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Chapter 1

‘You did what?’

I pause next to the pub’s chalkboard craft beer menu, phone pressed to my ear. ‘I quit,’ I repeat. ‘Just now. I mean, ten minutes ago.’

‘You handed in your notice?’

‘More like . . . stormed out.’

My sister yogic-breathes for a couple of seconds. ‘Wow. Okay . . .’

‘I couldn’t take it any more, Tash. It was one time too many.’

I picture her nodding, trying her best to understand.

‘Something will turn up,’ I say, with a confidence I definitely don’t feel.

‘Let me guess: the universe has got your back?’

I manage a smile, but it wobbles a bit. ‘Here’s hoping.’

 

The bus back to Tash’s isn’t due for an hour, so I’ve taken cover in The Smugglers with a Virgin Mary. I stay sitting at the bar after my drink comes. The Smugglers is something of a Shoreley institution: it’s the first place I ever got served, heard live music, met boys who weren’t school friends.

I’m starting to feel conscious of just staring into space, so I tap absent-mindedly into the horoscope app on my phone. Checking my horoscope has become my latest guilty pleasure, like watching trashy TV, or eating crumpets in bed. The kind of thing you’d never admit to in front of someone you fancied. But it is slightly addictive. A bit like playing the lottery. Maybe this time . . .

I read today’s prediction, and my heart does a little tap dance through my chest.

 

Today will see you head off on a new career path. If you’re single, this could also be the day you bump into your soulmate.

 

And then, as if in slow motion, it happens. As I’m lifting a hand to catch the barman’s attention for another, the person next to me gets up, letting someone new slide in. ‘Pint of Guinness please, mate.’

The barman hesitates, then glances at me. My new companion turns, and our eyes meet.

‘Ah, sorry.’ He smiles broadly, the friendliest apology ever. ‘Didn’t see you there.’

It’s the oddest thing: I feel as though I know him. That we have met before. But I can’t place my finger on when, or how.

He’s the type of good-looking favoured by knitwear adverts – all dark stubble and ruffled hair and dewy eyes. His expression as he looks at me – amused and intense all at once – combined with the sweet haze of his aftershave, makes me draw breath.

‘Hi. No. You go,’ I say.

‘What are you having?’

‘Oh, you really don’t need to—’

‘No, I insist.’

‘Well. A Virgin Mary, then. Thank you.’

To his credit and my relief, he doesn’t attempt to tack a vodka shot onto my order, or crack a lame joke about pubs traditionally being for boozing in.

When the drinks arrive, he glances around the room, then shrugs and stays where he is on the stool next to me. ‘Do you mind? It’s packed tonight.’ He raises his glass to mine. ‘I’m Caleb, by the way.’

I don’t recognise the name.

‘Lucy.’ I smooth back my beachy mess of hair, wishing I’d at least thought to glance into a mirror before storming out of the office earlier. It’s super-stuffy in here, swarming with bodies between the thick walls and low ceiling, and I suspect it’s only a matter of time before I start wilting in the warmth.

I imagine Tash face-palming at this, despairing at my unkempt mane, my crumpled dress. I’ve always thought of my sister as the slightly more polished version of me: she has three extra inches on my average height, hair a shade or two blonder, skin with a few more lumens’ worth of gleam. Still, Caleb seems relaxed, like he probably doesn’t care too much about smooth hair, or lumens, which is just as well.

‘I remember when this was a proper spit-and-sawdust place,’ he’s saying, sipping from his pint, his gaze alighting on the dazzling wall of gin bottles behind the bar. ‘Now it’s all craft ales and signature cocktails and wood-fired pizzas.’

‘And perfectly-staged Instagram posts.’

‘And ridiculous bar snacks.’ He slides a bowl across the bar towards me. ‘Wasabi pea?’

I laugh and shake my head, trying to ignore the fluttering in my chest. ‘I’m more of a Scampi Fries kind of girl.’

Smiling, he raises a fist and we bump knuckles, his hand dwarfing mine.

‘So, you’re local?’ I ask, wondering if I might be able to find out whether we know each other, somehow.

He nods. ‘You?’

I nod back.

‘This your Friday night haunt?’

‘Not exactly.’ I hesitate, but then the words start spilling into the space between us. ‘I actually . . . just quit my job.’

His eyes widen. ‘Wow. Okay. So you’re in here . . . drowning your sorrows?’

‘No. I mean, it was a good thing, quitting. A point of principle.’

‘Well, then, congratulations.’ He lifts his glass, and then – for just a millisecond – we are looking right into each other’s eyes. I feel my breath flex in my chest, a spread of warmth across my skin. ‘Good for you.’

‘Thank you,’ I manage, and then – possibly to distract either him or me from my fluster, which must surely be visible – I say, ‘So, how about you – are you gainfully employed?’

He nods. ‘I’m a photographer.’

‘Really? For a living?’

He laughs. ‘Believe it or not, we do exist.’

‘Sorry,’ I say, mortified. ‘I just meant . . . there are a lot of people who dream of doing that, so . . . I’m impressed.’

He smiles and nods a thank-you. ‘Well, you’re free now . . . so what do you dream of doing?’

I hesitate. I could tell him – I’ve always really wanted to write a novel – but that would turn me into the kind of person people try to escape at parties. ‘Actually, I’m not sure yet.’

‘What did you do before you quit?’ He’s swivelled round on his stool to face me now, his eyes attentive and bright.

‘I worked for an ad agency.’

He sips from his pint, eyebrows elevated. ‘We have those in Shoreley?’

I laugh. ‘Just the one, actually. We liked to think of ourselves as small but mighty.’

‘And you quit because . . . ?’

I hesitate, and just as I’m thinking of the best way to explain it, I freeze.

No. It can’t be.

I blink rapidly, trying to make out if what I’m seeing is real.

Because, from out of nowhere, on the section of street visible from where I’m sitting, I spot the last person on earth I’d have expected to see.

Halfway across the window, he’s paused to look at something on his phone. As I watch on in shock, I feel my heart start to beat a little faster.

It’s definitely him.

Max. Max Gardner.

‘Excuse me,’ I murmur, pushing back my stool with a scrape, so hard it almost falls over. I abandon Caleb and my drink, elbowing my way through the crowd and finally out onto the street. The coldness of the air after the warmth of the pub draws a gasp from my mouth that feels like my heart leaping to my throat.

‘Max,’ is all I say.

He looks up, and I take him in – black woollen coat, pinstriped suit, same gleam to his gaze, same sharp jawline, no trace of ageing on his handsome face. Tall, fair, gravitas just standing still. Briefly, he is motionless. The moment has cast its spell.

I rummage in my stomach for my voice. ‘Hi.’

He smiles gently, steps towards me. ‘Oh my God. It’s really you. Hi.’





Chapter 10

Stay

‘I’ll stay in Nigel’s room. You guys have mine,’ Jools says, almost as soon as we’ve walked through the front door of her house in Tooting.

Jools and Nigel, the financial auditor who brought muffins along to his viewing, have been seeing each other for a couple of months now. It’s going well, because Nigel, apparently, is as normal and sensible as they come – in other words, Jools’ ideal man. He works in financial services, has no dirty secrets involving rehab, revenge porn or dubious opinions he’s aired on social media, and – like Jools – has staunch views on people who claim to love immersive theatre (not shorthand for having a personality), courgetti (an insult to pasta) and road bikers in Lycra who think they’re the next Bradley Wiggins (they literally never are).

‘My sister thinks he’s boring,’ Jools told me last week. ‘But if boring means he’s sweet, and mature, and doesn’t say arsehole things just to spice up a conversation, then I’ll take it.’

 

I wasn’t sure about inviting Caleb to London, when Jools first suggested it. The IVF revelation had a strange effect on me for a few days, to the point where I even started wondering if I was emotionally ready to have a relationship with a man who’d been in as deep as it can get with someone else – bar actually having the kids to show for it. During the month since that conversation, we’ve seen each other a few nights a week, and in every other respect, spending time with him has been as intoxicating and pleasurable as ever. And yet . . . the Helen thing has been itching incessantly in the back of my mind. Sometimes I find myself mulling over the worst kind of questions: Does he wish the IVF had been successful? Does he still love her? Does he actually have any plans to get divorced? And worst of all, Am I the consolation prize?

But I don’t really feel comfortable asking him any of this, partly because I don’t want to risk stirring up emotions he might not yet have confronted. Eventually I had to conclude that no matter what, I’d rather have Caleb, and if that means some questions going unanswered, then that’s how it’ll have to be.

Inviting him to London for the weekend did feel a bit strange, given that less than a year ago, it had been his home with Helen – the place where they thought they might have a future and family together. But as Jools pointed out, he goes back there for work occasionally anyway, and it’s not as though we’re staying next door to his old house in Islington. There’s a whole river and several boroughs between us.

After drinks at the house, where we’re joined by Sal and Reuben, and Reuben’s girlfriend Beth, we head out to Jools’ favourite Lebanese place, a few minutes’ walk down the road.

Outside, the air is swollen with July heat. The street is humming with traffic, a flurry of moving faces and bikes zipping past. Even if Shoreley was on amphetamines, I’m still not convinced it would ever come close to London, with its constant whirl of stimulation, the city like a tide that takes you by the feet.

‘Do you miss this?’ I ask Caleb tentatively as we walk, sensing him observing everything almost as though he’s seeing the city for the first time. We’re walking hand in hand a few steps behind Jools and Nigel, who are loping along the street with their arms wrapped around each other, occasionally pausing to kiss and giggle and nuzzle in a way that all looks amusingly post-coital.

‘Actually,’ Caleb says, voice low like he’s worried Jools and Nigel will hear him, ‘I was just thinking about how relieved I am to be living in my tumbledown little cottage on a back street in Shoreley.’

I feel my heart lift slightly, like a kite breaking free in a breeze.

‘There’s a reason I left London,’ he says softly, squeezing my hand.

We sidestep a sullen group of people who look as though they’ve just been forced at gunpoint to attend the world’s worst work night out.

‘How about you?’ Caleb says.

‘Me?’

‘Well, you said you almost moved here with Jools. Ever have regrets?’

It feels strange even to think of it now – that I might have moved to London, and not ever contacted Caleb again. ‘No,’ I say. ‘And just think, if I had taken that room, Jools would never have met Nigel.’

Caleb laughs. ‘Okay. I was hoping there might be something else you’d regret more than that.’

I laugh too, and glance across at him. ‘Sorry! Of course. Thought I already said that.’

He’s smiling, but I detect the faintest shade of bemusement in his eyes. ‘No . . . you definitely didn’t.’

‘Of course I’m pleased I stayed in Shoreley. That I get to be with you,’ I say, squeezing his hand.

‘Moment’s gone, Lambert,’ he teases, whispering now because we’re joining the queue for the restaurant. The thought that I might have hurt his feelings is suddenly so alarming it’s all I can do not to pull him into the nearest alleyway so I can smother him with kisses, and tell him over and over again just how happy I am that I made the choice I did, on that day three months ago.

 

The restaurant is small and unfussy, with hard seats and tiny tables, so popular we had to queue for our own reservation. It’s just two small rooms connected by a narrow corridor passing the serving area, and the space is packed, so we have to raise our voices to be heard.

Our table is crammed with plates and dishes – grilled fish and charcoaled chicken, flaky pastries and yellow rice, bowls of creamy hummus and the fluffiest of flatbreads, all adorned with fresh herbs and golden splashes of oil, plump pomegranate seeds, shards of lemon.

Jools is asking Caleb how long he’s been a swimmer.

‘Definitely wouldn’t call myself a swimmer,’ Caleb says with a laugh. He looks so lovely tonight – perfectly dishevelled in his checked shirt, jeans and trainers. ‘I just bob about, really. Only because I read cold water’s supposed to be good for your circulation and immune system and mental clarity and all that stuff.’

Jools nods thoughtfully. ‘We swim in the lido sometimes. Not quite the sea, but close enough.’

‘It’s as cold as the sea,’ Nigel chips in. He’s holding Jools’ hand between refilling her wine glass and intermittently offering the different dishes to her, and I’m struggling to remember a time when I’ve seen her so happy.

They ask Caleb about his photography, and he’s too modest, so I have to keep interjecting with examples of his talent – the awards and grants he’s won, the numerous accolades and endorsements to his name, that time he got to shoot a famous influencer’s thirtieth birthday party after someone recommended him on Instagram. ‘I almost didn’t take the job,’ he says, laughing, ‘because it was so ridiculous. I mean, she was nice enough, but she’d hired zebras because they fitted in with the colour theme.’

Nigel smiles. ‘A photographer’s dream, no?’

‘I mean, kind of. But she wanted everything to look very staged and dramatic. Which was easy, obviously, with all the animals and the fire-eaters and the dry ice. But I just prefer taking pictures of stuff that’s real, you know?’

‘Bet the fee was out of this world,’ says Jools, with a smile.

‘Oh, yeah, don’t get me wrong – that party paid my bills for a whole year. But the big-ticket stuff really isn’t my bag. Her PR people wouldn’t let me out of their sight. Every single shot was signed off. Post-production was ridiculous, bordering on unethical. I prefer low-key gigs. Jobs where I can actually see the impact of my work.’

I ask Nigel how he got into financial auditing. I sense he’s the kind of person whose appearance rarely alters between the office, the pub and his living room. He’s delicately featured and exceedingly well groomed in a collared shirt and chinos, his dark hair neatly side-parted and weighted-down with product.

He turns to Jools, poker-faced. ‘You were supposed to tell them I’m a stuntman.’

I laugh. My taste buds are dancing from the warm spices and mint, the soft cheese, pickled vegetables. ‘She wouldn’t date you if you were a stuntman.’

‘No? How come?’

‘Risk-averse,’ Jools says, winking at me.

Nigel looks pleased. ‘Then we’re definitely the perfect match.’

Caleb leans forward. ‘What is it you audit, exactly? Sorry to be dense.’

I love this about Caleb – how interested he is in other people, how attentive. How little time he’d actually spend talking about himself, if it were left up to him.

‘Well, essentially, I review company accounts. Check everything’s in order, and above board.’

Nodding earnestly, Caleb starts asking more, even though I know Nigel’s job is about as far as it can be from the stuff Caleb finds inspiring.

Eventually, Nigel smiles, meeting Caleb’s eye. I can only hope a bromance is brewing. ‘At the end of the day, it’s not my passion, but . . . I couldn’t turn my passion into a long-term thing, so this is my backup plan.’ He shrugs, takes a sip of wine. ‘I mean, it’s not bad. I like the company I work for, the people I work with.’

Caleb tears off a piece of flatbread and dabs it in hummus, the elbow of his shirt dangling dangerously close to a bowl of yoghurt dip. ‘So, what is your passion?’

‘Nigel was going to be a professional pianist,’ Jools says, as though she can’t hold back any longer.

‘Wow, seriously?’

Nigel nods. ‘Yeah. I had an agent, was doing well on the session circuit, had a couple of hotel residencies lined up, and then . . . bam.’

Caleb and I wait, breath held, to find out what the bam was.

‘Arthritis. My fingers swelled up like sausages. I could barely use them for a year or so.’

‘Oh God,’ I say. ‘What . . . What caused it? I mean, you’re so young.’ He’s just a year older than Jools.

Nigel shrugs. ‘No idea. But it was severe.’

‘And now?’ Caleb asks.

‘Not bad.’ He wiggles his fingers, which look perfectly slender and firm to me. ‘I’m on some pretty hardcore drugs. But I’ve no idea how long they’ll work for, or if funding could be withdrawn for them tomorrow, so . . . thought I’d better find something else to do.’

I nod. ‘Hence the auditing?’

Nigel laughs. ‘Yep. Being meticulous was literally the only other thing I was good at.’

‘Do you still play?’

I notice his eyes going slightly glassy as he nods. ‘Just for fun. Could never . . . step into that world again. Too . . . you know. Heartbreaking.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper.

The faraway look in his eye recedes then, and all his features seem to contract suddenly, as if he’s just woken abruptly from a dream. ‘Hey no, hate to kill the mood. It’s all good.’

Jools smiles. ‘He’s being modest, but he literally plays piano like a demon.’

‘Let’s find one,’ Caleb says, sitting up a little straighter and wiping his mouth. ‘Let’s go to a bar and find a piano. There must be one around here somewhere.’

Nigel shakes his head. ‘Ah, I couldn’t. Way too rusty to play in public. I’ll give you a tune back at the house later, if you like. I’ve got a keyboard.’

‘What did I say?’ Jools says, looking at us. ‘Too modest. Come on, Caleb. It is our duty to find this man a real piano.’

 

Eventually, we do – a battered-looking upright at the back of a bar that occasionally hosts live music nights. It’s a cramped, badly lit place where the colour theme is basic dungeon, and which could do with all the windows being left open for about a week. Still, Caleb strides up to the bar, and after a little back and forth with a surly barman, he returns, triumphant, brandishing a bottle. ‘Piano’s yours,’ he says to Nigel. ‘For the price of a bottle of cava.’ He slings an arm around me, kisses my cheek. ‘Got you a Virgin Mary. That okay?’

I smile and kiss him back, because he knows it is, that a plain old Virgin Mary will for ever remind me of the night we met.

We find a booth with a small table near the back, and after virtually draining his glass, Nigel strolls up to the piano, like the idea’s just popped into his mind to sit down and have a go. As he rolls up his sleeves, takes a seat and starts to play, it’s clear that he’s much less buttoned-up than you might think on first appearance, that he has music running through his veins.

I’d been expecting – I’m not sure why – something jazzy, the kind of thing you might hear in a Park Lane hotel lobby, or a piano lounge in Manhattan. But he surprises me by kicking off with Coldplay, then Lady Gaga’s ‘Shallow’, then ‘God Only Knows’ by The Beach Boys. After a while, I realise a small crowd has gathered, though I’m not sure where from, since the place was virtually deserted when we walked in.

I settle back in the booth and into Caleb’s arms. His fingers tap out the melodies on my forearms.

‘Loving this dress, by the way,’ he whispers to me at one point, brushing the hair from my neck, his voice grazing my ear as Nigel plays a tune by Stereophonics. He drops a hand to my thigh, fingering the hem of my dress in a way that I know to be far less absent-minded than it looks. I feel a current begin to race through me, and for half a moment I consider grabbing his hand and pulling him into a dark corner, or to the bathroom, or onto the street outside.

And then I start to worry, regretting again my fleeting doubts of the past few weeks, those stupid fears about Helen that are really nothing more than my own insecurity. So Caleb has been serious about building a life with someone else, in his past – hasn’t everyone? Haven’t I?

I lean over to him, squeeze his hand. ‘You and me,’ I say, the words barely distinguishable above the piano and the crowd and the sound of Jools whooping. ‘If I’d moved to London – not being with you would have been the worst thing.’

‘What?’ he shouts, leaning right into me.

‘You and me,’ I shout back. ‘That was the best thing that happened, when I decided to stay in Shoreley.’

Nigel finishes his song with a flourish, and the crowd erupts.

‘Sorry, Luce,’ Caleb mouths, shaking his head. ‘Didn’t catch any of that.’

I determine to say it all again as soon as we’re out of the bar, but by then of course we’re all riding high on Nigel’s musical triumph – which culminated in the barman perking up and inviting him to pop in next week to discuss a regular gig – and by the time Caleb and I are on our own again, in Jools’ bedroom back at the house, it feels as though the moment has passed.

 

And then. Like a really bad joke from some higher power, it comes.

I’m downstairs in Jools’ kitchen, fetching water to take to bed while Jools is talking Caleb through how to use the shower, and showing him the best way to jiggle the bathroom door so the lock actually works, when my phone buzzes.

A message.

From Max.

Max Gardner.

Hey, Luce. It’s been too long. It was so great to see you in Shoreley back in April.

 

Kind of wish I hadn’t dashed off that night.

 

I’d love to catch up.

 

Let me know if you fancy it. I still think about you. M x

I stare at the phone for so long that when I next look up, I wonder if hours might have passed and the whole house has fallen asleep. But then I realise Jools has snuck into the kitchen, and is leaning against the sink with an odd expression on her face.

‘Everything okay?’

‘I don’t know. I just got this . . . from Max.’ I pass her the phone. Above our heads, the kitchen strip light flickers ominously.

Jools scans the message, then looks at me. ‘Is this the first time—’

‘Yep. Haven’t heard from him since that night.’

‘The night you met Caleb,’ she says, meaningfully.

‘Also the night my horoscope said I’d cross paths with my soulmate,’ I say – I’m not sure why. It sounds stupid the moment it’s left my mouth.

Jools tilts her head, meets my eye. ‘Come on, Luce.’

I put a hand to my face. ‘I know, I know.’

She passes the phone back to me. ‘You haven’t done anything wrong. But you should delete it.’

I say nothing. Suddenly, the grimy malfunction of the kitchen – the leaky tap, the fizzing light, the mound of dirty dishes in the sink, the cupboards with their badly angled doors – seems to echo the abrupt dip in mood.

Jools peers at me. ‘You’re not seriously considering getting in touch?’

‘No, I—’

‘Oh God, you are.’ She sighs, shakes her head.

‘No, but . . . I don’t know. All this stuff with Helen . . .’

‘All this stuff with Helen is in your head. They split up six months before you met.’

‘And went through some fairly life-defining stuff together.’

‘So what? So Caleb has some baggage – who doesn’t?’

‘Max, probably,’ I say, as a sort of joke. ‘He was always pretty good at processing things.’

‘Clearly not, if he’s still messaging you after all this time.’

‘Caleb and Helen . . . they’re still married. They’re not divorced.’

‘So, what are you saying?’ says Jools, her voice softening. ‘You think he’s still in love with her?’

I sigh, and frown. ‘No, of course not. I just . . . it’s so weird Max has sent me this when . . . I always used to think he and I were meant to be, you know?’

‘Max is in your past, Luce. Caleb is very much in the here and now, and to be brutally honest, I think you’d be an idiot to answer that message.’

I’m about to reply when I see a shadow momentarily darken the slice of light at the edge of the kitchen door, which is slightly ajar. Then comes the sound of footsteps making their way upstairs.

Horrified, I stare at Jools. ‘Was that Caleb?’

She bites her lip. ‘No idea. Could have been Nigel, or Sal, or—’

I shut my eyes. Or Caleb.

She puts a hand on my arm. ‘Go upstairs, be with Caleb. Forget about Max. You’ve moved on now. Max Gardner is your past, nothing more. Caleb is your future.’

Go

‘I’m just asking you to think about it. Please. You’ve been so desperately unhappy since all this happened.’

I sigh, shift the weight to my other leg. Mum’s right, of course – I have been miserable since finding out about Tash and Max. But her view on how easy it could be to fix is optimistic to say the least.

I’m standing in the street outside the Supernova offices, waiting for our pizza delivery to arrive. Seb and I are working late again, on one of the first campaigns I was assigned when I started at Supernova. It’s a series of animations for a global wildlife charity, reimagining well-known children’s stories in the light of climate change.

‘Dylan’s birthday isn’t the time or the place,’ I tell Mum. ‘I can’t bring all that . . . anger and tension to his party. It wouldn’t be fair.’

‘But Lucy – that’s my point,’ Mum says. ‘I think you’d only have to look at his little face to feel better about everything.’

‘You reckon I’d feel better . . . about the fact that Tash slept with Max?’ I say, to check I’m understanding her correctly.

‘Well, it was a long time ago. I’m not condoning what she did,’ Mum clarifies, before I can interrupt, ‘but nearly a decade has passed now. Are you going to let one drunken mistake destroy your relationship with your sister?’

It wasn’t just a drunken mistake, I want to say. It was the very worst kind of betrayal.

I tip my head back, stare up at the indigo sky of the evening and the ungainly clatter of pigeons flapping between the rooftops, the only nature visible from this particular patch of Soho pavement. It’s a hot Friday night, almost steamy, and for a moment I imagine I’m somewhere in the southern hemisphere, as far as I can be from reality.

To think, the whole time I was travelling through climates like that all those years ago, I was pining for Max and questioning myself . . . when all along, he’d done the most unthinkable thing.

‘You need to find a way to move forward,’ Mum’s saying. Then, generously conceding my sister may also have a part to play in all this: ‘Both of you.’

I try to think of a way to explain it to her that might topple her from whatever maternal fence she’s claiming neutrality from the top of. ‘How would you feel, Mum? If Dad had slept with . . . Auntie Kath?’

There’s a short silence, during which I can’t tell if Mum’s trying not to laugh, or seriously attempting to picture it. Could be both, I suppose: whether Auntie Kath – Leicester’s fiercest head teacher – has ever so much as kissed a man is a mystery my mother is no closer to solving now than she was thirty years ago.

‘Well, I think the big difference is that you and Max weren’t married with children when all this happened, darling.’

No, I think, bitterly. But we might have been, one day. And that’s what Tash stole from me: a future, possibility, a shot at true happiness. What if I never meet another Max in my lifetime?

‘Tash has apologised, hasn’t she? Can’t you at least try to meet her halfway?’

Mum knows she has. Flowers to my office and home, a voucher for a two-night stay at a health spa in Berkshire so ‘we can talk’, which I promptly sent back. Five long emails, two letters, multiple messages, voice notes and missed calls.

But I’m not ignoring her to make a point. I’m ignoring her because I honestly don’t know what to say, how to even take one step towards forgiveness. Do I even want to forgive her?

On the street in front of me, a guy about my age passes by. He’s an office worker with swagger: sunglasses on, tie loosened, confident gait. He glances at me, and for a moment I feel self-conscious standing here in my flimsy chiffon dress. I catch the edge of his smile, but it doesn’t make me feel good. It just makes me ache for Max.

I switch my gaze to my feet, scuff at a protruding paving slab with the toe of my sandal. ‘Mum, you’ve always said you and Dad are . . . soulmates, haven’t you? That you were meant to be.’

Down the phone, there’s a scuffling noise, as though Mum’s covering the speaker with her hand. But I can still hear her snapping at Dad – ‘Yes, all right, Gus!’ – which kind of weakens the point I’m trying to make, if I’m honest.

It’s weird. I’ve never heard Mum bark at Dad like that before. This Tash and Max stuff must be getting to us all more than I realised.

‘Did you ever think,’ Mum says, her voice softening, like I’m six years old again and this is her umpteenth attempt to talk me through a particular times table, ‘that maybe Max sleeping with your sister means he isn’t the person you’re supposed to be with after all?’

And suddenly, I feel stupid, because of course, this is elementary-level stuff. Max slept with my sister. Of course he’s not the man I’m meant to spend my life with.

Soulmates don’t cheat. They just don’t.

At least, that’s how everybody else – quite logically – sees it. And yet . . . I still can’t shake my feelings for him. Even after everything that’s happened.

‘Please come to Dylan’s party,’ Mum says again. ‘You haven’t seen him for two months. The time flies by so fast when they’re that age.’

But now a moped’s speeding up to the kerb, which means I’m either about to be mugged or collect a pizza. Either way, I’m relieved to have an excuse to end the call. ‘I’ve got to go, Mum.’

The rider flips his visor and climbs off, balances the moped on its stand and opens the box on the back.

‘Just think about it,’ Mum’s saying. ‘Please?’

‘Okay, I will,’ I reply, which is the most I can assure her of right now.

 

Seb tosses a pizza crust back into the box. ‘Okay, so we’re saying the twist is, the Ugly Duckling is actually ugly. Because of the oil slick.’

Seb and I are sitting on beanbags in one of Supernova’s breakout spaces, our enormous pizza half-eaten between us. It’s almost ten o’clock, but the time has melted away, and we’re finally making progress on the core components of our campaign.

‘Yes,’ I say, scribbling away on my sketch pad. ‘And all the other birds stop migrating because . . . the winters are no longer cold, because of—’

‘Climate change,’ he says, lowering his index finger towards me before grabbing another slice of pizza.

I frown. ‘It’s pretty bleak, but . . .’

‘But that’s what they said they wanted.’ He flips through a pile of papers, then reads from the relevant page of the amends brief. ‘ “We need this to be more hard-hitting.” ’ He takes a bite from his slice and chortles. ‘Hey, bet you never thought working at Supernova would be this depressing. Last year was literally all high fashion and fast cars.’

I smile and shake my head. ‘Believe it or not, this is the opposite of depressing to me.’

I feel him observe me as he chews. ‘You really should have done this years ago, you know. You’re a great writer.’

Touched, I look up at him. ‘Thank you. Writing’s all I ever wanted to do, so . . . that means a lot.’ And it does, especially coming from someone as talented as Seb, and when I’ve had so much to prove here. But now, for pos-sibly the first time since I started at Supernova, I realise my fears about my lack of writing experience are starting to ebb away. I have earned my spot in this team – I contribute at least as much as Seb to our joint assignments, and whenever the entire creative team put their heads together on a brief, I’m never short of ideas, some of which get taken forward and worked on for major pitches and campaigns.

Seb shrugs, like he was only speaking his mind, which makes what he said even more meaningful, somehow. ‘So, what else have we got for this?’

I flip back through my sketch pad. ‘Jack and the Beanstalk – the beanstalk doesn’t grow because, global warming. And in Little Red Riding Hood—’

‘The forest’s being cut down by Big Agriculture.’

An idea begins to nudge the edge of my consciousness, some wordplay that’s been staring me in the face that, somehow, I’ve been missing. I tap pencil against paper. ‘Oh, hang on.’ I look up at Seb and smile. ‘There must be something we can do with Grimms’ Fairy Tales.’ I scribble it down, triple-underlining GRIMM.

We do a little fist-bump. ‘Right. On that note, shall we call it a night?’ He stretches his arms above his head and yawns.

‘You can take the rest of the pizza.’

‘Nah,’ he says. ‘We’ll be back in tomorrow, won’t we? Let’s just leave it here for lunch.’

 

Seb lives in Battersea, so we expense a cab together. He gets straight on the phone to his girlfriend to discuss some plumbing emergency at home, which leaves me time to think about something other than work for the first time in hours, or maybe even days. As the cab heads across the river, the lights of the city sliding like rain over the rear window, my thoughts turn to Max.

Working all these crazy hours has had an almost tranquillising effect on me: filling my brain with Supernova, fighting to prove myself, has stemmed the constant flow of doubt and questions and longing. It’s stopped me from dwelling very long on how I feel, or wondering what Max is doing right now – whether he’s also working himself into the ground, because stopping to think for even a second just hurts too much.

 

I manage to achieve a lie-in the next day, before letting Jools drag me to the market, where we slide into our favourite café for a brunch of coffee and toasted sandwiches. The air balloons with the scents and sounds of the market late morning on a Saturday – flowers and fish and fruit, the clamour of voices and crates and roller doors shuttering.

‘Sorry if we made a bit of noise last night,’ Jools says as we sit down, a mischievous glint in her eye.

For a moment, I can’t think what she means, before I remember she had a date after work yesterday. Another nurse, who’s recently moved to London from Edinburgh. I must have already been asleep by the time they got in.

She tells me they went to see a Tom Stoppard play, followed by cocktails at one of those bars that used to be a public toilet. ‘The urinals were built into the tables. Which was a bit weird, considering we both spend all day at work obsessing about hygiene.’ She brightens. ‘But other than that, it was great. He’s funny, quite old-school chivalrous. Holds doors open, that kind of thing.’

Max holds doors open, I think automatically, before the alarming thought occurs to me that perhaps now he’s started holding them open for other people. It has been two months since I broke it off, after all, and Max never did go short of female attention.

‘Do you think you’re going to see him again?’ I ask Jools, through a mouthful of mushroom and Emmental.

‘Maybe. Yeah. I think I will.’

I lean forward, trying to dislodge Max from my mind. ‘Sorry, what did you say his name was again? Victor?’

Jools laughs and sips her coffee. ‘Vince.’ She peers at me. ‘Are you okay, Luce? Sure you’re not working too hard? If you don’t mind me saying, you look a bit . . . you know. Under the weather.’

It’s a fair observation: I seem to spend most of my life looking and feeling under the weather, these days. To try to take my mind off Max and my sister, my days have melted together in a series of skipped breakfasts and lunches, dinners snatched from boxes, too much coffee, late nights, zero sleep . . .

I check the time on my phone. ‘Actually, I’d better not be too long. I’m meeting Seb at one.’

‘Can I say something?’ Jools says.

‘’Course,’ I mumble into my coffee, the steam dampening my lips.

‘I know what happened with Max was awful and hor-rible . . . but you can choose how you deal with it. You know?’

‘I am dealing with it.’

Finishing her sandwich, Jools brushes crumbs from her fingertips. ‘No, you’re denying it. Massive difference.’

‘I’m just focusing on work. And it’s going really well,’ I say, remembering the high of our creative session last night, and the compliments Seb paid me.

A couple of teenagers push past our table, almost sending our coffees flying. We snatch up our cups with the dart-fast reflexes of the caffeine-dependent, then smile at each other.

‘And that’s brilliant,’ Jools says, ‘but you haven’t resolved things with your sister, and working like a maniac won’t do that. You’re going to have to face up to what happened sooner or later.’

I nod slowly, because I know she’s right: Tash has been drifting into my head more and more lately, and the harder I try to push her away, the more persistent she becomes. ‘My mum wants me to go to Dylan’s birthday party next month,’ I say.

‘Well, that could be a start.’

‘Yeah, maybe,’ I say, nibbling my bottom lip.

‘I’ll come with you, if you need the moral support. I’m an expert in family crises, remember?’

‘Thanks, but I wouldn’t subject you to mine on top of yours.’

I finish my sandwich, then we order two more flat whites to take out.

‘Have you heard anything else from Max?’ Jools asks, as we head back out into the market, dodging a group of men carrying babies in slings. For some reason, the sight of them makes my blood pulse with sadness.

I shake my head. ‘Just that last message a couple of weeks ago. Think he’s given up.’

She nods. ‘Is that . . . a good thing?’

I swallow and take a sip of coffee, instantly skinning the roof of my mouth. ‘Yeah, it’s got to be. I couldn’t go back now. Not even if I wanted to.’

 

Because I’d be ashamed to admit that, in my darkest moments, I do want to. I find myself imagining that maybe I’ll just go and knock on Max’s front door, and we won’t talk, or say anything at all, because speaking’s too painful. Instead we’ll just let chemistry do its thing, which is easy, because that – to my mortification – has never really gone away, for me. And I won’t worry about whether he’s my soulmate, or just a guy I can’t forget. I won’t allow my brain to get involved at all – I’ll just leave it up to my heart. And maybe we’ll do that once a week after work, and sometimes at the weekends, and conversation – the thing that feels so impossible – will never actually factor into it.

I indulge in this fantasy so often that sometimes, I actually find myself reaching for my keys, my wallet, my bag, and tapping through to the Uber app on my phone, before remembering that’s all it can possibly be now, a fantasy, one that can’t ever be realised.

 

On the tube en route to Supernova, I re-read Max’s last run of messages to me.

I won’t contact you any more after this. I promise. I just need to say . . . that I know how good things could be between us. And yes, I messed up what we had in the worst way possible. But I’ll do whatever it takes to put it right.

 

If there’s even a chance I can save this, just tell me how.

 

Okay. Won’t message you any more, I swear.

 

Just please know that this has been the best few weeks of my life, and I’d give anything to have you back in it. M xx





Chapter 11

Stay

On the morning of Dylan’s birthday, I wake to find he has climbed onto my bed and started tapping my face gently with a magic wand. ‘Auntie Lucy,’ he whispers, ‘I’m six.’

‘Happy birthday, darling,’ I whisper back, reaching up to ruffle his hair. ‘Fancy being six.’

‘I’m going to turn you into a rabbit,’ he whispers with a grin, waving the wand around my face.

After I’ve obliged by making bunny ears with my fingers and chewing an imaginary carrot, I pull him into a hug. He curls up in the crook of my arm and rests against my shoulder. I put my nose to the crown of his head and draw in the comforting scent of him, of vanilla and sleep and innocence.

‘Is Uncle Caleb coming today?’

It’s the first time he’s called him that. I wonder if I should gently point out that, technically, Caleb isn’t his uncle, before remembering that (a) it’s his birthday; (b) he’s six; and (c) who the hell cares? It just means Dylan enjoys spending time with him, and surely that’s all that matters.

‘Of course,’ I say, kissing the top of his head. ‘He can’t wait to see you.’

Dylan shuffles his little body even more tightly to mine. And I cross both my fingers, pray I haven’t just told him a lie, given I’ve hardly seen my boyfriend at all since our weekend in London with Jools.

 

Dylan’s YouTube obsession has recently graduated from young toy recipients to teenage magicians, so after he’d gone to bed last night, we festooned the whole house with magic-themed decorations in black and red and silver: top hats, wands, and huge alphabet balloons spelling ABRACADABRA, courtesy of the Pebbles & Paper stockroom. There’s a vast pile of gifts from Tash and Simon waiting on the coffee table downstairs, and she’s ordered a cake with more constituent parts than you would for your average wedding.

I messaged Caleb last night to remind him of the party’s theme, but when I woke up this morning, he still hadn’t replied.

 

He finds me in the kitchen later, where I’m taking refuge from all the parental politics and school-gates gossip by mixing up more colour-changing cocktails for the kids.

‘Hello,’ Caleb says, from the doorway. It’s hard to tell how long he’s been standing there. I try to read his expression, but it remains coolly neutral, detached in a way that instantly unsettles me.

‘Hi.’ I feel shy suddenly, like I’m trying to impress a long-time crush at a house party. ‘You made it.’

‘You look nice.’

‘Oh, thanks.’ I adjust my party hat faux-flirtatiously. On Tash’s request, I’m wearing silver to complement the magic theme, though the only thing I could find was a revealing strappy top more suited to a nightclub than a kids’ party. ‘So do you.’

His T-shirt bears a single white star on the front. It’s years old, I think, an ancient band T-shirt, and it’s hard to know if he’s sticking to the theme or just fancied wearing it.

‘Sorry,’ he says, slightly gruffly, ‘that I’ve been a bit AWOL these last few weeks.’

I swallow. ‘That’s okay.’ I have a horrible feeling it’s because he overheard the conversation between Jools and me in the kitchen when we were in London. I didn’t want to bring it up that night, for fear of us falling out while we were staying with Jools. But ever since, he claims to have been busy, either out with friends or swamped with work, splitting his time between corporate jobs in London, a wedding in Whitstable, and a mid-week job for one of his stepbrothers in Devon.

‘Have you seen Dylan yet?’

‘Er, no.’ He holds up a gift-wrapped parcel. ‘Where should this go?’

‘Oh, you didn’t have to—’

‘Got him the Harry Potter Lego in the end,’ he says brusquely, almost cutting me off, and then we both just stand looking at each other for a moment or two. I feel something resembling dismay creep through me, and almost have to blink back tears.

‘Caleb, are we—’

‘I’ll just go and find Dylan,’ he says. ‘Catch up with you in a bit.’

Catch up with you in a bit. Like we’re office nemeses bumping into each other at a networking do, and he’d been secretly hoping to avoid me.

 

Twenty minutes or so later I manage to track him down, once I’ve handed round more drinks and helped to herd the kids into the dining room, where their communal hyperactivity is currently being contained by a man with a beard pulling stuff out of hats.

I watch Caleb for a few minutes before I approach him. He seems familiar with a fair amount of the people here. I know he’s taken pictures for Dylan’s school before, and I guess he’s done work for quite a lot of the parents too. He moves smoothly between groups, chatting easily, cracking jokes, laughing at all the right moments. Perhaps it would be a cliché to say he lights up the room, but I can’t deny it seems a whole lot brighter for having him in it.

Eventually I see him extricate himself from a particularly involved conversation with two of the mums, one of whom kept touching him on the arm and laughing uproariously whenever he opened his mouth. It was at this point that his eyes found mine, the smile he shot me seeming to say, Could do with some help here.

‘Do you need rescuing?’ I whisper, my hand finding his next to the ‘Pin the Scar on Harry Potter’ poster, willing him to say yes.

A flurry of delighted screams erupts from the dining room, and he smiles. ‘Well, if I didn’t before, I do now. Shall we go somewhere quiet?’

‘Yes please,’ I say, immediately, but as we’re turning to go, a woman I half-recognise but can’t quite place taps me on the shoulder. ‘Lucy! God it’s been years.’

She obviously decided to ignore the memo about the touch-of-magic dress code, being perfectly groomed in the manner of Gwyneth Paltrow – tall and slim with long sandy hair, in skinny white jeans and a teal-coloured silk T-shirt, her skin beach-holiday brown.

‘Briony,’ she prompts me quickly, saving me the embarrassment of having to confess I can’t remember her name. ‘I was at school with Tash.’

‘Of course.’ I give her a hug, trying not to cough as I breathe in a powerful punch of perfume.

‘Listen, hate to pry, but is your sister okay?’

I frown. ‘Yes, she . . . Yes, I think so. Why?’

‘I saw her crying just now,’ Briony says, in an exaggerated whisper, tipping her head towards the hallway.

‘Sure it was Tash?’ Maybe they were happy tears, like the ones she shed this morning at Dylan’s present-opening session.

‘Yes – blond bob, silver playsuit?’

Feeling my smile fade, I decide to try to find her and check, but then Briony turns to Caleb. ‘Max, is it?’

‘No,’ I say quickly, heat rushing to my face. ‘This is Caleb.’

‘Oh, sorry. I thought . . . I thought your boyfriend was called Max, for some reason.’ She lets out a shrill sliver of laughter. ‘God, sorry! I must be thinking of someone else.’

‘No, Max lives in London,’ I say, completely without thinking, before instantly wishing the man with the beard would come and magic me – or preferably Briony – away from Caleb and this excruciating conversation.

We chat for a couple more painful minutes about Briony’s children, and Caleb’s photography – her curiosity piqued by the camera hanging around his neck – and then she asks what I do.

‘Oh, I’m . . . writing a novel.’

‘You’re a novelist?’

‘Well, no,’ I say hastily, feeling instantly fraudulent. ‘Not yet. I’m just writing a first draft, really. Actually, I work part-time at Pebbles & Paper too. You know, the—’

‘What’s your novel about?’ she asks, eyes glimmering almost intrusively.

‘Oh, you know. Girl meets boy. That kind of thing.’

‘A love story?’

‘I guess so.’

‘Is it about you?’ she asks Caleb, winking at him and smiling conspiratorially at me.

Looking uncharacteristically uncomfortable, Caleb clears his throat. ‘Not as far as I know.’

Just as I’m opening my mouth to say something – anything – that isn’t to do with Max or love stories not featuring Caleb, the dining-room doors fling open, and the kids start streaming through it in magicians’ hats, babbling about magic and whacking each other over the head with little plastic wands.

‘Nice to talk to you both,’ Briony says, patting me on the arm, and then she is gone.

‘Let’s go outside,’ Caleb says, his voice terse, and I sense a curl of dread in my stomach, something I’ve never felt with him before.

 

We head into the garden. The air is lemony with sunshine, rich with the scent of damp grass from the sprinklers ticking over the vast lawn in an attempt to offset August’s record temperatures. It’s newly cut, mown weekly into English country stripes by a gardener who’s also cultivated the multi-coloured mass of dahlias, roses, chrysanthemums and geraniums bursting from every border.

The sky is a vast blue lake, its surface unbroken except for the occasional dart of a song thrush or blue tit. At the garden’s furthest point, I can just make out Tash’s recently created outdoor office, nestling beneath the long tendrils of a silver birch, the facing wall made almost entirely of one-way glass.

It feels good to be out here, away from the cartoonish playlist Tash has on loop in every room, the clamour of over-excited children, the heated undercurrent of parents gossiping.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, the words tumbling from my mouth as we pause by the side of the house, out of sight of everyone inside.

Caleb shakes his head as we face each other, and I can’t quite read his expression – sadness? Anger? Embarrassment?

‘I overheard you that night,’ he says. ‘In Jools’ kitchen.’

I shut my eyes for a moment, the recollection of what I said trickling through me liked iced water. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘It was a bit weird,’ he says. ‘I thought everything was going pretty well between us, but then you suddenly start acting distant, and then I overhear you saying you think I’ve got baggage and that you feel weird about me and Helen still being married . . . and to top it all off, you tell your best mate you always thought you and Max were meant to be, that he might be your soulmate . . .’

The tears brim in my eyes. I reach out to touch him, but he’s stuffed both his hands in the pockets of his jeans. ‘No,’ I say, fiercely. ‘I was just . . . Max sent me a message out of the blue, and I was momentarily confused about—’

‘Good to know.’

‘Not like that. I’d been feeling a bit strange about Helen, and . . .’ But I trail off, clueless as to how I might explain away emotions I no longer fully feel.

‘Lucy, you’re going to have to fill me in here, because I have no idea where Helen comes into all this.’

I say nothing for a couple of moments. My right hand finds the wooden bracelet around my opposite wrist and spins it anxiously. ‘I suppose . . . the IVF thing freaked me out slightly. And you are still married.’

‘Yeah – on paper,’ he says, stiffly. ‘As far as we’re both concerned, the next step is divorce.’

I swallow, feeling relief ripple through me, despite everything. ‘Okay.’

‘So, what are you saying, Lucy? Do you think you’ve made the wrong choice, between me and your ex?’

‘No. I never asked Max to send me that message.’

‘But you still thought about replying.’

‘I didn’t. I wouldn’t. You’ve got it all wrong.’

‘Actually, I got it from the horse’s mouth,’ he says, his eyes horribly cool against me. He tips his head back towards the house. ‘And then that woman in there says she thought you were with Max.’

I swallow and shake my head. ‘No. Honestly. I don’t have any feelings for Max. I’m not in touch with him. I don’t want to be in touch with him.’

I feel a hot sweep of shame whenever I reflect on that night in Jools’ kitchen. Time apart from Caleb over the past few weeks has made me realise just how much I want to be with him, and how stupid it was to feel thrown-off by the idea of him trying to have a family with Helen. Perhaps he shouldn’t have downplayed its role in his split with her, but as Jools pointed out last week, if it’s not a deal-breaker, it’s crazy to waste any more time worrying about it. I hate being apart from Caleb. I think about him all the time. The idea of splitting up makes me feel cold with misery.

I’ve realised – perhaps too late – just how strongly I feel. How convinced I am that Caleb – not Max – is the one for me, the person I
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