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Advance Praise for
The Housekeeper

“Mesmerizing suspense . . . Readers will relate to the very human Anne as she struggles to gain her emotional balance.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Suellen Dainty has created such a sense of place and lifestyle here . . . I was entranced. The fact that there was also a rip-roaring story of shocking betrayal and childhood trauma underpinning the whole thing was just the cherry on top. I loved, loved, loved this book and cannot recommend it highly enough.”

—Lisa Jewell, New York Times bestselling author of The Girls in the Garden

“Dainty writes with such nuance that I felt completely submerged in the Helmsleys’ world. I couldn’t help but fly through the pages. Gorgeous writing, wonderful characterization, immersive atmosphere, and a final twist that I did not see coming!”

—Kate Moretti, New York Times bestselling author of The Vanishing Year

“A compelling setup, intriguing characters, expertly handled plot, full of sharp details and insight. I couldn’t stop reading it!”

—Lottie Moggach, author of Kiss Me First

“The Housekeeper is a tense, compelling story of memory, madness, and family secrets. Dainty’s lush prose drew me into an orderly, domestic world where eerie images of the past lurk beneath charming, polished surfaces. You will fall under this novel’s urgent spell—page by page to its shattering betrayal—and will not be able to pull yourself away.”

—Karen Brown, author of The Longings of Wayward Girls

“Suspenseful and intriguing, wise, funny, and shocking. Beautifully written, this is a thriller for an age obsessed with celebrity—and all too ready to give its heart away to glamorous gurus.”

—Elisabeth Gifford, author of The Sea House
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For my family
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What moved me, in the first instance, to attempt a work like this, was the discomfort and suffering which I had seen brought upon men and women by household mismanagement.

—Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management, 1861

The bus was about to pull away as I turned into Park Lane, but the traffic lights suddenly changed. I raced across the road, dodging taxis and motorbikes, and jumped on just before the doors closed.

I stumbled down the aisle, past a sleeping woman and some boys jostling each other, and fell into a seat near the back. The couple in front of me were experimenting with ringtones. Joyful upbeat jingles alternated with thumping drums and pealing church bells. The man opposite sighed with irritation and drummed his fingers on his knee. I turned away and stared into the cold January night. The pavements were almost empty apart from a few people striding along with their faces muffled by scarves and the usual group of chauffeurs clustered around their limousines outside the Dorchester Hotel.

A couple walked towards one of the cars. The woman had her head on the man’s shoulder and he was caressing her hair, their faces bent towards each other. A chauffeur rushed to open the rear door. The interior lights snapped on, and I recognized them from the restaurant earlier in the evening. They’d sat at table 12, the best in the room. Pretty much everyone who came to the restaurant was good-looking, so I didn’t notice them because of that. I noticed them because they seemed to be so much in love with each other. They’d ordered lobster, one of the most expensive dishes on the menu. Anton and I had arranged it on their plates with a sprinkling of chervil and decorative pools of saffron sauce, everything in careful symmetry designed to please. It’s what Anton and I do: stand shoulder to shoulder every evening, preparing food to make people feel happier, sexier, bolder. We try to make everybody feel like somebody.

The bus moved along Bayswater Road, Hyde Park on one side and elegant white stucco buildings on the other, before slowing for late night roadworks. The man opposite sighed again. I didn’t mind the delay. After working in a basement kitchen for so many hours every day, I liked being aboveground, glimpsing other people’s sitting rooms and strangers sitting safely at home, even though the underground would have been much faster. The couple in front of me stood up, ready to get out at the next stop. There was that familiar smell of stale alcohol and scent that came from people at the end of their evening out. Anton always smelled like sun on sheets. I wondered what he was doing, if I should call him.

Someone had left a newspaper on the seat beside me and I picked it up, looking for distraction. In between pages of blingy advertisements for New Year bargains, grim-faced politicians warned about trade deficits. Another African country was about to be torn apart by civil war. I kept flicking until an article with the headline AN ISABELLA BEETON FOR THE 21ST CENTURY! caught my eye. Isabella Beeton was a heroine of mine. I admired her pronouncements on family life, cooking, and housekeeping. Order. Discipline. A place for everything and everything in its place.

The bus lurched to yet another halt and cold gritty air blew in through the doors. Normally that kind of thing annoyed me, but this time I hardly noticed. I read on. There was a photograph of a woman leaning against a marble fireplace. She had long blond hair and she was smiling at something or someone to her left. Her look was elegant and self-assured.

“It’s all about organization,” the woman told the interviewer. “Every working adult—men as well as women—needs to put aside time to plan their domestic life in the same way they plan their business life. Both are equally important and both feed into the success of each other.” Her name was Emma Helmsley. She’d been a psychologist but had left counseling because “I was much more interested in modern day household management and the way it could affect people’s lives and their happiness.”

I’d never heard of her, but apparently she was England’s answer to Martha Stewart and Oprah Winfrey. Her books sold millions, and her inspirational lectures (“oh please, more like informal chats”) were always sold out months in advance. She was in her middle forties and married to a psychologist called Rob (“twin souls, like swans, we’ve mated for life”) who wrote books as well and hosted a popular late night television program. They had a son aged fourteen and a daughter aged sixteen and lived just outside Richmond, in Petersham, near the river.

I dropped the newspaper on the seat, suddenly envious of this stranger’s perfect life, her handsome husband and her happy marriage. I wished I was back in Mayfair with Anton. Maybe I should call him, just to say good night. I fished my phone out of my bag and dialed his number. No answer.

My attempt at distraction hadn’t worked. If anything, I felt more ill at ease. Everything that had happened before I left the restaurant jumped into my mind like a flashback in a film. I saw myself climbing the stairs to Anton’s apartment above the restaurant, hanging on to the idea of some quiet time, just the two of us away from the crowded frenzy of the dinner service. I was longing to see him in his usual place on the sofa with his chef’s jacket flung on the floor, to feel his reassuring bulk as we embraced. All day as I’d chopped and diced and tasted, I’d reminded myself to keep my voice calm, my conversation light and cheerful, and to be the person he fell in love with.

But Anton wasn’t on the sofa where I wanted him to be. He was in the bathroom wiping steam from the mirror, a flush along his cheekbones from the shower. I stood behind him in misted focus, still in dirty work clothes, hair scraped into a tight ponytail. I should have changed and put on some lipstick and mascara after my shift. I should have taken the time to make myself look prettier, less like the dependable sous-chef.

“Why are you going out?” There it was, that tone in my voice again. I tried, but I couldn’t make it disappear, not entirely. “It’s so late.” It wasn’t late at all. It was only a bit after ten thirty.

“Investors. Money. The competition at my heels. I can’t afford to stand still.” After thirty years in London, a French accent still lingered around the edges of his sentences. He fiddled with his shirt buttons and smoothed his hair, the small preening gestures he always made before taking on the outside world.

He studied his reflection from different angles. Anton wasn’t conventionally handsome—his nose was too large and his face was too wide for that—but he had brown eyes that danced, a shock of gray curls, and a body that moved with surprising elegance. He was very fastidious about his clothes and grooming, as if he was on show in some way. I guess he always was on show. Anyhow, people tended to look twice.

He opened the wardrobe door and studied a line of black jackets. “All part of my job, my life,” he said. But I just want to be alone with you for a few hours, I thought. I want you to stop staring at that row of coat hangers. I want to go back to the beginning and start again.

He chose a jacket from the middle and shook it out with a whoosh of air. I went to help him put it on, but he had already fastened the buttons and was moving towards the door. “I might bring them back here afterwards.” He reached for his wallet. “Downstairs, to the restaurant and the kitchen. Maybe up here for a drink. Show and tell. You do understand, don’t you?”

I nodded and arranged my mouth into a smile. Of course. I understood. I shouldn’t have complained. I know the business. The fierce competition. The famous but fickle customers. Sometimes I thought they followed the paparazzi rather than the other way around. Lately, there’d been talk of opening another restaurant near London Bridge. Anton et Amis, however well established, had its limits. Restaurants always needed more money, even ones as well known as this, with its bronze front door often in the newspapers framing the entrances and exits of minor royalty, actors, and supermodels. There were still paparazzi outside the front door, but not as many as a year ago. A successful New York restaurateur had recently opened a chophouse in Marylebone, luring away many of our regular customers.

Anton picked up his keys. I leaned against him, feeling the curls of his chest hair under the thin cotton of his shirt. I started to put my arms around him, but he slipped away.

“See you tomorrow,” he said. “We can talk after the dinner service.” Then he was gone. I picked up his chef’s jacket, idly rubbing at the crusts of leftover food on its sleeves. A quick tidy up and then I’d go home. I didn’t like being alone in his flat. Anton never said anything, but I think he didn’t like me being alone there either. I didn’t mind him minding. Being there without him made me feel lonely, and there was always the thought of the other women who’d been there before me.

By Mayfair standards, his place was modest, but still much bigger than my own little box miles away in the non-gentrified part of Brentford. Anton never stayed there. He got fidgety if he moved more than a mile away from Hyde Park, and he always said his flat was far more convenient for our work and our life than mine.

I’d been with Anton for just over two years, and nothing in his relentless bachelor decor had changed in that time. Everything was brown and gray and hard-edged. I used to joke about bringing in some floral cushions to brighten things up, to leave some small trace of myself, but I never did. I tossed the dirty jacket in the laundry basket, keeping the lid open longer than necessary so I could inhale the scent of him: cooking, soap, and sweat, and under these, a vanilla odor with a bit of cinnamon somewhere. He must have been trying out a new recipe. I went downstairs again. Dinner service was almost finished. The porters were already sluicing down the floors and scrubbing the counters. In the locker room, I changed my clothes and left, buttoning my coat as the cold air bit my face after the warmth of the kitchen.

By now, the bus had juddered and swayed its way across London. Small workers’ cottages and late night kebab shops had replaced the large terraces of Bayswater. I was nearly home. The bus lurched to a halt and I stepped onto the pavement. A young boy was playing hopscotch, nimbly dodging late night commuters. A group of boys in padded jackets milled about the pizza café, passing around cigarettes and cans of beer. Smoke spiraled in the frosty air. A sprinkling of girls stood to one side, biting their lips and giggling. There was the faint tinny sound of rap. I caught my reflection in a shopwindow. The breeze from the bus had whipped my hair into a frizz. My face looked tired and pinched. I made myself smile, surprised by how easily it came, how natural it looked. I might have been a wife on her way home to meet her husband, an intimate evening ready to unfold. I walked past the pawnbroker and a row of empty shops, their windows covered by metal shutters emblazoned with graffiti, then turned into my street.

After I locked my front door behind me, I changed into pajama bottoms and a T-shirt, made a pot of chamomile tea, and lay on the sofa, trying not to think about Anton and what he might be doing. There was a time when I would have opened a bottle of wine at that point of the evening and finished most of it. Maybe all of it and then opened another. But alcohol brings out the worst in me. Bleak depression. Dreams of howling. Waking up with a jolt, not remembering where I am or what I’ve done. These days I stick to the one glass at a time rule, and only when I’m with other people.

I sipped my tea and contemplated the fat cream-colored moon that hovered at the top of the window. My flat was nothing like Mayfair. If I was lucky enough to remain solvent and employed, it would be mine in about twenty years, all 540 square feet of it. I’d never have been able to scrape up the deposit on my own, not in London, but Gran had left me enough for a down payment, carefully squirreled away to avoid it being used up by the nursing home bills, and I’d moved here just before I started working at Anton et Amis. I was on the third floor, with people above, below, and beside me. The sitting room had comfortable armchairs and a sofa covered in pale blue linen. A motley collection of framed prints from Tate Modern hung on the walls. Matisse, Klee, Mondrian, nothing unusual. The kitchen had a new oven and refrigerator. In the bathroom there was a full-size tub, again new. No moldy speckles in the grout.

Other people might have left the teapot and mug in the sitting room until morning. I wasn’t one of them. After I scrubbed everything clean and wiped it dry, I checked my emails—nothing of interest—and then, because I wasn’t quite ready for sleep, I did a quick search on Emma Helmsley. She had a lot going on. Numerous magazine and newspaper interviews, the usual Twitter and Instagram accounts as well as a website and a blog. There was even a tip of the day, called “Taking the Moment,” sent straight to your inbox. Why not? I thought. I entered my email address for her daily update. It wasn’t the kind of thing I normally did, but there was something about her that interested me. Maybe it was the way she revered order and organization, just like Isabella, just like me.

I picked up my battered copy of Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management and went to bed. I’d found it in a charity shop on the main road, soon after I bought my flat, and thought it might be amusing to flick through recipes for boiled fowl or advice on plucking grouse. But it quickly became something of a bible to me. I had to explain to Anton who she was: that she was the eldest of twenty-one children, who had started writing about household management in her early twenties; that her book had sold two million copies when it was first published and was still in print today. Anton roared with laughter and asked what a Victorian housewife had to do with the way we lived now. As usual, he had a point, but that didn’t discourage me.

I turned to it most nights before sleep, opening a page at random and reading about the duties of butlers, housemaids, and laundresses. After the jangling of the kitchen all day, the comfort of their ordered life soothed me. Occasionally I imagined myself moving through halls with wooden floors waxed to the color of honey, adjusting flowers in vases to the best effect and snipping off any tainted blooms.

More often, I imagined Anton and me in a house together. An unassuming, comfortable place in a street where you could go for a walk in the evening and peer through the windows to see families having supper together, or children doing their homework. We would stroll arm in arm before turning for home to enjoy a quiet drink in our garden, just the two of us. Sometimes, but only very rarely, I allowed myself the luxury of even more delicious imaginings: as we strolled arm in arm, I was wearing one of those papoose slings strapped around my waist, with a baby’s head, covered in dark wisps, bobbing happily against my heart.

I woke the next morning with a start, one arm searching for the outline of Anton’s warm bulk, as if my sleeping body had refused to accept his absence. The sheet was dotted with spots of blood. I must have scratched myself during the night again. My pillow was clammy with perspiration and my quilt was twisted around my legs like a straitjacket. A prick of nerves ran along my spine. I thought I’d gotten over all that.

After Gran died, it happened a lot. She had brought me up single-handedly after my mother died when I was five years old; I couldn’t even remember my life before her. It seemed that there had always been just the two of us, even after I’d left home for London. Without her I had the feeling of being a child left out in the rain and not able to find my way home. The word that came to mind was “abandoned.” If I’d tried to explain that to Anton, he’d have patted my arm and said I was exaggerating. I would have agreed with him. Gran was eighty-six years old and had been ill for some time, confined to her bed in a nursing home in Dorset, near where I grew up. No one ever left a place like that to start a new life somewhere else. But for all the advance notice, it still hurt, much more than I’d expected. Most people I knew had parents or grandparents who had passed away, and after a while they managed to function perfectly well without making themselves bleed in the night and wake up shivering.

Luckily, Anton slept like a person entombed. He always set three alarms on his phone and woke cheerful and oblivious to my nightmares and nerves. I never said anything. I didn’t want him to think I was needy, like some of his others had been, or so he said. I was determined to be bright and lighthearted.

Outside, streaks of orange light flickered over the horizon of tower blocks and office buildings. There was the dull roar of planes queuing to land at Heathrow and the grating gear changes of early morning buses. In the bathroom, I dashed cold water on my face. The bloodstained sheet went into the washing machine. I did all the usual things to calm myself. Tea. Toast. A long shower with the water drumming on my head. I told myself that I had Anton now. He was my family. I fixed my mind on seeing him later in the restaurant kitchen, how the sight of his head bent over the enormous cooking range in the middle of the room always calmed me, like I’d come home after a long journey.

If people didn’t say it, I knew they thought it. I wasn’t Anton’s usual type. Jude, my closest friend, told me that right from the beginning. “Don’t you mean his former type?” I snapped back. Even Anton was keen to make a distinction between me and the others. “Glamour is boring. Jolie laide, the way you are, is so much more interesting.” His former type was likely to be someone with a professional blow-dry and daytime stilettos, the kind of person whose job was more of a hobby to fill in time rather than an actual way to earn a living. Not that I’m some kitchen skivvy who only gets a glint in her eye when she’s faced with a pile of carrots to chop. There are plenty of those around and I’m not in their club. Still there’s no denying that I come across as someone more practical than glamorous. But that’s not entirely accurate. I do have lace underwear, pretty dresses, and pairs of high-heeled shoes to put on when I want Anton to think of me in a different way, as someone who’s not always chopping and slicing and tasting and stirring. I just don’t wear those things to work.



Spring, two years ago. “I’m not sure,” Anton said. “You’re not my usual type of employee. Most of my people have worked in France for a while, Lyon usually.” We were in his tiny office with a glass door looking onto the vast basement kitchen. He wore a crumpled blue linen shirt and baggy black trousers. A clean chef’s jacket hung on the doorknob.

He propped his elbows on his desk, scattering piles of old-fashioned order slips held together with rubber bands. Behind him were rows of shelves crammed with books. There was a row of dog-eared classics—Larousse Gastronomique, Le Cordon Bleu, Cooking with Pomiane—and more recent books by chefs like Ferran Adrià, Thomas Keller, and Alice Waters. Right at the top were the ones that he’d written: Anton Richell’s Classics Made Simple, Beginner’s Cookery, and all the others, dating back to the time when his hair was still dark brown.

I’d already known what Anton looked like from photographs and his television series. He wasn’t famous enough for mainstream prime time. But I’d seen him late at night on cable, cruising along French canals in a longboat, rustling up local delicacies on a makeshift stove at the end of each day. And here I was, barely two feet away from him, close enough to touch his face, to see the tiny shaving nick on his cheek, the spring of the curls in his hair.

“Do you want me to cook something?” I asked, trying not to let my nervousness show. The night before, I’d worried about what to wear. I wanted to look neat and capable, so finally I chose a man’s white shirt over jeans and sensible thick-soled shoes. My knives, already sharpened in their leather roll, were in my bag on the floor. Most chefs carried their own knives. Anton might have thought I wasn’t a true professional if I’d left them behind. In the bus on my way to the interview, I’d worried that I’d forgotten my favorite paring knife and upended my bag onto my lap to make sure I’d included it. The woman sitting beside me flinched and glanced towards the emergency button. “I’m sorry if I scared you,” I said. “They’re for my interview—a new job.” She stood up in a rush and moved away.

Now, perched on the edge of my chair, I shifted my bag closer to my feet. “Really,” I said. “I’d be happy to prepare anything at all.” Behind me, I heard the revving of the kitchen as it geared up for lunch. The crash of pots and the thunk of chopping, the slop of water in buckets as porters sluiced down the floors. Overlaying everything was the smell of simmering stock, the antiseptic tang of rosemary, the licorice of basil and star anise.

Anton shook his head. “No need, not just yet.” He propped his hands under his chin and stared at me, as if he was deciding how to test me. I prepared myself for anything he might throw at me. Rare ingredients? Unusual recipes? Cooking techniques? I was confident of my knowledge about such things. I could make proper filo pastry, each sheet so thin you could see through it. I could bone a pig’s trotter in less than five minutes. But his question, when it came, was unexpected.

“Tell me what you eat and I will tell you who you are.” There was a smug smile on his face. He expected me not to know what he was talking about.

“Easy,” I replied. “Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin. Eighteenth-century French lawyer and politician. Extraordinary gastronome who said eating chocolate was good for the brain.”

Anton erupted with laughter. “Not bad at all. In fact, pretty damn good. Now, here’s the thing.” The laughter was gone. He spoke seriously. “When someone is going to work for me, they need to taste things in the same way that I taste them. Otherwise, we don’t know what we’re talking about.”

“I understand.” I didn’t really. I only knew that I was attracted to this man, already leaning towards him like metal filings to a magnet, as if my body was aware it was drawn to him before my mind organized that impulse into a thought. I brushed the feeling aside and reminded myself that this was the job I wanted more than any other. I’d have more chance of being hired if Anton saw me as a responsible sous-chef rather than yet another starstruck kitchen flirt.

Besides, I really was a responsible sous-chef. I never called in sick and I never drank on the job, or took drugs, like so many others in my world. I took my work seriously and I liked it more than anyone else I knew. I liked the fifteen-hour days, the curious dialect of gestures and grunts incomprehensible to everyone but us. And I loved the magic of it all; the way I could put on my sensible shoes and my chef’s jacket and stand at the same station every day, weighing ingredients to the gram, mixing them in the right proportions and the right sequence until they were transformed into something else altogether that could change people’s lives.

Really. It’s true. It’s not fanciful exaggeration. Businessmen and -women shake hands on deals worth millions of pounds, lovers resolve grievances, and parents bond with their children over a particularly fine lunch or dinner. Believing that I was creating a kind of magic spell pushed me through the long shifts, the aching legs, and the fatigue. It’s not something peculiar to me. Most people who work in restaurant kitchens think like that. It’s what we share in our mongrel world of Polish engineers, Afghan refugees, PhD dropouts, recovering junkies, and former Buddhist monks. Right wing, left wing, Oxford, Princeton, Cambridge, people who can barely read or write their own name. We’re a profession without borders. An empty plate is all we need for job satisfaction.

Then there’s the wonderful science of cooking. Flour plus butter plus milk, in the correct quantities, added in the correct stages, will always make a béchamel sauce. If you fail to stir it, there will always be lumps. If you press a piece of beef or lamb, and it’s soft to the touch, it will always be pink. These things are unalterable truths.

But how to explain all that to Anton in less than two minutes, in a way that would set me apart from everyone else who wanted this job? I knew about Brillat-Savarin, but was that enough to make him take his hand off his chin, stop appraising me with his clear brown eyes, and say yes, the position was mine, and ask when could I start?

“Ask me anything,” I said, sitting up straight. By now, I’d gotten that uncalled-for impulse of attraction under control, although my hand itched to reach across and touch the small bead of dried blood on his cheek.

“Do you want me to cook something? Anything at all. Do you want me to go through where I’ve worked?”

“No,” he said. “I’ve read your CV. But it doesn’t tell me what I need to know. I need to know that people in my kitchen experience food the way people out there”—he gestured towards the dining room—“experience it. As a whole, not as a series of ingredients.” I was beginning to understand what he was talking about. “So let’s eat together.” He tucked my résumé under a pile of papers and looked at me, cool and appraising. “Then we’ll see.”

“Sounds great,” I said. “Whenever.” I shifted in my chair and uncrossed my legs. The knives clinked in their bag by my feet. I told myself this wasn’t a dinner invitation. It was just an unusual method of interviewing. Anton probably didn’t want to discuss his tasting menu with absolutely everyone in the kitchen, but it made sense that the people who worked right by his side should share his ideas on food.

“Tonight?” Anton leaned back in his chair. It wasn’t a question, because he already knew the answer. “Not really an exam as such. Nothing serious. Just a little test.”

I scurried back to my flat and spent the rest of the day flinging every garment I owned onto the bed in a fever of indecision and excitement.

The plain black dress with the low back? No. I looked like a nun from the front and a call girl from the back. I was neither. The red skirt? Too tight, too obvious. The last time I’d worn it, I’d drunk too much and ended up in bed with a man I didn’t even like, a coke-sniffing American called Joe. That dress with the frill down the front? Too hippy-dippy-girly. It was almost dusk when I decided on a pair of black trousers and a white silk shirt. Smart, but safe. I would add high heels and those glittery earrings I’d bought on a whim and never worn. With a bit of luck, I wouldn’t look too much like an upmarket waitress.

I opened a bottle of amber-scented bath oil, my last birthday present from Gran, and immersed myself in hot water. My knees and breasts emerged like pale islands above the soapy foam. I shut my eyes and lay without moving until the cooling water stirred me to jump out. From the bathroom cabinet, I took out my box of smoky eye shadows and blush-colored lipsticks and set to work. In my bedroom, I put on my clothes and slipped on my shoes, the black suede ones with kitten heels. They transformed me, those oils and lotions and pots of makeup, those pieces of lace and silk. In an hour, I was no longer the hardworking chef in the serviceable clothes. I was an excited thirty-three-year-old woman about to meet a desirable man for dinner.

Waiting for the Uber car outside my building, buffeted by the herd of commuters heading home in their uniforms of hoodies and trainers, I felt an alien in my own neighborhood. Too coiffed, too scented. All dolled up, as Gran would have said with a sniff. But as the driver pulled away from the lines of fast-food shops and down-at-heel pubs, and crossed the series of roundabouts leading to Knightsbridge with its designer stores and jewelry shops, I felt less strange. My surroundings and my appearance caught up with each other and began to merge. By the time we reached Shoreditch, I was at ease with my other persona, the one I had put on and smoothed down when I got out of the bath. I glimpsed myself in the rear vision mirror. Men might give me a second glance. Anton almost certainly would.

There he was at the bar, waiting for me, an ice bucket with an open bottle of champagne beside him. He was standing side on, and right away I noticed his belly. It wasn’t one of those silly little pots that middle-aged men so often try to hide by wearing their shirts hanging outside their trousers like some kind of smock. Even if I’d never met Anton, I’d have known that this was a confident man just by the unashamed high swell of that belly. It was large and round, and for a moment before I walked over to join him, I imagined how good it would feel to rest my head against it.

The day disappeared and I entered the fantasy world of a good restaurant. This one was a mixture of an art gallery and high-end chophouse. It was seductive and I fell for it, even though I recognized the relentless front-of-house smile and knew all about the furious industry in the kitchen, the sweating and the swearing, the totting up at the end of each night before the venture broke even.

We talked like old friends, in a meandering, inconsequential way, about the food. Was my pigeon breast a touch overdone? Did his loin of venison lack seasoning? And the cheese? Ripe enough or perhaps a little too salty? This was the way we familiarized ourselves with each other. He didn’t ask me where I’d worked or what I’d done. I didn’t ask him about the business of owning and running a restaurant. There were none of the usual interview questions about cooking techniques or the restaurants where I’d worked.

At some point during our meal—I can never remember exactly when—Anton shifted closer to me. His hand brushed my thigh and my skin leaped at his touch. He poured more wine with his other hand and studied the label. “A Pinot Noir from Patagonia. Who’d have thought? I must order some of this for the restaurant. It’s very good, don’t you think? Is everything all right?”

“Everything is perfect,” I replied.

We shared a pot of mint tea. By the time we left, and by the time we reached Mayfair, we both knew that I would spend the night with him. I forgot that I would have to wake in the early hours and go back to my flat, so the staff wouldn’t spot me when they came into work. Until then, I had him beside me. I was protected by his bulk, the food he had fed me for the past three hours, the wine he had chosen for me to drink. Afterwards, I lay awake and watched him sleep, hypnotized by his steady breathing, regular as a metronome.



I was so in love with Anton, entwined with him in a way that would have been impossible if we weren’t working together as well as sleeping with each other. After that first meal together, we spent every day side by side in Anton et Amis’s basement kitchen, finishing each other’s sentences, knowing the state of each other’s moods by a gesture or a look. Mayfair playboys on the street above us revved their Ferraris so loudly that the wineglasses trembled on their shelves. Nothing shook us as we snatched exchanges and checked our timings. The whole kitchen worked as a team, but Anton and I worked as a pair. But now I worried that we were drifting apart.
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All of us love and laugh sometimes and all of us hurt sometimes. And it’s no fun! But if you’re brave enough to examine that hurt and learn from it, you will be a wiser person because of it.

—Emma Helmsley, “Taking the Moment,” January 29, 2016

I hopped down the basement steps to the kitchen, already thinking about the small change I wanted to make to our tarte tatin. It was one of the restaurant’s better-known dishes, but I thought it needed updating with a smidgen of star anise or black cardamom. Recipes don’t stand still. They ripen and mature, like wine or cheese. They need tweaking every now and then.

In the locker room there was that familiar smell of last night’s wine and food mingled with the freshness of the early deliveries of mushrooms and strawberries, parsley and basil. Unusually, the room was empty, and I stood for a minute, appreciating the silence before the beginning of my working day. I was shaking out the creases from my jacket, about to put it on, when I heard footsteps, then laughter.

“She has to know by now.” I recognized the voice. It was Ed, the kitchen porter, the one who was always smirking. “I mean, the whole of London knows about Anton and . . .”

I slammed the locker door shut and wheeled around to face him. Two others were behind him, looking surprised. “Knows what about Anton?” I slipped one arm into my jacket, then the other. It took longer than usual to button it up.

“Knows what about Anton?” I repeated.

“Nothing,” mumbled Ed. He glanced away. A flush crept along his cheeks. “It’s nothing. Just stupid gossip, that’s all. Forget I said anything.”

I jammed my hands into my pockets. I tried to think of a clever retort and couldn’t. All the tired clichés of deceit that I’d refused to recognize for the past few months flashed into my mind. That flicker of annoyance on Anton’s face. The nights he said he couldn’t see me because of business meetings, or saw me only briefly. The mumbled phone calls. That smell of vanilla on his clothes in the laundry basket. The sharp tone in Jude’s voice whenever she spoke about him. She was trying to tell me and I wouldn’t listen. Everything whirled and flashed like knives in the air and settled into the inescapable fact that Anton had someone else. The air disappeared from my lungs like the aftershock of a silent bomb blast.

“It’s late,” I said, surprised that my voice sounded so steady and clear, ringing out around the room. “I need to get started.” I brushed past them and strode into the kitchen. I tied an apron behind my back. There was a fierce desire to lose myself in the routine of work. If I made one unfamiliar move, I would fall apart, sugar on the floor.

The day passed in a numbed haze. I sensed, rather than saw, Anton enter the kitchen an hour later, and I forced myself to look up and give a cheery smile. He looked surprised and smiled back. I returned to the painstaking job of filleting and boning a large turbot. It wasn’t my usual job, but we’d been short-staffed all week because of a particularly vicious strain of flu. I was grateful that the task required so much concentration that there was no time for thought.

All around me were the noises of a busy kitchen gearing up for service. This was the time of day when I found comfort in the low chatter, the sound of meat sizzling, and the steady rhythm of bubbling pots of stock. I felt like I was a member of an orchestra about to perform in front of an appreciative audience. But as I slipped my knife along the spine of the fish and felt along its length, as I pulled away each fillet with one clean movement and checked it for bones, I knew I was an outsider now. I was the one who was the last to know, the one they would joke about when I left the room.

“They look great.” Anton was behind me. The spine of the fish and its head were still on the counter. One glassy eye stared at me above a grim down-turned mouth. I swept everything into the bin. My knife was smeared with blood and strings of slime. I rinsed it carefully before turning around to face him.

I expected him to look different, in the way that you viewed a puzzle differently after you knew its solution. But he looked like he always did, with his shock of gray curls reaching below his collar and the swell of his stomach under his jacket. There was the same feeling of homecoming when I finally met his eye. Maybe I’d got it all wrong. I always was prone to the odd spot of exaggeration. But then he glanced away and I knew I hadn’t made a mistake.

Behind Anton, everyone peered across at us, expecting shouts and tears. I was determined to disappoint them. “Thanks. The new fishmonger is really good.” I wanted to scream that I was the one who’d found him, who’d cajoled him to drive up from Devon and supply the restaurant exclusively. “I need a minute with you later,” I said. “Just need to go over a few things.” He blinked quickly. I’d read somewhere that excessive blinking was a sign of anxiety or lying. “Maybe later, when things are quiet?”

“Sure.”

“Shall I come upstairs?” It was the first time in two years that I’d asked that question. It was always understood that his flat was where we went after our work was finished. But I wanted him to know that something had changed and that I was aware of it. Anton laughed and blinked again. “Of course. That’s what we always do. I’ll look out a good bottle from the cellar.”

“Terrific.” I remembered to smile before wiping down my bench and moving over to the main counter to supervise the sauces.

“Everything OK?” asked one of the apprentices.

“Perfect,” I said, tightening the knot on my apron. “I just need more eggs and butter.”

The rhythm of cooking dulled the pain. I forced myself to concentrate on my work, not to allow anything else to enter my mind. After the dinner service ended, I waited until the locker room had emptied before going in to change. My apron and jacket were dirty and smeared, and I tossed them into the linen basket. I put on a clean shirt. I untied and brushed my hair before the mirror and rubbed in some lipstick. My unremarkable face stared back at me. The harsh fluorescent light accentuated the circles under my eyes and the lines beginning to form from my nose to my mouth. Now that I’d taken off the armor of my work uniform, I wanted nothing more than to slump on the floor and scream and sob. I thought of leaving without seeing Anton and sending him a savage text from the bus. But some part of me that I didn’t recognize, that needed to know the truth, held firm and propelled me up the stairs to his flat and through the open door.

I perched on one of his uncomfortable armchairs and accepted a glass of wine. A Saint-Estèphe, he announced with some pride, from one of the best vineyards. He sprawled on the sofa, lamplight playing along his smooth olive-skinned cheeks. I hadn’t eaten all day, and the smell of the wine almost, but not quite, undid me. I didn’t mess about.

“What’s going on?” My voice was shrill, stretched to breaking point. I sounded like someone else, an actor playing a role in my life.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said. There it was again, that nervous blinking. “There’s nothing going on.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not lying—I don’t know where all this is coming from.”

“What’s her name?”

“There’s no one else.”

“I deserve to be told the truth.”

“Honestly, there’s no one.”

I drank the wine. It tasted like rotten fruit.

“Who is she?” I was determined not to cry, but my mind was a zone of chaos: structures collapsing, fires flaring, things sinking. I asked the same questions again and again. I made the same accusations. The high, tight pain somewhere in my center intensified, and my hands shook so much that I slopped some wine onto the floor. I had an overwhelming urge to leave but couldn’t manage to stand up.

“It’s just that I need a bit more freedom,” he said after a small silence. “It’s not you. I’m under so much stress right now. Please understand. It won’t be forever.”

“Tell me the truth and I’ll go.”

“All this worry about new investors. You know how it’s been.”

“The staff think you’ve already got the investors. How could you lie to me like that?”

Another silence. “It’s not signed yet, so it’s not certain.”

It was nearly midnight. Sounds of laughter and shouting drifted through the open window. I went to the window and looked out. A couple, arm in arm, bounced down the street. They stopped under a streetlight to kiss. I slammed the window shut and leaned against the glass. If I concentrated on the chill against my forehead, perhaps I wouldn’t have to feel anything else. Behind me, Anton said, “Maybe we need a break for a while. It’s hard working together and being with each other all the time. You must agree. It gets . . . well . . . a bit claustrophobic.”

I heard him stand and move towards the door. So this is it, I thought. This is my lover, the man who had slept naked next to me for two years, about to leave me. This is my life and my livelihood falling apart. It had taken less than fifteen minutes. There should be another language for words that wound more than others, that turn your world in the opposite direction. I managed to turn and face him.

Anton ran his hands through his hair, that gesture I knew so well. There was that familiar giddy feeling rising up, unwanted and unexpected. I never loved him more than at that moment. Mad as it was, I would have gone to bed with him right then and wiped from my mind everything that had gone before. I would have made it my life’s work to forget. But he began to talk in a low, determined voice that I’d never heard before.

“I’m sorry. Yes, I lied to you, but only because I didn’t want to hurt you. I care about you. I felt terrible lying to you.”

“Do you want me to feel sorry for you?” I asked, bewildered and then angry for the first time. “What about me? I was the one you lied to. All you can think about is how bad you feel?”

He turned away, but not before I could see the look of relief on his face. Now that I’d forced him to tell the truth, he was free. I’d done him a favor by confronting him. “Sometimes these things just happen,” he said. “They come out of nowhere. It wasn’t intended.”

There was nothing left to say. I managed to push past him and make my way downstairs and onto the street. An icy wind rushed through me. I was too stunned to cry or think about anything except getting back to my flat as quickly as possible. It began to rain at Shepherd’s Bush Roundabout, hard like needles. People boarding the bus brought with them the smell of wet clothes and stale food. In the window, my reflection dissolved into misted rivulets. This is what I am, I said to myself again and again. I am a woman whose lover has lied to her and left her, whose job is over. I shut my eyes, not wanting to look at myself.

“Hey lady!” It was the man sitting next to me, maybe twenty, with earbuds and a greasy topknot. I’d leaned against him, my head practically on his shoulder, without realizing, and he was trying to shrug me off.

“Sorry,” I said and drew back into my seat. Two stops away from home, my phone pinged and I grabbed it out of my pocket, almost dropping it on the floor in my haste. Anton. It had to be him, contacting me so late in the evening. It would be an apology, a misspelled text written in haste, begging me to come back, that he’d made a terrible mistake. I picked up my bag, ready to jump off the bus and hail a taxi for Mayfair even before I read the message. But when I scrolled down, I retched with disappointment. It was Emma Helmsley’s thought for the day. I flung the phone back into my bag.

In the off-license opposite the kebab shop, I bought as much wine as I could carry. I strode back to my flat and hurried up the stairs, unscrewing the top of a bottle as I went, swigging straight from it before I’d unlocked the door. It was cheap and harsh and smelled like varnish. I didn’t care. I needed something to stop the pain. I drank the whole bottle, slumped on the sofa and staring at the pictures on the wall until they multiplied into an alcoholic blur. I lurched into the bathroom and was violently ill, the smell of sour vomit all around me as it pooled on the floor in a murky stipple. I stared at the mess for some minutes, stood up, and left it. In the kitchen, I wiped my mouth and opened another bottle, crawled into bed. At four a.m., I woke with a dry, foul-tasting mouth and that sound of howling in my ears. It became clear, with another stab, that I had been only a part of Anton’s life, but he had been everything in mine. I lay on my back, imagining him with another woman, making love to her in that slow assured way of his.

I missed Gran and the gruff sympathy she would have given me, how her hand would have reached out and rubbed my shoulder. I should never have come to London. What a mess I had made of everything.

My friend Jude rang, as she did two or three times a week, either before or after dropping the twins, Charlie and Amelia, at their nursery. “Top of the morning to you, my darling bestie. I’m telling you, I need a new wardrobe to keep up with those style fascists at the nursery gate. I counted five Chanel jackets this morning. Dearie me.” Her friendly voice and her fake Irish accent over a background of cheery pop music made me burst into tears.

“It’s over,” I sobbed. There was a click. She’d switched off her radio. There was only the muted sound of sirens and traffic.

“Are you still there?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“You knew, didn’t you?”

“No,” said Jude in her normal kind voice. “I didn’t know. Although I had a suspicion that something wasn’t right. You know I’d never lie to you, or keep anything from you. I didn’t want to upset you for no reason. It’s just that people have been talking. You know what a small town London is.”

I gulped back tears. I was going to be sick again.

“I’m so sorry, dear one. But I don’t know anything more. Anyway . . .” She paused. “. . . maybe it’s best to leave it. It’s over.”

“I need to know who it is.”

“What does it matter who it is now?”

“It does to me.”

Jude sighed. “OK. I’ll do my best. I’ll call you back. Where are you?”

“In bed, feeling sick. I think I’m still drunk. I’ve been drinking since it happened.”

“Stay there. Shut your eyes and keep breathing. Don’t drink anything more.”

She rang back half an hour later. “I put some pressure on some people I figured would know.” I closed my eyes and registered the rasp of my breath, the scratching of my fingernails against the phone.

“It’s the daughter of one of the new investors for the second restaurant. Everything about the money has been in place for a while now. It’s been going on for three, maybe four months. I’m sorry,” she repeated. “You don’t deserve this. I’ll book a babysitter for tonight. Let’s meet in Covent Garden and talk about it properly. You can’t stay in that flat on your own getting drunk. He’s not worth it.”

“He was worth it to me,” I said. “He was my life.” I hung up and rushed into the bathroom again. This time I managed to clean up my mess, wash my face, and brush my teeth before stumbling back to bed. The movement of the morning sun dancing on the ceiling made me giddy. I drew the curtains over the closed window, sealing off the outside world. Darkness was better, but I couldn’t stop shivering. I wrapped the quilt around me in a futile attempt at some kind of comfort, not moving until it was time to meet Jude.



We sat in the corner of our usual wine bar. Jude ordered me a hamburger with French fries and made me eat it before allowing me to drink anything. “Maybe it was just the stress of business,” I said, trying not to cry again. Anton. Anton. Would there ever be a moment in my life when what he thought or did, or what he might have thought or might have done, wasn’t my first point of reference? I couldn’t imagine a life without him. “Maybe now the restaurant thing is fixed, he’ll come back,” I said, wanting Jude to agree with me, to give me at least some illusion of hope.

Jude surveyed me from behind the rim of her glass. Under the choppy Knightsbridge haircut, and above the designer leather jacket, her eyes had the same appraising gaze as they’d had when we worked together in that Chiswick restaurant and began sharing all our secrets. “Sometimes you just have to accept that relationships are over. It’ll only hurt more if you keep pretending to yourself. And you’ve still got me. I may be busy, but you can talk to me anytime.” She leaned over and took my hand.

“It just hurts so much,” I said. We fell silent. Then, because there was nothing more to analyze or weep over, and because talking about Anton had begun to hurt more than not talking about Anton, I changed the subject. “Where’s Philip?” Philip was her rich property-developer husband, who usually liked to keep her close by his side.

“He’s in Berlin this week—that spa hotel,” said Jude. “It’s his new thing. He’s crazy for it. He gets to charge top whack to people who aren’t drinking and eat almost nothing.” She drained her glass. “I miss the way things were back in Chiswick. It wasn’t so bad, was it? At least no one broke your heart then. It was the other way around, as I recall.”

I had to agree with her on that. Back when we worked together, at the end of the dinner service we’d hunker down on the kitchen floor, swilling from the leftover bottles (we could never believe what people left behind, opened and often almost full) while we decided who we’d sleep with for what was left of the night. There were quite a few to choose from: American Stan from the Bay Area with his energetic speed habit, Henri from Lyon squinting behind his glasses with his crazy black curls drawn back in a plait, or Alex from Edinburgh, his arms puckered with livid burn scars.

These days Jude could afford the unopened bottles, whole crates of the stuff. It was all go-go gloss and cashmere up there on Primrose Hill. I heard the slight intake of breath most days when we spoke, the clacking of her Louboutins on the marble floors, as she talked for five minutes and then said she must fly. Lunch. Gym. School run. See you soon, love you.

I knew she did, but I missed the easy early days of our friendship, before Fat Wallet Phil, as we used to call him, took one look at Jude plating up a mille-feuille. He couldn’t stop staring at her tumble of blond hair and her pale skin, and began his dogged pursuit of her. We used to laugh at his extravagant presents, how he waited in his Porsche for her to finish her shift, then whisked her away to his fancy house. It was only a matter of time before she succumbed. Jude was the oldest of six children. There had been the alcoholic father, the hectoring mother. It had not been calm. Philip adored her and made her feel safe. It was so easy to return his love. Six months later, she moved in with him, and by some unspoken agreement we began to call him Philip. About the same time, she left the restaurant. Philip didn’t want her cooking for strangers when she could be at home doing the same thing for him.

Jude checked her watch, a Patek Philippe that she wore loosely strapped on the underside of her wrist. She saw me looking at it. “I know, it’s ridiculous for him to spend so much money. I liked my old Swatch, but Philip has this thing about showing off his cash.” She shrugged. “I guess we should call it a night.”

On the way out, she flung her arm around my shoulder. “You may not know it, but you’re strong. You’ll survive this and meet someone else. You’ll get another job, a better one. But you need to stop drinking and focus on something else other than bloody Anton.”

I hugged her goodbye and wept all the way home. In the sitting room, the green light of the answering machine winked at me. One message. “I feel bad,” Anton said over the bustle of the kitchen. “But in time you’ll see it’s for the best. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I hope you’ll understand one day.” The last bottle of wine was in the kitchen, a rough Rioja, half-empty. Not enough for total oblivion, but it would help. I had it to my mouth, just about to swallow, when I remembered Jude’s advice. She was right. I emptied it down the sink before I could change my mind.
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“An entrancing and rip-roaring story of shocking betrayal and
childhood trauma.” —LISA JEWELL, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR
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