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About the Book

It’s eleven years since Jem Catterick and Ralph McLeary first got together. They thought it would be for ever, that they’d found their happy ending. As everyone agreed, they were the perfect couple.

Then two became four, a flat became a house. Romantic nights out became sleepless nights in. And they soon found that life wasn’t quite so simple any more. But through it all Jem and Ralph still loved each other, of course they did.

Now the unimaginable has happened. Two people who were so right together are starting to drift apart. And in the chaos of family life, Ralph feels more and more as if he’s standing on the sidelines, and Jem that she’s losing herself. Something has to change. As they try to find a way back to each other, back to what they once had, they both become momentarily distracted – but maybe it’s not too late to recapture happily ever after …

A warm and involving novel that will restore your faith in life, love and the power of starting over, After the Party is Lisa Jewell at her unforgettable best.
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‘A successful marriage requires falling in love many times, always with the same person.’

Mignon McLaughlin


Prologue

The twelfth anniversary of Ralph and Jem’s first kiss falls upon a cool, paper-dry Wednesday at the beginning of March. The wisteria outside Jem’s office window has yet to yield its cascades of perfumed lilac blooms and the hydrangea by the front door is stubby and only just turning green – spring feels a long way off although it is just round the corner.

At about three fifteen, Jem leaves her office, heading for an appointment in Battersea. She takes with her a small manila folder, her mobile phone, her handbag and a loaf of brown bread. Before she leaves she turns to her assistant, Mariel, who is making tea in the kitchenette, and says, ‘Off to see the recluse.’

‘Oh,’ says Mariel, ‘God. Good luck.’

‘Thanks,’ says Jem. ‘I’ll need it. I’ll be back in an hour.’

Mariel smiles sympathetically, and Jem closes the door behind her. The sad irony of a trip to Almanac Road on such an auspicious date is not wasted on her. She is painfully aware of it as she walks the fifteen minutes from the office on Wandsworth Bridge Road. When she gets there, she glances down, as she always does, into the basement pit of the house at number thirty-one.

Terracotta tiles gleam, newly laid and freshly mopped. Three small trees carved into pom-pom balls of varying sizes sit in shiny cobalt-blue pots. The front door is thickly painted in a matt shade of mushroom and dressed with nickel-plated knobs and knockers. Through the window she can see more mushroom paint on walls hung with black-and-white photography. Suddenly, two small hands and a baby’s head appear over the top of the sofa. Jem smiles. The baby smiles, then disappears again.

Someone else lives here now. A young family, a house-proud family with enough money to renovate the rundown flat they’d bought a year ago, and enough foresight to have done it when the lady of the house was four months pregnant with their first child, unlike Jem, who had spent the last night of her first pregnancy on a mattress in the dining room of her sister’s flat, her possessions piled around her in gigantic cardboard boxes, like a township, waiting for a woman in Camberwell to sell her flat to a man in Dulwich so that the owner of their new house in Herne Hill could sign the completion forms and hand them their front door keys.

Before the very neat and well-organised family lived here, a scruffy woman with a deadbeat teenage son and three obese cats had lived here. And before the scruffy woman with the fat cats, a young couple with matching bikes and cagoules had lived here. And before the smug, outdoorsy couple with the bikes, a man called Smith had lived here, alone, having an existential crisis that led, eventually, to him retraining as a reiki teacher and relocating to San Francisco. And even longer ago than that, years before the man called Smith had lived here alone having an existential crisis, Smith’s best friend, Ralph, had lived here with him. And so, for a very short while, over twelve years ago, back in 1996 when Oasis were the most famous band in the country and football was, supposedly, coming home, when she was a child of only twenty-seven, had Jem.

Jem can feel it, even now, as she stands on the pavement, peering through the window at strangers’ mushroom walls – she can still feel the electric jolt of sudden promise, the thrill of new beginnings. She feels it for just a moment, and then it passes, because for some strange reason things have not worked out how she thought they might during those long-ago days and now it’s just a dull echo of a moment in her life when fate, chance and destiny all came together and took her somewhere quite remarkable.

She sighs sadly and pushes her hair behind her ears. Then she looks up, her attention taken by the clatter of a sash window being pushed open and then a loud male voice:

‘Intercom’s broken!’

A small shiny object leaves his hand and hurtles towards her, catching the light as it falls, landing on the pavement within an inch of her toes.

‘Let yourself in!’ The large hands slide the noisy window back into place. Jem tuts and picks up the keys. She climbs the front steps and prepares herself, mentally, for the next half an hour of her life. She picks her way through the debris of Karl’s life: forgotten T-shirts, a broken guitar, a carrier bag full of recycling, and, oh God, a pair of underpants. She finds him on the sofa, eating a ham sandwich and watching an old episode of Murder She Wrote.

‘I thought you said you needed bread?’ she says, waving the loaf of Warbutons Malted she took for him from her own kitchen cupboard that very morning.

‘I do,’ he says, ‘that’s the end of it. Had to scrape some spores off it, make it, you know, edible.’ He takes the fresh loaf from her and smiles, gratefully. ‘Thanks, Miss Duck.’

‘You’re welcome,’ says Jem, lowering herself on to the very furthest edge of a grubby yellow armchair. ‘What happened to the cleaner?’ she asks, looking around the room.

Karl smiles, his catch-all, ‘forgive-me-for-I-know-not-what-I-do-but-oh-I-am-lovely-aren’t-I? smile. It is a good smile, a smile that has seen him through a ten-year career in B-list television presenting, but not quite a good enough smile to stop him killing that career stone dead after a terrible episode in the Australian jungle last autumn, in front of six million viewers. ‘I kept forgetting to pay her,’ he replies in his smooth Irish croon. He shrugs. ‘Who can blame her?’

‘How’ve you been?’ Jem squints slightly as she asks the question, almost not wanting him to answer it.

Karl rearranges his large form on the sofa, so that he’s facing her. ‘Oh, you know, the parties, the premieres, the hot dates, it never ends.’ He looks old. Not a line on his face, not for a man of forty-seven, but his face looks dead, like someone has taken a sheet of sandpaper to him and scoured away all the gloss, all the glitter.

‘It doesn’t have to be like this, you know,’ she says, opening up the manila folder. ‘Everyone’s ready to forget.’

‘What you got in there?’ he asks, eyeing the folder sceptically.

‘Well, it’s not money, that’s for sure.’

He winks. ‘Maybe I need a new agent,’ he jokes.

Jem sighs. Jem is Karl’s agent, and Karl’s joke (this is not the first time he has made it) is not funny any more. She takes out a letter that arrived this morning, printed on sky-blue paper. It is confirmation of a phonecall that she had last week with a production company who are filming a series of interviews with ‘controversial’ celebrities.

Karl takes it from her and scans it, rapidly, with a furrowed brow. ‘Jeez,’ he says, ‘what is this – the Last Chance Saloon for Battered B-listers? Christ. You’re going to make me do it, aren’t you?’

Jem shrugs. ‘I can’t make you do anything, Karl. But it’s money in the bank –’

‘How much?’ he interrupts.

‘Five thousand. And if you handle it well, if you paint yourself in a good light, it’ll open all those doors again.’

Karl puts the paper down on the sofa and picks up his sandwich. He stares at it disconsolately for a second. ‘If that’s what I want,’ he says, so quietly that Jem only just hears him.

‘Yes,’ she replies, ‘if that’s what you want. But here’s the thing, Karl.’ She pauses. She didn’t come here to give Karl a piece of paper. She could have put it in the post. And she certainly didn’t come here to replenish his breadbin. ‘Here’s the bottom line: if you don’t do the interview, I’m letting you go.’

The words are gone now, the words that Jem has been carrying round in her head for days, for weeks. She’s imagined this conversation a thousand times and every time her heart has raced, her skin has flushed. Letting a client go. And not just any client, but her first client, the one who started it all, twelve years ago. And not just a client, but a friend. It’s harsh, but it’s for his own good, she reminds herself – without the threat he wouldn’t do the TV interview, and without the TV interview there is no career for her to manage.

‘Jesus fucking Christ,’ he drawls. ‘That’s bribery!’

‘Well, yes, though more gentle bullying, I would have said.’ Jem pauses and stares at the sleeves of Karl’s jumper, which are encrusted with some kind of beige paste. ‘I only want what’s best for you, and I think this,’ she points at the sky-blue paper, ‘is what’s best for you.’

‘I know,’ says Karl, ‘I’m not stupid. It’s fine. I hear you loud and clear. And yeah, OK, I’ll do the show. But if it backfires in my face, I reserve the right to sack you.’ He winks at her, smiles, and then sighs. ‘I’m sure life used to be simple,’ he says. ‘I’m sure there was a time.’

Jem smiles, thinking of a night, exactly twelve years ago, when for a while life had felt far from simple. Exciting, romantic, crazy – yes, but not simple. She thinks again about the way she’d felt when Ralph had proclaimed his love for her, when she realised that she loved him too, when the gates to the Rest of Her Life had swung open and she’d taken her first tentative steps on to the open road. And now she is here: separated, a single parent, inhabiting a desperate, heartbreaking place that she never expected to be. She swallows a swell of tearfulness and smiles. ‘No,’ she says, ‘it’s never been simple. Did you know, for example, that it is precisely twelve years to the day since you beat up Siobhan’s boyfriend outside an art gallery?’

Karl smiles. ‘What, really?’

‘Yeah. Really and truly.’

‘You have a very good memory,’ says Karl.

‘Well, it is also twelve years to the day since Ralph and I first …’

‘What, shagged?’

‘Yeah,’ she laughs, although she doesn’t really feel like laughing. ‘It’s our sexiversary! Well, it was,’ she adds sadly.

Karl nods knowingly. ‘How is he?’

‘Ralph?’ Jem still finds it strange saying his name now that the syllable no longer belongs to her. Once she hadn’t noticed the word leaving her lips, now it feels like something she’s borrowed from someone, something she needs to give back. She swallows another lump of sadness and says: ‘He’s all right. I think.’

Karl raises an eyebrow.

‘No, he’s fine. I just haven’t really talked to him lately, that’s all. It’s always such a rush whenever I see him.’ Jem has begun to hate the weekly handover of the children. She hates it when he’s in a hurry and doesn’t have time to talk and then hates it when he isn’t and he spills over into the new order of her life with his familiarity and his beautiful hands that she is no longer permitted to touch.

‘Here,’ says Karl, getting to his feet and feeling around the bookshelf beside the TV, ‘talking of blasts from the past, look at this.’ He hands Jem a photograph. It is of a small child, possibly a baby, but hard to tell because it has lots of long dark hair. The baby appears to be Asian, probably Chinese.

‘Siobhan’s baby,’ says Karl, resuming his slouch on the sofa.

Jem’s eyes open wide. ‘She’s adopted a baby?’

‘Adopting. She just got back from China. I think there’s still a long way to go, a lot of red tape, y’know?’

‘Right,’ says Jem, staring at the photo, at the little soul somewhere on the other side of the world, a tiny person without a family, whose whole destiny is about to turn on its axis. ‘Very brave of her,’ she says, ‘adopting on her own.’

‘Yes,’ says Karl, ‘I know. That’s Siobhan, through and through.’

‘How old is she now?’

‘Siobhan? She’s, God, she must be forty-eight, I guess.’

Jem nods and hands the photograph back to Karl. ‘Good on her,’ she says, ‘good on her.’

‘Yeah,’ he agrees, ‘she always wanted a baby and life didn’t give her one so she’s gone out and made it happen.’ He pauses and stares at the photograph of the baby for a moment. ‘There’s a lesson in there for us all.’

‘Yes,’ says Jem, drawing herself up, readying herself to leave, ‘yes, there really is.’

Jem pushes open the front door. She has mixed feelings about Wednesdays. Wednesday is handover day, the day that Ralph takes the children for the weekend, or at least until Sunday morning. That is how their week is split. Jem gets the kids Sunday to Wednesday. Ralph gets them Wednesday to Sunday. They both live in the same postcode and equidistant from Scarlett’s school and Blake’s childminder, and the children barely notice the difference. But Jem does. It is both liberating and depressing in equal measure when the children are away. The house feels both full of potential (Books to read! E-mails to catch up on! Clothes to sort through! TV shows to watch! Even, possibly, nights out to be had!) and devoid of life. Her existence feels both joyful and futile. And whether her children are with her or not, the sheer loneliness of living apart from Ralph can sometimes take her breath away.

She stops in the hallway and peers at her reflection in the vast rococo mirror that hangs behind the front door. It is a beautiful mirror, pockmarked and musty and still holding the scent of the distempered walls of whichever lost French palace it was rescued from. It is exquisite, flawlessly tasteful, but it is not Jem’s mirror. Neither is it Jem’s wall nor Jem’s front door. The mirror was picked up from a Parisian flea market, not by Jem in some uncharacteristic moment of extravagant good taste, but by her sister, Lulu, whose house this is and whose house Jem has been living in for the past four months, while she and Ralph wait to see what will become of them.

Jem and her sister see themselves as a modern-day Kate and Allie, but with a few more kids and a husband between them. Or the Brady Bunch, but with one extra adult. Lulu has her two boys, Jared and Theo, and her husband’s three older boys from his first marriage, who live here most of the time because their mum lives in Grenada. It is a remarkable house, Tardis-like, with unexpected mezzanine floors and rooms off rooms and secret roof terraces. It is an odd-shaped building, thrown together in the nineteen sixties. It used to be a pub. They bought it ten years ago as a set of flats and are still only halfway through converting it back into a house, so Jem and the kids have their own floor: a set of three rooms, a small terrace and a kitchenette. It is more than enough.

Jem puts down her briefcase and starts to unbutton her tartan jacket. The woman in the mirror gazes back at her – she looks preoccupied, she looks tired. She is about to sigh loudly when a noise distracts her. It is the unmistakable sound of her first-born clattering down the stripped floor-boarded stairs in her pink Perspex Barbie Princess slippers.

And there she is, her Scarlett, a vision in mauve nylon net and fuchsia polyester. But instead of sweeping this raven-haired, Mattel-attired lovely into her arms and squeezing her with every ounce of every moment she has spent thinking about her today when she wasn’t there, she looks at her aghast and says, ‘What on earth are you doing here?’

‘Daddy’s not coming,’ says Scarlett, throwing her embrace at Jem’s lower hips and almost knocking her over.

‘What?’

‘He just called. He’s not coming.’

To her credit, Jem’s first reaction is concern. Ralph has never missed a Wednesday. Ralph lives for Wednesday evenings in the same way that Jem lives for Sunday mornings.

‘Is he all right?’ she asks, picking Scarlett up and heading for the big kitchen at the back of the house where she knows her sister and her husband will be.

Scarlett shrugs and runs her hand through the curls at the nape of Jem’s neck.

‘Did you speak to him?’

Scarlett shrugs again.

Lulu is cleaning poster paints off a small vinyl-topped table and her husband, Walter is sautéing potatoes over the hob.

‘Yeah,’ Lulu begins, before Jem is even through the door. ‘He didn’t show up at six so I phoned and left messages on his voicemail – nothing – then I got through to him just now, literally about three minutes before you walked in.’

‘And?’ says Jem putting Scarlett down and heading towards Blake, who is sitting on his knees in front of In the Night Garden with a finger up his nose.

‘He sounded …’ Lulu mouths the next word, silently, ‘weird.’

‘Weird?’ Jem mouths back and Lulu nods.

‘Anyway,’ she continues, audibly, ‘he said he had to go away for the weekend; he said he won’t be able to have the children this week.’

‘And he said this an hour after he was due to collect them?’

‘Yes,’ says Lulu. ‘I know.’

It is clear now that this is a conversation that needs to be had away from small ears, and Jem follows Lulu into the den, which is a small painted concrete box of a room off the kitchen, where they keep their computer.

‘What?’ says Jem.

‘I don’t know,’ says Lulu, twirling a heavy silver ring round and round her third finger. ‘He just sounded …desperate.’

‘Oh God, what do you mean by desperate?’

‘Just, like, like he was going to cry. Like it was all too much. And he said …’ Lulu pauses, twirls the silver ring one turn in the opposite direction. ‘He said to me, “Do you know what day it is today?” And I said, “It’s Wednesday.” And he just kind of went, “Humph.” And hung up.’

‘Shit,’ says Jem, putting the pieces together. ‘Our anniversary.’

‘What, your first date?’

‘First shag,’ says Jem, distractedly. ‘First kiss. First, you know, us.’

‘The night at the art gallery?’

‘The night at the art gallery, yes.’

‘Shit,’ says Lulu. ‘Is that what it is then, you reckon?’

‘Must be,’ says Jem. ‘Should I be worried?’ she asks her sister, feeling that it’s already too late to be asking that.

Lulu frowns. ‘Possibly,’ she says, ‘though at least he hasn’t actually got the kids with him.’

‘Oh, stop it, don’t even joke about it. God, what shall I do? Shall I go round there?’

‘Well, he did say he was going away.’

‘Yes, but maybe he meant away.’

‘You mean …?’

Jem sighs and pulls her hair away from her face. ‘No, of course not. I mean he’s been a bit weird but not, you know …’

‘Suicidal?’

‘Exactly.’ She sighs again, feeling the weight of things she needs to do now that she has the children for the next few days: baths to run, stories to read, clean clothes to sort out. Plus a baby-sitter to arrange for Friday night when she and Lulu had planned a night out at the theatre. But behind all that there is a terrible, gnawing sense that something is wrong with Ralph, that he is in some kind of peril. She remembers a terrible conversation she had with a woman on the street just the week before. She remembers the woman’s words. ‘Imagine if there was no second chance. How would you feel?’ the woman had asked. ‘How would you feel?’

Immediately, Jem knows exactly how she would feel. Devastated. Finished. Dead. ‘OK,’ she says decisively, ‘I’m going to give him a ring. Upstairs.’

‘Good,’ says Lulu, standing aside to let her pass, ‘I’ll keep the kids out of your way.’

Upstairs, in the tiny room that she and the kids use as a living room, Jem pulls her phone out of her bag and calls Ralph’s home number. Her hands shake slightly. It goes to the answerphone and Jem clears her throat: ‘Hi,’ she says, ‘it’s me. Just got home. Erm, don’t worry about the kids, that’s OK, I’ll cover it, but just wondering …’ she pauses, tries to picture the inside of Ralph’s flat, who might be there listening to her plaintive, slightly pathetic voice. ‘Actually, I’m going to try you on your mobile. Bye.’

She calls his mobile number and is surprised and overwhelmed with relief when he replies after five ring tones.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, before she’s even spoken. His voice sounds soft and childlike.

‘It’s cool,’ she says, caring about nothing other than that he is not dead. ‘We’ve got it covered. Are you OK?’

‘I’m OK,’ he says, and it sounds to Jem like the kind of thing you’d say if you’d just been asking yourself the same question.

‘Where are you?’

‘In the car.’

‘Right. And where are you going?’

‘Er …’ He pauses and Jem can hear the swoosh of other cars passing his, the blast of wind through an open window. ‘I was on my way, halfway there, to your place, then something came up.’

‘Something came up?’

‘Yeah, I’ll explain it all when I see you.’

‘And when will I see you?’

Ralph exhales softly down the phone; ‘I’ll come for the kids next Wednesday. I’ll be there. I promise. I just need to …’ The line fills up with cracks and bangs and shards of interference. Then it dies.


PART ONE

One Year Earlier


Chapter 1

Jem felt curiously light, unfettered, almost limbless as she headed down Coldharbour Lane towards the tube station. She was wearing shoes with heels. This was the first time she had worn shoes with heels since the previous spring. It was also the first time in three months that she had left the house without a child either in a pram, strapped to her front, hanging off her back or gripped to her by the hand. The sun reflected her mood, neither bright nor gloomy, neither warm nor cold. Jem had just said goodbye to her tiny baby for the first time since he was born. She’d left him in the care of her big sister, a woman who’d given birth to and successfully raised two of her own children and been a mother to a further three belonging to her partner, but still, he was so small, so used to her, such a part of her, so … she stopped the thoughts, considered the afternoon ahead. Back to work.

It amazed her that the people she passed on the street were unaware of the existence of her baby, had no idea that she had another one too, a small girl with long, string-thin legs and curls of ebony and the haughty demeanour of a fifteen-year-old It girl. Scarlett and Blake. Beauty and Innocence. Her children. It alarmed her that a stranger might see her and consider her a woman alone, without attachments and dependants or responsibilities beyond the job she was clearly headed towards in her smart black drainpipe trousers, tartan jacket and carefree shoes. She thought about wearing a T-shirt, emblazoned with the images of her offspring, so that people would know that she was more than just this, more than just a woman going to work, and it was while she was thinking this that she saw him.

He was also without his child, also wearing a jacket, also, she assumed, going to work. She caught her breath, feeling suddenly unguarded and stripped naked. She had never before seen him without his child; he had never before seen her without hers. They were not friends, merely two people occupying the same small square of London, pushing their children on the same swings, eating at the same child-friendly cafés, wheeling prams along the same grimy pavements. Their daughters were the same age and had once played together in the small timber house in Ruskin Park. Ever since then she and this man had exchanged nods, smiles, hellos, the occasional how-are-yous. His name was Joel (she’d overheard him answering a call on his mobile) and he was the sort of man who made no first impression at all but climbed his way slowly inside your consciousness, grew outlines and texture and colour like a photo in a tray of developing fluid. And at some unknown point over the past three years Jem had begun to notice him in a way that made her blush at the sight of his rounded back over a buggy on the street ahead of her, his pale, unremarkable hair behind a hedge in the playground, his odd, shuffling walk in soft leather loafers, his daughter’s hand in his, emerging from the nursery across the road. But she was safe from the way that he made her feel because of them, the children. The children made them occupied, distracted, hurried. But here and now they were two adults, alone, coincidentally headed the same way at the same time, in matching work attire, hands free, heads free.

Jem slowed her pace and let him walk ahead of her. She realised she was slightly breathless, a fluttering of panic in the pit of her belly. He’d seen her, she knew that. He knew that she’d seen him. They were now ignoring each other. Maybe he felt it too, she wondered, maybe he felt the danger of the two of them being free to … Free to what, exactly? She was as good as married. They were parents. What was she afraid of? She stared at the back of his head on the escalator and tried to imagine what would happen if she caught up with him at the bottom. What would she say? ‘Hi! Look at us! No kids!’ Then what? A train had just pulled in as she approached the platform and she ran for it, forgetting momentarily about the man called Joel ahead of her and there he was, as she shot through the doors, glanced around for a spare seat. He was already seated, surrounded by spare seats, but she turned the other way, squeezed herself between two men, pulled a paperback out of her handbag, pretended to read it. It was a stupid book; her sister had forced it on to her just now. On the cover was a photograph of a young woman in flimsy clothes, lying in long silky grass, looking forlorn and possibly recently abused. It had a silly title too. Forgetting Amber. Still, it was better than staring at the adverts, or the ridges in the floor. She glanced surreptitiously at Joel. He was reading a freebie paper. He knew she was there. She knew he was there. They were still ignoring each other.

She imagined another conversation, the one they’d have at the swings, or outside Pizza Express in a few days’ time. ‘So,’ he’d say, ‘I saw you on the tube the other day. How come you didn’t say hello?’ And she would blush and then decide to be truthful. ‘I didn’t say hello,’ she’d say, ‘because I find you attractive. And if I’d said hello, we might have started talking and if we’d started talking I might have found that you were dull, or stupid, or unappealing in some way, and then I wouldn’t be able to find you attractive any more. Or worse still, we might have started talking and discovered that we didn’t want to stop talking. We might have made a connection and I am not free to make a connection. Do you see?’ ‘Oh,’ he would smile, his cheeks colouring slightly. ‘Yes. I see.’ And hopefully that would be enough to explain, to ensure that he never spoke to her again.

The man called Joel did not, as she’d predicted, get off at Victoria, nor at Green Park, nor at Oxford Circus. The spaces between stops felt interminable. She read the opening line of the silly book around twenty to thirty times. Please get off this train, she chanted to herself, please get off, I need to breathe. But the longer he stayed on the train the more convinced she became that this meant something, this coincidence, this proximity, and when the tube pulled into Warren Street and the man called Joel rolled up his freebie paper and sauntered towards the doors, Jem knew it. This was her stop. It was also his stop. Something was going to happen. She slid the silly book into her handbag and got to her feet.



Chapter 2

Ralph felt the emptiness of the house and it chilled him. This wasn’t the same emptiness that he felt when Jem and the kids were out, this was a different emptiness. Today, for the first time in a very long time, his family was disparate. Scarlett was at nursery, Blake was at Lulu’s and Jem was off to a business meeting somewhere in central London. She’d left the house half an hour ago in heels and tailoring, her scruffy curls tightly secured in clips and bands, her lips painted vermillion. It was her, the other Jem, the Jem who didn’t wander in and out of the house all day in well-worn skinny jeans and scuffed Converse trainers, lugging shopping-laden buggies behind her, smelling of milk and Johnson’s wipes. He’d watched her and the baby leave from the studio window, and it looked like she was stealing their baby, that petite, elegant woman in tartan and heels an inch too tall for her. And then they’d turned the corner and suddenly he was alone.

Rather than feeling liberated by this open expanse of solitude, Ralph felt distracted by it and immediately put down his paintbrush and headed for the tiny balcony off his studio to smoke a cigarette. The balcony had been added when the previous owners had converted the loft into a studio space and it had always seemed unpleasantly flimsy to Ralph, a few pieces of metal bolted together with oversized wing nuts, barely seeming strong enough to withhold his weight. Whenever he stood on it he subconsciously held on to the wall with his left hand, as if, in the event of the balcony finally giving way under his feet and hurtling three storeys to the patio below, he would somehow be able to embed his fingers into the brickwork where he would dangle, Harold Lloyd-like, until his rescuers arrived.

The balcony overlooked the garden, a typical south London patch of land the shape of an A5 envelope and not much bigger. The beginning of March was not a happy time for gardens. The grass was mulchy, the neglected plastic toys that littered the decking and the lawn were tinged green and the swing under the apple tree swung forlornly back and forth in a chilly breeze. Beyond their small garden, Ralph could see more terraces, more sad gardens, a school playground and the fire escapes skirting the roofs of the parade of shops around the corner. He could be anywhere, he thought desolately, absolutely anywhere. He might as well be in the suburbs. All that effort, all that money, all that saving and searching and financing and settling and this was it: a three-bed terrace in the back end of Herne Hill, a view of nothing, a scrap of grass, a dangerous dangly balcony.

He sucked the last dregs from the end of his cigarette and brought it back inside, where he let it drop into a jar of brown water on the windowsill. The e-mail was still open on his computer. It had arrived this morning, from California, from Smith, his oldest friend.

‘It is 81 degrees today and I am off to the beach. Wanna come??’

It was meant as a joke, just a throwaway line to rub Ralph’s face in the fact that while he was trapped in a loft in south London on a dreary Wednesday morning, Smith, tanned and lean, was jogging past girls with augmented breasts and minimal pubic hair along vast expanses of creamy beach. It wasn’t supposed to be an invitation, but every time Ralph looked at it, it seemed more and more as if it should be. And now, seeing Jem leaving the nest, taking her baby bird to be looked after by someone else, wearing high heels, it seemed a phase of his life had just drawn to a close. They could be separate now. They could be apart. For the past seven years Ralph and Jem had been bound together by trying to get pregnant, by miscarriages, by more trying, then, finally, by babies and breastfeeding schedules and now that glue was starting to unstick. They’d finished. They were fragmenting. He could go. He could go.

He paused, questioning the quiet euphoria that suffused his body as he thought of escape. Did that mean he was unhappy? Could he be unhappy? He had it all. He had Jem, he had two beautiful children, a house, a career.

He looked at himself in the mirror that was bolted above the paint-splattered sink in the corner of his studio. He looked OK. Considering he was forty-two. Considering he barely saw the sun these days. Considering he hadn’t had a holiday in two years. Considering he smoked thirty cigarettes a day. Considering he hadn’t had sex for nearly seven months. He looked OK.

What had he thought forty-two would be like? How had he pictured it? He’d assumed there would be a wife, that there would be children. And he’d assumed that both the wife and the children would be beautiful, of course he had; who dreams of an ugly family? He might not have predicted, though, that he would still be painting. His career had always been precarious, a little like his balcony; a funny, rickety old thing, not to be trusted. The fact that he would be making a living from oil and canvas would have been surprising to him. Less surprising would have been the extent of that living: enough for mortgage repayments, for nursery fees, for car repairs and Ocado deliveries, enough for birthday dinners in smart restaurants, enough for Diesel jeans and Monsoon baby clothes and proper cigarettes and a cab home after a night out.

But still, not enough.

Eleven years ago Ralph’s star had risen. Eleven years ago all his dreams had come true one icy March night, in an art gallery in Notting Hill. Ralph had declared his undying love to his soulmate and been acclaimed a star. Eleven years ago Ralph had felt it – something that most people never get to feel – the sharp punch of success. The girl of his dreams! His! The respect of his peers! Goal!

Now he was just a man with a family who painted pictures for middle-class people who couldn’t afford real art.

He heard the stillness of the house again; it came to him ominously, like the barely audible rumble of a far-away train. He looked around his studio, at the half-finished canvases, the uninspiring still lifes of poppies and daisies and hands and faces, the same safe ground, trodden over again and again because it paid the mortgage.

He sighed and decided to go to the gym.

The gym.

This was not a place that Ralph ever imagined he would have cause to haunt.

But he was here today, not for calorie-burning or muscletoning, just for the background noise. He wanted to move among other human beings, in a coolly detached way, wanted to smell their smells and overhear their mobile phone conversations and watch their bodies moving in time to some unheard music. He wanted to be part of something, even if it was just mid-morning at a slightly grubby gym in south London.

He picked a treadmill that was comfortably apart from other exercisers and hung his towel over the handle. He typed in the settings, stumbling for a moment as he always did over the number 42 when asked to input his age – really, it seemed so unnaturally old – and then he started to walk. He’d forgotten his earphones so had to make do with watching the screens overhead silently. Screen one showed an R&B video; three sphinx-like women in red hotpants and bandeau tops, gyrating, pursing full lips, passing hands across taut bellies. Ralph watched for a while, wondering why every time he came here a woman under the age of thirty wearing hardly any clothes was gyrating unsmilingly on that screen. Every single time. Ralph thought of Scarlett, imagined her here beside him watching that screen, her pale jaw hanging slightly open as it always did when she watched TV. What would her small, sponge-like brain make of these women, impossibly engineered, humourless, characterless, thrusting, shining statues, imploring the world to buy some man’s music with every flick of their hips? And if Scarlett was to watch her, and women like her, all day long, what would she learn of womanhood, what would she think of musicianship, what would it say to her about fame?

Ralph shook his head sadly and glanced at the next screen. A real-life action show: paramedics prising a middle-aged man out of a concertinaed car. His head was held in place with a plastic neck brace, his nose and mouth covered with an oxygen mask. His eyes flicked from side to side as he allowed a man in a fluorescent jacket gently to pull him away from beneath his bent steering wheel. A few moments before, he had been a bloke driving somewhere, who knew where; to buy cigarettes, to work, to pick up a new bit for his power drill? Now he was trussed up inside a written-off car, about to spend the day, at the very least, in hospital, all the while being filmed by a man with a camera, to be broadcast on national television. How much more surprising and unsettling a turn could a normal day take? Ralph knew that the man was alive and well because they kept cutting to clips of him in a studio, reliving his nightmare to an off-screen interviewer, but still, thought Ralph, an ordinary life, touched for ever, never to be the same again.

In contrast, screen three showed a series of slightly overweight models parading up and down a tacky TV studio in ‘outsize’ clothes. Ralph wasn’t sure where he stood on the subject of overweight models. Or overweight women in general, really. Try as he might to be piously PC about the whole thing, he couldn’t quite get beyond thinking that women that shape generally looked better in basques and camiknickers than they did in tailored trousers and natty waistcoats. But he did know that the pompous little man officiously directing the big women up and down the studio floor as if his job was on a par with oncology would probably have benefited from an unforeseen car crash and a little new perspective on his existence.

On the fourth screen there was a news report from somewhere in middle America, square-faced men and women with placards, lambasting pissed-off looking people in cars for not adhering to some scripture or other that governed their lives. Their faces were hard with blind belief, their mouths were oblongs of disregard for other people’s values. The people in the cars batted them away as if they were wasps bothering their lunch. How could the people with the placards possibly believe that these actions would lead to any more believers? How could they not know that all they were bringing about with their shouting and their bombasting and their ugly talk of Christ and saved souls was repulsion?

Ralph looked around him at the sparsely occupied gymnasium. Were there believers in here, he wondered. Were any of these normal-looking men and women likely to pick up a placard on a Saturday morning and yell at people for not seeing the world the same way they did? He glanced again at the screens overhead, at the thrusting women in red, the broken man in the broken car, the larger ladies in the frumpy clothes and then once more at the angry Americans with their placards, and for a second it hit him, somewhere round the side of his head, a shocking thought: What if they were right?

What if those Americans were right?

What if there was a God? What if his son had saved all our souls? What if religion were true? Would it make sense of all the nonsense in the world? All the flukes, all the coincidences, all the miscarriages and car crashes and people worrying about being fat? Where, he wondered, did all that belief come from? It had to come from somewhere? It had to have some substance, surely?

Ralph left the thought suspended outside his consciousness like a spoonful of something he wasn’t sure he could put in his mouth. And then he shut the door on it.

God was for freaks.

Christ was for idiots.

He turned his attention to his heart rate and brought it, as quickly as possible, up to 160.




Chapter 3

Jem scooped her baby boy into her arms and felt relief suffuse her body. ‘How was he?’ she asked, secretly wanting her sister to say, ‘Oh, you know, devastated to be apart from you.’

‘He’s been great, haven’t you, little man?’ said Lulu, running her hand across his cheek and smiling at him fondly.

‘How much milk did he have?’

‘He had about three ounces just after you left, and then another three just now. He’s slept most of the time.’

‘Typical,’ smiled Jem, sliding the bridge of her nose across Blake’s cheek and inhaling the scent of him as though he were a flower.

‘How’d it go?’ asked Lulu.

‘Oh, great, fine, it was just a preliminary meeting, nothing scary.’ She carried Blake to the sofa in Lulu’s kitchen, laid him across the cushion and unstrapped her high heels, kicking them off triumphantly. ‘Those,’ she said, pointing at them where they lay on the floor, ‘were a mistake.’

‘Yeah, you should have worked your way back up the heel scale a bit more slowly. Converse to skyscrapers in one swoop, not good for the calf muscles.’

Jem stretched her aching legs out in front of her and examined her feet. What would he think now, she wondered. What would Joel think if he could see her here, flopped ungainly, feet in damp tights, a squelchy baby at her side? She could feel curls escaping from the pins she’d trapped them with three hours earlier. Her left breast was leaking warm milk. She was halfway between the two states, halfway between ragged mother and desirable woman, a changeling. She unbuttoned the Vivienne Westwood Red Label jacket that she’d won in a fevered eBay auction three weeks ago and peeled it off, shedding her layers. Then she picked up her baby and held him over her shoulder and let his warmth and stillness soothe her back into being.

‘The funniest thing happened,’ she said to Lulu.

‘Oh, yes?’

‘Yes, it was like something out of a novel. There’s this man –’

Her sister’s face registered her surprise.

‘No, nothing like that, just this man, a dad, I see him around, he’s cute, but it’s nothing … it’s not significant. Just, you know, something to do.’

Her sister smiled knowingly. Silly crushes on men they weren’t married to was something of an ongoing joke between them, a way of maintaining some sense of girlishness.

‘Anyway, he’s always with his little girl, I think he’s a house-husband, never seen the mum, we smile and stuff and he’s cute and then today he was there, on the tube, without his little girl and it was a bit …’

‘Oooh,’ smiled Lulu.

‘Well, yes, a bit oooh, and we were, I think you could say, studiously ignoring each other and then he got off at my stop, at Warren Street, and I thought, oh my God, this is it, one of those moments, like something from inside your head has escaped, gone feral, you know, doing its own thing.’

‘And so, what happened?’ urged Lulu.

Jem shrugged, and moved Blake on to her other shoulder. ‘Nothing,’ she said, ‘nothing happened. Of course. He went off to the Northern Line, I went to the exit. I watched his back disappear from view. I breathed a sigh of relief …’

‘Because you don’t really want anything to happen?’

‘Exactly,’ said Jem. ‘I don’t really want anything to happen. It’s just sometimes you get the feeling that something was supposed to have happened, you know, that a door was left open deliberately for you and you have to wonder why.’

‘The “sliding doors” thing.’

‘Yup,’ said Jem, sitting Blake up on her lap and smiling at his little floppy head. ‘Timing is everything. And maybe, you know, if me and Ralph had been going through a bad patch or something then –’

‘You’d be in a wine bar with Mystery Dad right now, banging on about how your husband doesn’t understand you.’

Jem smiled at her sister. ‘Something like that,’ she said. ‘Oh, look at him, he’s knackered.’ She appraised her baby son. ‘I’d better get him home.’

‘No time for a cup of tea?’

‘No, honestly, I’m knackered and so’s this one and if I time it right, I might just get a lie-down when we get home.’

Her sister gave her Blake’s coat and sat down next to her, helping her to thread his floppy arms through the sleeves. ‘So everything is all right, is it, with you and Ralph?’ She sounded concerned, as if it was a question she’d wanted to ask for a while.

‘Yes,’ answered Jem, slightly too abruptly. ‘Well, as all right as things can be when there’s a baby in the house. And we did have a bit of a row yesterday –’

‘Oh, yes?’

‘Yes, about me going back to work, about the fact that he was “too busy” to look after Blake for a few hours today. You know, it’s just ridiculous, he’s there all day, in that house, nowhere to go, nothing planned, this is his son, his baby, yet I’ve had to bring him all the way over here so just so I can go into town for a few hours.’

‘Yes,’ said Lulu, circumspectly, ‘I did wonder about that. What was his excuse?’

‘Oh, you know, deadlines, always deadlines, deadlines that miraculously disappear when there are things going on that he actually wants to do. He just couldn’t hack it, that’s the bottom line, just couldn’t hack the thought of being stuck with his baby for half the day, all on his own. Plus, of course, he thinks my job is some kind of joke. He’s never taken it seriously. Maybe if I was a lawyer, or maybe even an artist, like him, maybe then he’d be more supportive of me trying to find my way outside the home. But as it is …’ She paused, and then she sighed. There was no point, she reminded herself, no point whatsoever getting herself worked up about all this stuff. It was just the way things were, not only for her but for nearly every woman she knew. At some point in the last few years Ralph had turned his back, stuck his metaphorical hands in his metaphorical pockets and allowed her to become a housewife. And somewhere deep down inside she hated him for it.

She sighed again. ‘Anyway, it’s fine, it’s sorted, for now. And yes, generally things are OK. We just need to get through the next nine months, just need to get to Blake’s birthday, and if we get there intact, we’ll be fine.’

She glanced down at Blake, bulky and squashy now in his winter coat, and smiled at him. ‘We’ll be fine, won’t we, little man?’ she asked him in a softer voice. ‘We always are.’


Chapter 4

Ralph watched Jem return. Her hair was looser, but she was still resplendent in her tight jacket and high heels. He watched her negotiate the pushchair up the footpath, he could see the rotund form of his son slumbering in his fat winter coat, his outstretched legs cocooned in a thick soft blanket the colour of sky. Jem looked great, he thought, trim and tiny and back to her pre-pregnancy weight already. She was, he thought to himself, a very yummy mummy. He smiled at the thought. And then he thought that he wanted her. He wanted this Jem, his Jem. He wanted her out of that jacket, naked, except perhaps for the extraordinary heels. He wanted to breathe in her breath, taste her mouth, be a part of her again, not this useless adjunct, this separate floating particle. He wanted to drift back to port, slot himself in, anchor down. He wanted to be wanted and he wanted it now.

He smiled at her from halfway down the stairs. ‘Welcome home,’ he whispered, ‘how’d it go?’

‘Good,’ Jem whispered back, wheeling the pushchair into the alcove underneath the stairs.

‘And how’d it go with the baby at Lulu’s?’

Jem smiled. ‘Really well. I don’t think he missed me in the slightest.’

‘See,’ he said, descending the stairs, ‘I told you it would be fine.’

‘Hm,’ said Jem.

Hm.

Ralph, with an agenda that didn’t involve tedious bickering about whose turn it was to plonk themselves down triumphantly at the top of the moral high ground and stick their flag in it, decided to let it pass.

‘I watched you coming back just now,’ he said, ‘from the window.’

‘Oh, yes?’ Jem unlooped Blake’s nappy bag from the back of the pushchair and pulled out two empty milk bottles.

‘You look amazing,’ he said, somewhat breathlessly, as if Jem were some hot stranger in a bar, not the woman he’d lived with for eleven years, not the woman he’d watched give birth to his two babies.

Jem glanced at him, half suspicious, half pleased.

‘No, really, I looked at you and I thought, if I were to walk past that woman in the street, I’d want to …’

Jem frowned at him.

There it was, the knee-jerk rebuke. Ralph thought about giving up – it would be easier. But then he glanced down at Jem’s feet, so small, so feminine, in those heels. He thought about the dull ache in his chest, the empty space in his soul where they had once resided. He saw his son, still slumbering; he saw an opportunity slipping through his fingers. ‘Reckon we could squeeze in a quickie?’ he said, a hint of apology tingeing the edges of his words.

Jem looked at him in horror. ‘What,’ she said, ‘now?’

‘Well, yes, why not? Blake’s sleeping, the house is empty …’

‘I thought you were busy?’

‘No. I mean a real quickie. You know, three minutes, tops.’

Jem blanched. ‘Jeez,’ she muttered. ‘I mean, no.’

‘Right,’ said Ralph. ‘I see.’

‘No, it’s not that, it’s not … it’s just I have to express some milk, look, I’m leaking.’ She pulled her tartan jacket out of the way to show Ralph the damp patch on her blouse. ‘And then I was going to have a lie-down. I only got five hours’ sleep last night.’

Ralph nodded. He couldn’t argue with that. How could he argue with that? How could he argue with breast milk? How could he say that she shouldn’t be tired when it was she who had woken three times in the night to feed their hungry baby? How could he even begin to make a case for his own needs and wants? He couldn’t. Which was not to say that there wasn’t a case to be made. There was a very strong case to be made indeed.

Jem and Ralph had not had sex for nearly seven months.

If there were such a thing as a court of sex law, Ralph’s case would be open and shut. He was being starved of sex at the very same time as being expected to remain faithful. It was a little like being cut with a knife and told not to bleed.

‘Sorry,’ he said, trying his hardest not to sound cross and hurt, ‘bad timing.’

‘No,’ said Jem, ‘I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. It’s just, you know, everything’s all over the place, I’m just a mess, it’s –’

‘Honestly, it’s fine.’

‘No,’ said Jem, ‘it’s not fine. I know it’s not fine. I just can’t think about it right now.’

Ralph breathed in. He wanted to shout. He wanted to say, ‘How come you can get yourself all dolled up for work, how come you can put on heels and make arrangements for the baby and be away from him for half the day and sit in a hotel lobby with a stranger and discuss their career with them, and get on tubes and make notes and be prepared to think about all that right now but you can’t even slip upstairs for a few minutes just to be with me?’ Instead, he breathed out slowly and forced a smile. ‘I know,’ he said, kissing the top of her head, smelling the underground and the city in her hair, ‘I know. We’ll get there. It’s cool.’

She smiled at him apologetically, kissed the top of his hand. ‘I love you, you know,’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘I know.’ And then he turned and took the steps back to his studio at the top of the house.

This wasn’t the first time that Ralph and Jem had experienced a sexual drought. The last few years had seen their sex life take more than a few knocks. Four pregnancies. Two miscarriages. Two babies. Ralph wasn’t stupid. He knew that that was the way of these things. He hadn’t expected all-night sessions, he hadn’t expected Jem to be crawling all over him two minutes after losing a baby at twelve weeks’ gestation, demanding her conjugal rights, he hadn’t really expected anything at all. But four years was a long time for a man to be flung back and forth between being the Absolutely Crucial Supplier of Sperm and being the Utterly Redundant Non-producer of Milk. Four years was a long time to be expected to pretend that you didn’t want something that you wanted really, really badly.

And four years was a long time to wonder if the woman you loved actually even wanted you any more.
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