, almost weighed down by the giraffe eyelashes that frame them. His cheeky grin is never far from coming out, though he’s careful to keep his chipped tooth hidden. His confidence, like everything else he’s got, has been hard-earned. When women look at him, they see fun. An escape. Probably around here, a bit of rough. But he’s so much more than that. He comes back towards me with our drinks and takes a seat. I reach for his hand and the women at the bar sigh then turn away.


‘Think you’ve got two admirers over there,’ I say. Sam looks over, then back at me with his nose wrinkled.


‘Ah, get away. Probably more likely wondering why the gorgeous girl by the fire’s with the scruffy lad covered in mud.’ He laughs and clinks his glass against mine. ‘Cheers. Now, what are we celebrating?’


I bite my lip, knowing this is the moment that will change everything. Suddenly, I don’t know what to say. I didn’t realize I’d be this nervous. Instead, I pull out the piece of paper from my bag and put it face down on the table.


Sam looks at it, then at me, with an expression on his face that I can’t read. He slides the paper to his side of the table and turns it over, then takes a sip of Guinness as he reads. His eyebrows furrow and he puts his pint down.


‘What’s this?’


‘What do you think it is?’


‘A cottage…’


I nod, willing him to understand.


He frowns. ‘Anna, what am I looking at?’


I sigh; I’d hoped he’d get it straight away, stop me from having to explain. But I don’t let it deter me. ‘It’s ours, Sam. I did it – that’s our house.’


He picks the paper back up and looks at it silently.


‘I’ve sorted the deposit and first month’s rent; we can go right now.’


‘What?’ He looks so shocked that I laugh.


‘I did it, Sam. I’m ready to leave, I…’


He stares at me with his mouth open as silence stretches between us.


‘I know it’s quicker than we planned, but I couldn’t wait any longer.’


He looks back down at the piece of paper.


‘Anna… I—’


‘Look,’ I say, pointing to the picture on the listing. ‘It’s just what we wanted, isn’t it? A little cottage with lavender growing up the path; you can even see the sea from the bedroom. I couldn’t believe it when I saw it, it’s so much like we’d described, isn’t it?’


I’m babbling. The words pour out of me in the wrong order. But the less Sam says, the less he reacts, the more I need to make him see how perfect this is.


‘You said it would take you weeks to get the money together,’ he says.


‘I thought it would, but I found a way—’


‘Why didn’t you say something?’


I shake my head, trying so hard to ignore the accusation in his words. ‘I wanted it to be a surprise,’ I say, my voice coming out weaker than intended, ‘to show you I could do this for us.’


When he looks up, his eyes have hardened and my chest tightens.


‘I thought you’d be happy – it’s all you’ve talked about for weeks. Us living together, like a proper couple again. No more sneaking around. We both agreed to start saving, you said as soon as we had the money, we’d go…’


With that, it’s like a light’s flicked on and his whole face changes. He shakes his head, as if clearing his thoughts, and reaches across the table.


‘I’m happy, babe. ’Course I’m happy. Just shocked, didn’t expect you to go and do it without me. But you’re right, it’s exactly what we wanted.’


‘Really?’


He squeezes my hand. ‘Really.’ He looks at the house again and shakes his head, but this time a smile covers his whole face. ‘It’s ours?’ I nod. He laughs. ‘Fucking hell, we’re really doing it, aren’t we?’


I nod and laugh along though my hands are shaking with nerves. ‘It’s happening, we’re doing it. We’re finally getting everything we wanted.’


He smiles, but then worry fills his face. He looks at the paper again. ‘But, Cornwall?’


I swallow; this is it. The pinprick in our bubble of happiness. ‘Where else?’


‘I didn’t think you’d want to go back after—’


I flinch involuntarily, stopping Sam from saying the words I’m not ready to hear. He looks down and the knot in my stomach twists tighter.


‘This isn’t about that,’ I say. ‘We deserve to be happy, Cornwall makes us happy…’ I try to sound confident, like I believe things are that simple, but this is the part I’ve been dreading. We haven’t talked about the past since we got back together, nothing about it that matters anyway. I haven’t wanted to break the spell by acknowledging what’s kept us apart for so long.


Sam looks up and smiles weakly, his eyes darting around the pub as I talk.


‘Leaving was the worst thing I ever did, Sam. I know going back is going to be hard, but Cornwall is where we belong.’


Sam nods but looks unsure. ‘Yeah,’ he says, finally. ‘You’re right.’


‘We’ll tell your mum,’ I say. ‘We can go and see her before we get to the house. Explain things…’ I think of Sue and nerves tug at my chest. How will she react to my return? ‘I want to go home, Sam.’


The word ‘home’ catches in my throat. It’s been so long since I’ve let myself think of Cornwall like that, but as I say it, I know it’s how I’ve always felt.


‘Me too,’ he says, smiling finally.





Sam goes to the bar to get us another drink to toast the news. My whole body pumps with adrenaline now that the hard conversation is over. We don’t need to talk about what going back means, not yet. I know that we’ll have to eventually, but today is about the future.


When Sam sits back down with our drinks, I lean across the table and take his hands. His skin’s rough from working outdoors, so different to James’. I rub the calluses on his fingers and smile, pushing thoughts of Sue and everything else to the back of my mind.


The pub has become more crowded with the lunchtime rush; office workers sit in huddles around us, briefly escaping their workday routine. The room buzzes with the anticipation of the imminent weekend, one more day until we’ll all be free. An American family walk in and take the table next to ours. They’re obnoxiously loud as they pull out their chairs and call over to the barman for menus, too lazy to walk over and get them like everyone else. They’re ruining the atmosphere, though Sam doesn’t seem to notice as he pulls his hands away and stares into his pint.


‘Here,’ I say, taking his set of house keys from my bag and placing them on the table.


He looks at them without moving. ‘I can’t believe you’ve done it,’ he says. ‘Have you been there?’


‘Yes,’ I say.


He shakes his head gently, then picks up the keys and twists them around his fingers.


‘Only once,’ I add, as if that makes my actions less dramatic.


I went down last week while Sam was working and James was away. No one around to ask, or care, where I was going. Standing on the platform waiting for the train to Truro felt like a time-warp; it’s been so many years since I’d stood alone like that, a step away from escaping my life. The same spark of excitement and hope that I used to feel forced my feet forward as the carriage arrived, except this time, I was finally going to make a life that required no escape.


‘You’ve really sorted everything,’ he says. ‘Can’t believe you got the cash together that quick. But, I guess it’s not that much for someone like you.’


I take a deep breath then swallow, trying not to read into his words. We can’t go into our new life with the old resentments about money still bubbling away. Sam deserves to know the truth about how things are with James, to know what he’s taking on.


‘That’s not true.’


He taps his fingers against his pint glass. ‘What d’ya mean?’


‘Getting the money,’ I say, watching his eyes flick across my face. ‘It wasn’t easy. And it is a lot, especially for someone like me.’


Sam laughs then frowns, like he isn’t following at all.


‘But things will be different now, I’ll get a job as soon as we get down there. I can waitress, or something.’


‘Yeah, but you don’t need to do it straight away. You’ve got money to fall back on, right? Even without…’ He takes a sip of his pint and fiddles with the keys on the table, not wanting to say James’ name.


I shake my head. ‘No, I don’t.’


‘What?’


‘Well, after paying the deposit, that’s it. That’s everything I have, gone.’


‘All of your money has gone on the deposit?’


I nod. ‘Yes. Well, that and the first month’s rent.’


He puffs out his cheeks and takes a deep glug of his pint.


‘What about your salary? You’ve got a decent job…’


I take a deep breath and look away as I tell him that my salary doesn’t go into my account. It goes straight to James. His eyes widen and I can see him putting it together now, a small glimpse into the kind of life I’ve been living.


‘It’s fine, Sam,’ I reassure him. ‘It’s over now. It won’t be like that anymore.’


He doesn’t say anything. I tell him what I’ve been telling myself all week, that the rent’s not much and we’ll still have the money he was saving for the deposit, plus the cash from the landscaping job he’s just finished. It will all be fine. We don’t need much.


As he looks at me with his eyes wide, the heat of panic crawls up my neck.


‘So all the money you had, it’s gone?’ he says. I nod. ‘You’ve got nothing?’


His words sting. A reminder of all the times James has said this phrase when I’ve threatened to leave. You’ve got nothing. But Sam doesn’t know this. Until now, he didn’t really know anything about my life with James. I wanted him to love me, not save me. So I hid it. The worst of it, anyway. The bits that would make me seem unlovable.


I nod again and try to keep the doubt from my voice when I say, ‘No. But it doesn’t matter now. I’ve got you, and we’ll be fine. We can finally get away, and go back to Cornwall. It’ll be like it used to be.’ Though I know things will never be the way they were.


Sam’s phone buzzes on the table and I see the name ‘Luke’ on the screen. He grabs the phone, cuts the call and slides it into his pocket along with the cottage keys. I reach for my own matching set ready to go in the zipped part of my bag.


‘I’ve got to get back to work,’ he says.


‘What? I thought you’d finished?’


He shakes his head. ‘Almost.’ He downs the rest of his pint and looks around the pub. ‘I’ll drop you back.’


Panic hits me.


‘Sam, I can’t go home. Don’t you understand what I’ve done; what will happen if James finds out? We need to go today. You said you were going back to Cornwall tonight, that you’d take me with you if you could.’


A flash of anger crosses his face. I’ve got this terribly wrong. But how? Tears flood my vision; the loud American family watch me like a spectacle but there’s nothing I can do to stop this feeling. Sam sighs and spins his empty pint glass around.


‘Did you not mean it?’ I ask, sounding even more pathetic than I feel.


He closes his eyes and shakes his head. ‘Anna, things aren’t as simple as that. I meant it. You know I meant it. But you’ve just sprung all of this on me and expect me to be able to go straight away like there’s nothing stopping us—’


‘I did what you told me you wanted! We had a plan, you said as soon as we had the money, we’d go. I stuck to the plan… I’ve just sped it up—’


He sighs. ‘I know, babe. I know. It’ll be fine,’ he says, ‘you’ve just got to give me a minute. All right?’


‘I’m not going home,’ I tell him. ‘I can’t.’


‘All right. Look, wait here then. I’ll be an hour, two tops,’ he says, his voice low. ‘I’ll come back for you as soon as I’m done. Okay? We’ll go together. I promise we’ll go, but we can’t right now. I need to sort a few things first.’


He walks around the table and sits in front of me, reaching up to cup my chin in his hands. His blue eyes search mine as I wipe away the tears. I shouldn’t have done it like this; why did I think surprising him would be a good idea?


‘Come on, babe. Don’t cry. I’ll come back, you know I will. When have I ever let you down?’ His confidence falters then, like I might bring up all the things neither of us want to acknowledge, but instead I bite down on the inside of my cheek, willing my tears and doubts away, and tell him it’s fine.


He kisses me on the lips then wipes the last tear from my cheek. His phone starts ringing again. The thought of waiting here on my own for him to come back fills me with dread. I picture the suitcase under the bed, imagine James finding it before Sam returns. But what else can I do?


‘Go, it’s okay, I’m fine. I’ll see you in an hour. I’ll be right here,’ I say, trying my best to smile despite the pain throbbing in my cheek.


He stands up and lets go of my hand as he looks at me one last time and says our favourite childhood parting line.


‘See ya later, alligator.’


But for the first time, the reply sticks in my throat.









THREE


I open my purse again and stare at the single five-pound note and twenty-pence coin. Pathetic, not even enough for another glass of wine. I wind a loose strand of hair around my finger tighter and tighter until the pain forces me to stop. Where is he? It’s been three hours since Sam left. He said he’d be an hour, that’s all. Maybe two. What could possibly take him this long? I grab my phone and fire off another text, ignoring all the unanswered ones before it. This time I type only question marks.


‘Can I get you anything else?’ the barman who has hovered near my table for the last hour asks me again.


‘No, thank you.’


‘Only we do need to turn over the tables…’


I grind my teeth and tell him I’ll take the bill when he’s ready. I’ll have to pay for it on the joint card; what’s left in my newly acquired personal one won’t cover it. I’m glad Sam didn’t ask how I’d got the money for the house. It makes me sound spoilt and desperate all at the same time.


It was the intern at work who made me think of it. She came in one day with a handbag that her salary would never have afforded her, and mentioned she’d got it secondhand from a vintage store near University Park. That lunch break, I walked over and realized the things I had been so quick to discard were still desired by other women. Once I learned what would sell, it didn’t take long to make the money for the cottage. A few pieces, that’s all. A few trips to the store on the way home from work. It became my secret obsession; I’d root around in the back of the wardrobe for the most extravagant things I owned, ones that James would never notice were gone. The black Chanel dress with the scooped neck that he gave me five years ago, then said made me look like the mistress at a funeral. The Louboutins that I stopped wearing after I scuffed the heel and he said I’d ruined them.


Every time I came in with a new item, the woman behind the till would smile and hand over more cash. It was risky, but I had no other choice. It would have taken years to save the money any other way.


The confession about my finances must have come as a shock to Sam. I’ve never seemed short of cash around him. James sees all my card transactions, but restaurant bills, drinks at a pub, that’s all fine. As long as I can account for it. And I’ve become so good at lying to him that every pound spent on Sam had a perfect explanation ready to go, should James have asked. It made it hard to explain to Sam why I couldn’t leave with him straight away like he wanted. But I couldn’t bear to tell him the truth about my situation and reveal how pathetic I’d become.


The barman comes back and whisks my card away. James could check his online banking at any minute and see this transaction flash up. Fear tingles down my spine; I haven’t prepared an excuse. I didn’t think I’d need one.


I take my phone out and check again: still nothing. My head starts to pound, the effect of drinking too much wine alone in the daytime, and I finally make myself take in what a few hours ago felt impossible.


Sam is not coming back.


‘There we go, all done for you,’ the barman says as he returns my card.


I swallow down the rock in my throat and mumble my thanks. What now? What do I do? I feel completely unable to move, like there’s nothing outside of this pub, nowhere I can go. Nothing I can do. I scroll through the contacts in my phone, a humiliatingly short exercise.


My thumb stops at my mum’s name. I imagine a life where I could call her, imagine her picking up and being glad to hear my voice. The truth is, if I told her any of this, even mentioned Sam’s name, I don’t want to know what she’d say. Even before everything happened, my mum hated Sam. How she hated a child is still beyond me, but she took one look at him and made her judgement. Said he’d drag me down with him. Of course, what happened eventually made her think she was right, like she’d told me all along. I never admitted that it was me who dragged him down, not the other way around. To my mum, anyone from a council estate was bad news, no matter what. I can’t bear to ask her for help now. I won’t give her the satisfaction of once again saying that she told me so.


I continue to scroll, mentally crossing off each name as I come to it, hovering only over Rosie’s. What would she say if I asked her to help me escape my husband? Her brother. Rosie has always been the silver lining in my marriage, her and her beautiful sons providing the makeshift family I’ve always craved. She’s my only true friend in the world. But even with her I can never be completely honest.


There are a few names that I briefly consider: Sarah, Gemma, Claire. Girls I knew in my first term at Oxford Brookes, before I met James. We shared a cramped student let during first year; they’ve seen me in far more embarrassing situations than this. But it’s been so long since we spoke; I have no idea what I’d say even if they were to answer my desperate calls. I get to the end of my contact list. There’s no one. The realization that I’m completely alone hits me with such force that a pathetic sob escapes me, loud enough to encourage sympathetic glances from the other customers, desperate enough that the barman starts to look nervous.


I grab my bag and head for the door, my eyes on the floor, hiding from the pitying stares around me. I walk in the direction of the city, able only to put one foot in front of the other. After about twenty minutes, I can’t ignore the decision any longer. I need to make a plan.


The cottage in Cornwall is still there waiting for me with its inviting lavender-lined path and cream-painted stable door. I think of the front bay window, single-glazed not grand like the one in our house in Oxford, but big enough to fit in a small cushioned reading nook. I’d pictured sitting there on Saturday mornings, Sam bringing me cups of tea while I read. Could I do that on my own?


I could go back to the train station right now, buy a single ticket to Truro and ride down alone. I’ve made that train journey a thousand times before. It was the first thing I did at the start of every school holiday. After my parents stopped spending the summers with me at our holiday home in Cornwall, I went alone and stayed at Sam’s instead. I’d walk to the station feeling lighter with every step, temporarily shedding my normal life. But I was a completely different girl back then, secure in the knowledge that Sam and Sue would be waiting for me at the other end.


Perhaps I could be that strong again. I picture myself walking through the front door of the cottage, closing it behind me. Alone, but free. But what then? What happens when the second month’s rent is due? £850 that I don’t have. It’s my name on the contract. The sole person responsible. Whether I go or not.


I should go. Even if I go alone.


I briefly consider going to the bank and withdrawing as much cash as they’ll let me from our joint account. I could get by for a few months just on that. But I know it’s not that simple. James would find me; he was always going to find me. With Sam, that didn’t matter. He was my protector. I’ve not wanted to admit it, but he was my escape. I loved him. Love him. I always have, and knowing he’d be there when James came for me was what made a new life seem possible.


James is right. I have nothing. Without Sam, I have nothing.


I make the only decision I can as I lift my phone and dial a taxi. For home.





‘Hello?’ I shout cautiously as I open the front door. But I know James isn’t here; the house feels different when it’s just me. Safer.


The idea of the packed suitcase ready to go in the bedroom causes me physical pain, but I force myself upstairs to face it. The time on the bedside clock warns me to be quick. My heart bashes against my rib cage as I yank the case from beneath the bed and fling its contents back into my drawers. I stop only to hold the soft flower-patterned camisole set I got especially for Sam. When we were sixteen, I bought one just like it, hoping to impress him. It worked. When he saw me in it, he stripped me naked so quickly I remember thinking I should have saved my allowance for something I could have worn for longer. The memory hurts and I can’t bear to look at the new set, the promise it held when I saw it in the shop last week now a cruel joke. I scrunch it into a ball and hide it at the back of my drawers.


Has he really just left me like this? I conjure up all the other possibilities, a mix of hope and horror coursing through me. He could have crashed on his way back to the pub. Anything could have happened. But as I catch sight of the clock again, I’m forced to focus on the task ahead and block the thoughts out. James will be home any minute. I go into the bathroom and try not to cry as I stare at the woman looking back at me. Red eyes. Streaked foundation. Blotchy red neck. Fear grips me – I don’t know how to hide this. Not in time. The second James walks in and sees me, he’ll know. I strip down to my underwear and turn on the shower, moving the temperature gauge all the way up, then step in and let myself burn.


Once I’ve scrubbed my skin raw, I let the water cool as I stand with my face turned to the ceiling, hoping the cold water will be enough to rid my eyes of the desperation I saw in the mirror. Getting out, I wrap myself in a thick cream towel before rushing across the bedroom to grab my phone. The feeling of not seeing Sam’s name on the screen hits me so hard that I chuck the phone across the room and scream. Where is he? My mother’s voice rings in my head, You can’t rely on a boy like that, Anna. Perhaps she was right after all.


A flash of headlights briefly lights up the bedroom as the sound of James’ car parking up hums through the house. I take a deep breath, grab that stupid dressing gown from the back of the door and, once again, prepare to play my part.









FOUR


I creep downstairs and hear the faint noise of the radio, then stop to listen for James. The hallway and kitchen lights haven’t been switched on. The only light in the house filters in from the streetlamps outside, their yellow beams reflected across the hallway in coloured patterns through the stained glass of the door. I take a deep breath and make myself walk calmly through the hall into the kitchen. James is standing with his back to me, looking out into the black of the garden. Next to him is an open whisky bottle. My body jolts with fear. Does he know what I’ve done? But no, he can’t. There’s no way.


I switch on the light. ‘James, what’s wrong?’


He moves his head to the side and his neck lets out a loud click. I wince. I hate it when he does that.


‘Tough day,’ he says, his back still to me as he takes another sip of whisky.


In the window, I can see the outline of his face but can’t make out his expression. My wet hair drips down my back making me shiver. Without thinking, I twist it around my hand to wring out some of the water onto the floor.


‘Don’t do that, for Christ’s sake,’ James snaps. He turns around, his face briefly lit by the moonlight. He’s completely white.


Out of years of instinct, I step towards him, not even having to fake the concern in my voice. ‘What’s happened? Are you okay?’


He reaches behind him and produces a huge bouquet of white roses. Their stems drip water onto the floor, pooling in with the drops from my hair.


‘Here,’ he says, handing the bunch to me. I take them too quickly and prick my finger on a thorn.


‘Shit,’ I say, watching a speck of blood form on the end of my finger.


I go to put it in my mouth, but James grabs it. He wraps his fingers around mine and squeezes so that the speck of blood pools dramatically; I try to pull away but he pulls my hand towards him. The blood drips down my finger onto his hand.


‘James, stop.’


He lifts my finger to his mouth and sucks off the blood. I close my eyes, feeling his teeth against my skin. He finally releases me, a tiny dot of my blood still on his lips.


‘You should be more careful, Anna,’ he says, then walks out. Leaving me speechless.





Hours later, James is asleep next to me in total silence. I haven’t even tried to sleep; I feel more awake than I have in years. Eventually, I get out of bed and go downstairs. I boil the kettle and sit at the kitchen table, scrolling through my phone again. Nothing new. I try to push away the niggling feeling I’ve had all evening that James knows what I’ve done, that somehow he’s got to Sam.


We didn’t go out for his birthday dinner like he’d planned. He told me he had a migraine and went straight upstairs after I gave him his present, our unfinished bottle of champagne left to go flat on the coffee table. I’d bought him piano lessons. It felt so strange to actually hand him the envelope. I’d bought the lessons months ago, back when I had no idea what was coming.


‘What a strange present,’ James said when he opened the gift.


‘You used to say you wished you’d kept up playing, when we first met,’ I said.


‘Did I?’ He turned the envelope over in his hands.


I had been sure he’d said it once. When I came up with the idea for the present, I’d felt so pleased with myself. There wasn’t much I could buy for James that he couldn’t easily go and get for himself, so birthdays have always been difficult even when things between us were okay. This year, we were at our worst, but I’d come up with this idea after a surprisingly good weekend. The last good weekend we’ve had, now I think about it. We’d been to his parents – our best times have always been with other people – and I’d been reminded why I loved him once. James had been his other self: funny, charming, loving. His mum had brought the family photo albums out and we’d laughed at James’ earnest expression in his younger photos. Where Rosie bounded with life and messy energy, even as a child James looked stern and superior, his arms folded in the background as his little sister danced for the camera. We found just one photo where James was properly smiling; he must have been about ten and he was proudly holding up his Grade 2 Piano certificate; his young face full of pride. After I saw it, I went home and ordered the gift voucher for lessons straight away, feeling like for once I might have actually got something right.


I’d put the vouchers in an expensive envelope last week and signed his name with a kiss on the front. I didn’t think I would be here to give the gift to him. Imagined instead him sat at the table alone opening the envelope and being reminded that I had loved him once, but he’d ruined it. It was perhaps cruel, I realize now, to want him to hurt so badly when I left, but after years of being on the receiving end of his cruelty, I felt he deserved it.


‘You should come to bed.’ His voice makes me jump, I didn’t hear him come downstairs. He stands in the doorway completely still. How long he has he been watching me? I push the chair out to stand as he says, ‘It’s been a long day, for both of us. You must be exhausted.’


He walks towards the door before turning and staring straight at me.


‘All that wine in the daytime, it isn’t good for you. Keeps you up at night.’


He knows.


Fear makes me grip the table as I struggle to catch my breath. I picture Sam leaving the pub, his blue eyes so full of love as he said that silly line, See ya later, alligator. Why did I doubt him so easily? Sam wouldn’t leave me. Not like this. He wanted that dream just as much as I did; the house, the life. A future. He said he would come back for me. He promised. Sam would never break a promise to me unless he had to.


Unless he had no other choice.









FIVE


The next morning, I walk to work through the crowded streets of Oxford city centre, my head pounding from too little sleep. Thoughts of what might have happened to Sam kept me up most of the night, but now in the cold light of day, doubt has crept back in. James was quiet and distant this morning, but no more so than usual. It doesn’t mean he’s got anything to do with what’s happened to Sam. The more likely explanation is the simplest. Sam let me down when I needed him the most. Just like before.


I pull my coat tighter around me as I walk. Though I can’t bear the idea of sitting around the house alone with nothing but my thoughts, a day at work is hardly going to provide much relief. My job is not what you’d call demanding. When I dropped out of my degree, James called in a favour with a family friend to get me a job as an assistant at the University Press, where I’ve remained ever since. The idea was to work my way up, answer the phones for a year or so, then move on to something better. I thought maybe I’d join the publicity team, or marketing, but it didn’t happen. It’s hard to get ahead when your husband expects you home by five. Instead, I learned to believe that the best I could do was wait on other people. Schedule their meetings, answer their phones. The truth is, I’m not even good at it. My colleagues don’t respect me. I don’t deserve a promotion. I should feel lucky to have a job at all.


The city has started to prepare for Christmas and there’s a sense of festivity in the air as the market stalls fill with knitted stockings and candy canes. A busker wrapped up in an old coat and fingerless gloves starts to play his guitar. The noise of the city around me fades away as the melody develops. It’s mine and Sam’s song. The one we used to joke as teenagers that we’d dance to at our wedding one day, when weddings seemed so grown up that they weren’t quite real. I stand in the middle of the path, mesmerized by the music. Closing my eyes, I can almost smell the sea air and feel a fifteen-year-old Sam beside me, as I remember the first time he played it to me.


It had been so hot that summer, for what felt like forever. I’d not been home once since school broke up and my mother had long given up the pretence of caring, so it was just me and Sam. Six weeks together with nothing else to do, nothing to worry about. It’s the first time I remember ever feeling really free. That day, we’d spent all afternoon on the beach and had no immediate plans to move. We lay at the top of the sand dunes, the sharp grass tickling our backs as the sun beat down.


‘What time’s dinner?’ I asked, rolling on my side to face him.


Sam stayed on his back, his eyes closed. ‘Dunno.’


I checked my watch. ‘Your mum said seven—’


‘Why’d you ask if you already know?’ He opened his eyes and laughed.


‘It’s six forty-five.’


‘So?’


‘So we should probably go,’ I started to say but stopped as he rolled over and kissed me.


Sam could stop any conversation like that back then. Eventually, he pulled away and got out his phone.


‘Or we could stay here,’ he said, his breath warm against my sun-kissed skin. He fiddled with his phone and then the song started playing. ‘I found us a song,’ he said.


I lay back facing the sky and closed my eyes to listen. The lead singer’s voice drifted through the tinny phone speaker. I’m yours, it sang over and over. Finally, the music finished and I opened my eyes. Sam’s body was pressed against mine, the smell of peppermint on his breath failing to cover the taste of an illicit cigarette as we kissed.


‘I love it,’ I said.


‘Not as much as you love me,’ he said in the cheeky way only he could get away with.


We missed dinner. I remember sneaking into the kitchen through the back door late that evening. Sue, Sam’s mum, was waiting at the table. She tutted at my red face and ruffled hair. But she didn’t mind, not really. All she ever wanted was for Sam and me to be happy.


Our song was played constantly that summer, on every radio station, in every cafe, everywhere we went. When I went back to school in September, I’d listen to it on repeat in my room alone at night and feel like Sam was still with me.


Now, hearing it on the street, I couldn’t feel further from him. Or Sue, who for so long looked after me like a daughter. As the music finishes, I make a decision and instead of walking into my office, I turn left down the street and walk towards the police station.


The simplest explanation would be that Sam has changed his mind about me. But our history is too complicated to reduce things down like that. The truth is, when it mattered back then, we both let each other down. I put him in an impossible position. It’s not fair to use that against him now. In the last six weeks, Sam has brought back the person I used to be. He’s made me remember how it feels to matter. To start the day with hope and excitement instead of fear and dread. He’s loved me. Every day. He’s just loved me. I owe it to him, to us both, to trust in that.


So if there’s even the slightest chance that James has got to him, put him in danger, I need to do something about it.





I’m out of breath by the time I reach the seventies-fronted police station, having done the long route around the city to avoid anyone I know out on a morning coffee-run. There’s no one else waiting inside, just a thin-lipped woman sitting behind safety glass on the front desk who smiles as I enter. I’m clearly not the type to give her any trouble.


‘Can I help you, love?’


I stand awkwardly, not knowing how to begin. The woman looks over my shoulder and says hello to a group of officers who walk in behind me, laughing. One nods at me then flashes his ID card at a scanner and walks through the locked door.


‘Are you all right there?’ the woman tries again.


‘Sorry, yes. I’m fine. I was wondering if I could speak to someone. A police officer, I suppose.’


‘Yes, I can certainly arrange that, love. Could you give me an idea of what you’d like to talk about so I can get the best person for you?’ Her voice is markedly soft and I wonder if she thinks I’m a victim of something. Perhaps I am.


‘My friend’s missing,’ I say, but it feels so small. My friend.


I give her my name and she tells me to take a seat. She phones someone but turns away from me so I can’t make out the words. I look back at the entrance door and imagine simply walking away, going back to the office and trying to forget it all. But then I think of James’ cold stare last night, and Sam’s promise to never let me down and I know I have to do this.


‘Anna?’ A man appears in the doorway and calls me through. He must be in his late fifties; his lightly greying beard frames his rounded face, making him seem out of place in the harsh surroundings of the station. ‘My name’s Mark. If you could follow me, please.’


We walk through the corridors in silence and he shows me into a small, airless office filled with the lingering smell of recently cooked bacon. It’s not an interview room. Interview rooms don’t have bins overflowing with Kit-Kat wrappers and empty cans of Diet Coke. He gestures for me to sit and I do, taking the seat opposite him.
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