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Part One


 



APRIL 2008








1. Sylvie

Back then, when life seemed so simple, before she knew what life was capable of throwing at her, Sylvie was a natural worrier. Anxiety followed her around like a small dark cloud, convincing her that something terrible was just about to happen. As a child she worried about her mother’s rages, which didn’t stop them coming. As a young woman she worried about making enough money as a textile designer, which meant she had to supplement her income by painting houses. As a young mother she worried that Eve would roll onto her front and never wake up, and when Jonathan was late home from work, she worried that something had happened to him.

She wasn’t worried, however, the morning he sat on her side of the bed, leaning over to tie his cycling shoes then rolling gently on top of her and kissing her, tiptoeing his fingers up her inner thigh until she gave up all pretence of being asleep and giggled, shoving his hand away.

‘Nice arse,’ she called out, opening one eye as he reached the doorway, causing him to spin and adopt a model pose before blowing her a kiss and clomping down the stairs.

Thirty minutes later she was cutting a piece of toast into slices for Eve, who was meticulously nibbling as far as the crusts then giving each crust a name and personality and dancing it round her small purple melamine plate.

When a police car pulled up outside the house, Sylvie froze. Eve, sensing something, climbed onto her mother’s lap, curling up and sucking her thumb. There was no way they could have known, and yet they both knew.

Moments later, the doorbell rang. She knew the police were on the other side. Before she even opened the door she could see their expressions of sympathy, knew they would gently ask her if she knew a Jonathan Haydn. When she said she was his wife, they would look down at the ground for a second, their faces wracked with sadness, wishing they didn’t have to tell this young wife and mother that her husband would not be coming home, wishing right now they were anywhere else but here.

For years afterwards she wasn’t able to speak of it without her throat closing, or her eyes pricking, but now the words come so easily. My first husband died. Brain aneurysm. Yes. It was a tragedy.

Fourteen years later, she can say the words without feeling a wave of loss wash over her. She can, and does, stop suddenly while walking down a street, or in a store, because she has seen someone who has his walk. Or smell. Or hair. But now she can stop, remember, and keep moving, without being engulfed by loss, and grief, and pain.

She moved to La Jolla, found friends through Eve’s kindergarten, and began building a new life in which she was, if not happy, content.

She worked in an art gallery part-time, occasionally exhibiting her own paintings in one of the cafés in town. She had stopped worrying, waiting for the worst to happen, because it had already happened and she had survived.

On her own for three years after Jonathan’s death, she had become self-sufficient, a tight unit with Eve. Dating didn’t really interest her, despite the kind offers to fix her up; neither did the prospect of merging her life with someone else’s. Dating, kissing, making love with someone other than Jonathan would have been a betrayal; it was a step she felt unwilling to take.

When she did take it, it didn’t feel like a betrayal. It felt right, as if Jonathan had given her his blessing. Eleven years after meeting Mark, Sylvie does not often indulge in memories of Jonathan. As the years have passed she has, largely out of respect for Mark, allowed them to fade. She was so young when she was with Jonathan, so unaware of the enduring nature of marriage, of the ups and downs, the highs and lows, the work required to keep you in the game.

She had only four years with Jonathan. When he died, they were still in the honeymoon period, never having had a chance to reach the stage where they irritated each other, fought over nothing, simply passed each other in the house barely speaking a word.

Until she met Mark, and for some time afterwards, Sylvie always felt Jonathan was watching over her. She would talk to him in the car, ask him something, then turn on the radio and find her question answered by the lyrics of a song; pick up a book and turn to a random page, to find the words that were exactly what she needed to hear.

There is no such thing as coincidence, she would think, blowing a kiss of thanks to the heavens. This is Jonathan, as loud and clear as he is able to be.

When Mark came along eleven years ago, she knew Jonathan had sent him to her, that it was no coincidence their worlds kept colliding; she knew that this was somehow meant to be.

Even the fact that Mark has always travelled extensively has been a positive. It has allowed her to keep the close bond with Eve, to be present for her in a way that isn’t possible when Mark is at home.

This marriage is entirely different from her first. From the beginning this felt less like a fairy tale, more real. She and Mark have never lain in bed whispering fantasies about their lives together, or shared the wonderment of giving birth; they have not had time together without children, lazing in bed all weekend making love, only going out to run to the deli on the corner for paninis and chocolate.

What they do have is what Sylvie now thinks of as grown-up, proper love. She is, still, fiercely attracted to him, respects him enormously; she adores how kind he is, how he takes care of them.

She has watched marriages all around them fall apart in the last couple of years. The words ‘mid-life crisis’ are whispered in knowing tones, as husbands are discovered sleeping with their secretaries, wives having affairs with neighbours, or simply leaving to ‘find themselves’.

Sylvie knew she was safe. Whatever else might come between them, Mark would not have an affair. He was appalled and dismayed each time another couple came undone at the hands of someone else.

‘Thank God you, at least, take your marriage vows seriously,’ Sylvie’s friend Angie said. ‘He, on the other hand …’ she added, narrowing her eyes as she glanced sideways at her husband, ‘not so sure. But he knows what’ll happen to him if he even thinks about it.’

They had all laughed, Sylvie with the security of knowing her marriage was sacred. Nothing would ever go wrong.

And yet for the past few months a lot feels as if it’s not exactly going wrong, but not going right. Eve will be leaving home to go to college in September, and Sylvie isn’t ready. She is starting to feel abandoned, even though rationally, of course, she knew this day was coming; she knows Eve has to leave.

Her job at the bookstore ended in October, and the last six months have been spent attempting to look after her mother, doing the odd bit of painting, although it no longer holds the thrill it once did, and worrying about what on earth she will do when Eve leaves.

She knows her hormones are playing a part, for her periods are erratic, and Mark has started referring to her PMS as OMS, for Ongoing Menstrual Stress, which Sylvie finds either hilarious or infuriating, depending on the day.

She is going through changes; they are all going through changes – significant ones, ones in which they will need to support each other – but Mark seems utterly disconnected. He isn’t working out more, hasn’t bought himself a new Ferrari or a new haircut, but he is distracted and unsupportive.

As a result they have started squabbling in a way they never have until now.

After years of knowing exactly where she stood, insecurity has pushed its way through the door. Who is she supposed to be if not a mother? If Mark didn’t travel all the time she would be fine, because she would have the role of wife to fulfil. It didn’t matter before, while she was a full-time mother. But with Eve leaving, and no job, how is she supposed to define herself?

Sylvie needs her husband, but, for some reason, these days he is away more than ever. Sylvie is starting to wonder if her mother’s right: is Mark having an affair?








2. Sylvie

Until very recently, Sylvie would always joke that Mark didn’t even know how to flirt, let alone conduct a full-blown affair.

Despite his looks, his obvious charisma, and the fact that women flocked to him, he never seemed to be aware of his attraction, which is why Sylvie noticed him in the first place.

Her trolley got away from her in the parking lot of the grocery store. This tall, good-looking, athletic man caught it before it reached the traffic. A laughing thank you followed, when you couldn’t not gaze a little at his boy-next-door looks, his gleaming teeth, the dimples that gave him a cuteness and made his looks accessible rather than daunting.

She didn’t think about him again until two days later, when she was standing behind him at Starbucks. He turned to see her, and laughed. They chatted briefly, about nothing in particular: What a small world it is! … Any more runaway vehicles you need help with?

Once coffee was ordered and collected, they stood awkwardly, before wishing each other a great day and walking off in different directions. This time, he left an impression. Could it mean anything, running into him again? If it did, surely they would have ended up having coffee together, or perhaps him asking for her phone number.

He was not, physically, what she thought she liked, although objectively Sylvie knew he was the type of man that most women would swoon over. She had never liked the big, blond jock-type. She was drawn to thin men, dark, olive-skinned. Intense and funny. Like Jonathan.

Classic good looks had always intimidated her. As pretty as people tell Sylvie she is, she has never felt pretty, nor worthy of the men that all other women seem to want. She has instead been drawn to interesting rather than handsome, flawed rather than perfect. The men she dated in high school were artists and poets and musicians. The Starbucks man, to whom her mind kept coming back, looked like the quintessential football star.

She was struck by his comfort in his skin, and his lack of arrogance. He seemed open and easy, and hadn’t attempted to flirt, which she appreciated.

After the Starbucks meeting, she thought of him sporadically throughout the day, each time finding herself smiling. She had never seen him before, and would likely not see him again. She knew nothing about him, other than – now – his name.

Mark.

Ships that pass in the night.

Later that week, as she and Angie were having lunch at Nine-Ten, both chatting animatedly, Sylvie vaguely noticed the three besuited men at the table next to them who were awaiting a fourth to fill the empty chair.

She didn’t see the fourth arrive, but she heard him, heard a familiar voice. Faltering, she resolved that she wasn’t going to disturb his lunch, but then he looked up and caught her eye, stopping in mid-flow before apologizing to his colleagues and explaining there was someone he had to say hello to.

This time he left with her phone number.

Their first date – Sylvie wasn’t entirely sure it was a date – was a hike from the cove to the shore. They talked non-stop, accidentally brushing hands as they walked, and there was an obvious chemistry that made Mark’s reticence inexplicable.

He didn’t call for a few days after the walk. And just as Sylvie decided she wouldn’t hear from him again, he phoned. They met for coffee, and this time he told her the truth.

He was divorced. No children. No serious relationships since. At first he had thrown himself into work as a welcome distraction, which then became a habit, swiftly taking over his life. He was still finding his way when it came to women, and he wasn’t at all sure he was ready for dating, let alone a relationship.

He hadn’t expected to feel this way.

It explained why he was holding back. Sylvie, who hadn’t been looking for anything or anyone either, suggested they become friends.

For five months they were friends, each attempting to ignore growing feelings, neither willing to confess, until Mark showed up at her house one lunchtime, a carton of chicken soup in hand because she was getting over a cold.

He sat on the bed to chat, then, during the heavy silence, he bent his head to kiss her, with a tenderness and sweetness that reminded Sylvie of Jonathan.

That was all that reminded Sylvie of Jonathan.

Mark’s body was smooth, and golden, and strong. It was like having a Greek god in her bed. Everything about him was solid and reliable, golden and good. So very different from anything and anyone she had ever experienced before.

When he suggested that Eve should have a sleepover elsewhere on Saturday night, Sylvie arranged it, luxuriating in the entire night with Mark. The next day, he disappeared briefly only to return with a tool box, then he set about putting up all the paintings that had been propped against the wall since Sylvie moved in.

He was too good to be true. Except he wasn’t. Everyone loved him. Women wanted to be around him – oh, how they wanted to be around him! – and men wanted to be him. Sylvie, not the jealous type, teased him about the effect he had on women, who did indeed appear to simper when he was with them.

All these years Sylvie had thought she was fine on her own. An independent woman and single mother who not only could do it all, but actually did do it all. She had gone on dates from time to time, but had never allowed herself to fall for anyone. The men she had been out with were all poor facsimiles of Jonathan. None were right. None permanent.

Here, suddenly, was the very opposite of Jonathan, the only similarity being that people reacted to Mark in much the same way as they had to Jonathan, but for different reasons. Jonathan had made people feel special by listening to them, drawing them out. Strangers were surprised at how good he made them feel; they found themselves telling Jonathan their most intimate secrets.

Mark made people feel good with his presence alone. People were drawn to him, vied for his attention; he would stand quietly at the edge of the party and a crowd would always gather round him.

Trite to say it was simply because of his looks, but his looks were impossible to ignore, and admirers were drawn to him, like moths to a flame, with the hope that some of his magic would wear off on them.

Almost a year after they met, Sylvie and Mark, with Eve, Sylvie’s mother, Simon and Angie as witnesses, stood before a judge and were married, going home to a luncheon that Angie had prepared for them in the garden. They sat under a white canopy with gardenias at each corner and mock orange blossom spiralling up the pillars.

Eve, then six, danced round the table in a froth of organza and tulle while the grown-ups watched her adoringly. She alternated between Sylvie and Mark, covering both with kisses, climbing on their laps, sitting on one and taking the hand of the other. Simon made an impromptu speech commenting on the fact that Eve was perhaps the happiest person in the garden that day, which brought much laughter.

It was true. They were a family. Meant to be. Eve adored him from the outset, and had been referring to ‘Papa Mark’ long before Sylvie and Mark had discussed marriage, refusing to listen to an embarrassed Sylvie when she tried to suggest another name.

Eve may have been happiest, but Sylvie too was happy. She loved Mark, was content with Mark. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed having a partner until she had one again.

This wasn’t the life she’d thought she was going to have, but it was, nevertheless, a wonderful life. She and Jonathan had had plans to travel, to see the world, to live in Thailand, Australia, India; to bring Eve with them, to seek new adventures, to squeeze every last drop out of life.

Her life with Mark includes little travel, and little seeking, on any level. She had loved that Jonathan was a seeker, but loves, now, that Mark is not; he may travel from coast to coast for work, but his lack of adventure makes her think of him as grounded, steady, secure. She knows where she is with him; is grateful for the security, even sameness, at this stage in her life.

In many ways they have a perfect relationship. The amount of time Mark spends travelling hasn’t, until recently, worried her. Sylvie kept herself busy. She had a part-time job, until a demanding and unwell mother forced her to give that up.

They had all thought life would be easier once Clothilde, Sylvie’s high-maintenance French mother, entered the Assisted Living Facility after the rehab following her car accident, but her mother had never been easy, and moving her from her own home was hardly going to change that.

Clothilde’s constant phone calls to Sylvie at work, her requests that Sylvie drop everything to bring her Band-Aids, or a spare key, or … anything, became too much of an imposition on Sylvie’s colleagues. As much as she loved the bookstore, she had to leave.

Since then, she has wondered if it is boredom that is unsettling her so. That, combined with an impending empty nest and too much time on her hands. Could it be she has inherited her mother’s tiresome and restless inclination to create drama where none exists?

When she asked Angie if she thought Mark was having an affair, Angie spat – actually spat out – her coffee. It put Sylvie’s mind at rest. Temporarily.

She rarely speaks to Mark at night. The apartment he rents in New York has no land line, and if he has no work events he goes to bed early, and the time difference means that he is asleep by the time she is ready to chat.

Tonight she wants to speak to him, wants to alleviate some of the loneliness that has started descending on these nights when Eve is out with friends. Sylvie has always declined invitations to join other couples for dinner on her own, aware of being a third wheel, yet, with Eve out, the house is unbearably quiet.

When Eve goes off to college in September, leaving Sylvie mostly on her own, Sylvie knows she wants something to change.








3. Sylvie

‘I love you, Mom!’ Eve puts her arms round her mom, and Sylvie squeezes her hard, grateful for these times when her daughter will still hug her, for there are occasions now when Eve is embarrassed by her, or suddenly makes some hateful comment in preparation for the imminent separation.

Eve steps back, twirling. ‘How do I look?’

‘You look beautiful,’ Sylvie says, which is true. At seventeen Eve has her mother’s petite features and dark hair, her father’s olive skin, and, somewhat startlingly, his bright green eyes.

Sylvie imagines all mothers think their daughters beautiful, but Sylvie, schooled by her mother to be nothing if not objective, knows that were she to pass Eve as a stranger on the street, she would still gaze at her prettiness.

Eve turns to the side and looks down, rubbing her hands over her stomach. ‘Do I look fat?’ she asks, frowning. ‘My stomach is huge. I think this top makes me look really fat.’

‘Eve!’ Sylvie admonishes, staring at her daughter’s tiny frame. ‘You’re tiny. You couldn’t look fat even if you tried.’

‘I do!’ Eve attempts to grab a love handle, which is in fact merely skin, to demonstrate the weight she needs to lose. ‘I look enormous. I ate so much chocolate yesterday.’

‘Evie, I promise you, you’re tiny.’ Sylvie sighs. ‘I’m worried about you. I’m worried that you keep thinking you look fat when you’re so, so thin.’

‘You don’t have to worry,’ Eve says. ‘I’d just like to lose ten pounds. Then I’ll be perfect.’

‘If you lose ten pounds you’ll look skeletal,’ Sylvie replies. ‘Don’t lose any more. Please. You’ve already lost so much weight.’

Eve gives her mother an exasperated look. ‘Mom. I needed to. I was huge before – an elephant.’

‘Eve, you were never huge. It was baby fat.’

‘Well, I have ten more pounds of baby fat to lose and then I’ll be perfect,’ Eve says, grabbing her jacket. ‘Don’t be such a worrier.’ And with that, she’s gone.

Sylvie is worried.

Eve, such a chubby, gorgeous baby, grew into a skinny toddler, then, at around ten, like so many young girls at that same age, she went through a plump phase before growing taller and slimmer.

She was an average size until around sixteen, when she announced she was turning vegetarian. This was interesting only because Eve was not a big lover of vegetables, and her version of vegetarianism involved copious amounts of macaroni and cheese, French bread and cookies.

Her weight climbed. Sylvie, saying nothing, attempted to guide Eve to a healthier way of eating without actually referring to her weight, but Clothilde was shockingly vocal each time she saw Eve.

‘What is this?’ Clothilde would lean forward in her chair, grabbing the excess flesh sitting at the top of Eve’s jeans. ‘All this fat? Eve! You are eating too much. All this American bad food. No boy will like you with … this.’

Sylvie begged Clothilde to stop saying such things, knowing how much they upset Eve, but Clothilde just pursed her lips. ‘I don’t want a fat granddaughter any more than she wants to be fat, and if you won’t tell her, I have to.’

‘Do you have any idea how upset she is?’

Clothilde merely shrugged. ‘Good. Perhaps she will stop eating.’

It wasn’t until Eve had her first major crush that she stopped eating. He had told a friend that Eve had a ‘pretty face’, but was ‘too big for him’.

It changed everything.

At first she announced she was no longer eating carbs. Then no dairy. She seemed to exist on bowls of miso soup and fruit, and Sylvie, deeply concerned, went in to see the school counsellor.

She told Sylvie it was common at this age, that the girls were experimenting with their sexuality, their appeal to boys, that faddy diets were all the rage, and would pass.

Sylvie was not reassured in the slightest. When she brought up the possibility of an eating disorder the counsellor dismissed it – ‘Everything has to be a “disorder” these days’ – but she offered to see Eve and talk to her about it.

She was hopeless. Sylvie wasn’t sure what else she could do without Eve’s permission, and so she did nothing, hoping that Eve would turn a corner and, if not put on weight, at least stop losing.

She does, in many ways, seem happier, more confident. She has a busy social life, and perhaps it is just Sylvie worrying too much. Clothilde, delighted with Eve’s new tiny frame, gave her a pile of French designer dresses from the sixties that she had never thrown out, which Eve leaped on delightedly, pronouncing them ‘so Mad Men!’.

The house is silent, but for the sounds of cicadas outside, as Sylvie stares disconsolately out of the window, desperately missing the nights when all Eve wanted to do was snuggle on the sofa with her mother, sharing a huge bowl of popcorn as they watched a movie.

Now it is just Sylvie. Sighing, she moves to the family room and pushes the sofa to one side with her hip, then moves the armchairs until she is breathless with the exertion, standing back to admire the results.

She goes to the living room and picks up cushions, a throw, some candleholders, returning to the family room to accessorize, wishing Mark were here to see it. Or Eve. Or … anyone.

She has already had a glass of wine, and refuses to have another by herself – a self-imposed discipline from which she will not waver – and wanders through the house blankly, thinking of people to call, dismissing them almost as quickly as she thinks of them.

Sitting on the sofa she turns on the television, hoping for a movie, but instead flicks through the channels, resting for only a few seconds on each, always convinced there will be something better, not finding anything she particularly wants to watch.

She spends two or three minutes watching bored housewives rail at each other, knowing that these petty catfights among women are almost always the result of conniving directors.

Sylvie is bored. Not bored enough to have a catfight with one of the neighbours – not yet – but she can understand how your mind focuses on all the wrong things when there aren’t enough of the right ones.

It is time for her to do something. She can’t sit around doing nothing for the rest of her life; she can’t end up like one of these women. She has an idea, one she hasn’t shared with Mark. It’s 7.45 p.m. here, 10.45 p.m. there. If not out with colleagues at a work event, he is almost certainly asleep, but she wants to hear his voice, needs him to ease her loneliness, wants to talk to him about this business she has been thinking about.

She moves to the favourites screen on the iPhone and taps his name, settling in for a long chat.

No answer. She sends a text. Nothing. She tries to forget about it, for this is not abnormal, but tonight she wants to talk to him. Determined not to call him again, she reads on the porch for a while, but she has difficulty concentrating – she cannot stop wondering where he is.

Upstairs in bed, she calls again. And again. And again.

She falls asleep, but wakes in the early hours.

She calls again. It is beginning to feel like a compulsion, and even though she attempts to tell herself he must have left his phone in the office, which he so often does, being able to get back to sleep is now out of the question for her.








4. Sylvie

‘Where were you?’ Sylvie’s voice is a whine. She immediately corrects it, hating herself for sounding needy. For being needy. For being up half the night thinking the worst.

‘Honey! I forgot to charge the phone and it ran out of juice. I had no idea you were calling until I left for work this morning. Is everything okay?’

‘No. I mean, yes,’ Sylvie says. ‘What if it wasn’t? What if it was an emergency?’

‘But it wasn’t. I’m sorry, sweetie. Were you having a bad night?’

Sylvie, curled up in bed like a little girl, says yes in a quiet voice.

‘My poor love. Were you feeling lonely?’ Mark’s voice is so instantly soothing and calming, and Sylvie knows she was being ridiculous, knows her imagined fantasies of the night before – Mark in the arms of another woman – were fuelled by the darkness and have no basis in any kind of reality. ‘I am so sorry,’ he says, and Sylvie hears that he is. ‘I wish I were there with you now.’

‘I do too,’ Sylvie says quietly. ‘I hate the weekends on my own, and this weekend is Angie’s party, and I so don’t want to go without you.’

‘You won’t have to,’ Mark says.

‘But I do.’ Sylvie sighs. ‘She’s my closest friend, and even though she knows how I hate going to anything alone, she told me that if I’m not there she’ll never forgive me.’

‘So I’ll come with you.’ The smile in Mark’s voice is obvious.

‘What!’ Sylvie sits up. ‘You’re coming home?’

‘I just booked. I’ll be home for dinner.’

‘Mark! Really?’

‘I miss you too much.’

‘Oh Mark! You just made me so happy!’

‘Good. I love hearing you say that. It makes me feel loved.’

‘You are loved! So much! Thank you!’

‘Sweetie, I told you I’m going to try to make changes. I get it. Eve’s our only child and she’s leaving soon, and I know how hard this is for you.’

‘It’s easier when you’re around.’

‘You know, we haven’t talked about this for a while, but I think it’s time you started thinking about maybe doing something. The part-time job was hard because of your mother, but you need to –’

‘– occupy my mind,’ Sylvie finishes for him. ‘I agree one hundred per cent. I can’t do anything full-time, but I have this idea and I wanted to talk it over with you.’

‘Something creative?’

Sylvie smiles, remembering back to when she was young, a graduate of Parson’s, when all she ever wanted was to be a textile designer. She worked for a well-known designer for a while, until Eve was born and she had an excuse to leave, for she had had enough of doing all the designs, receiving none of the glory.

Since then she has only dabbled in creative things. If she sees a pot she loves, she will buy clay and recreate it herself, or some version of it.

She has hand-blocked sheets of linen, turning them into beautiful curtain panels; she has helped friends design labels, stationery, even gardens.

Creatively, there is little she cannot do, but she has never asked for money for what she does, regarding it as an occasional hobby.

‘It has to be creative,’ Mark continues. ‘You’re the most talented woman I know.’

‘I’ll tell you all about it when I see you,’ Sylvie says, her anxiety long since forgotten. ‘I love you.’

‘I love you too.’

As she walks into the bathroom with a smile on her face, she wraps her arms round her body and hugs herself. This is not a man having an affair. This is a man who is, just as she has always thought, overwhelmed with work. But there is no question that this is a man deeply in love with his wife.








5. Eve

It was not that long ago that Eve was at the centre of her group of girls, giggling and whispering as the boys attempted to show off with ever-more-elaborate spins, dives and jumps into the pool, the girls rating them on a scale of one to ten.

These are the girls Eve has known since kindergarten. They’ve grown up together, always in and out of each other’s houses. They are all Eve’s friends, Claudia probably the closest because her mother, Angie, is Eve’s mother’s closest friend.

The girls still huddle together on a sun lounger, lying on one another’s legs and arms, heads leaning on shoulders, intermittently watching the boys while Claudia balances a MacBook on her knees and they crowd their heads together to chat with various people scattered around other homes in La Jolla, pouting and sticking out teenage tongues for photographs.

Except for Eve. Eve, no longer at the centre, sits apart, her jacket pulled tightly round her body, her shoulders wrapped in one towel, her legs in another, her teeth chattering with cold.

She watches and laughs when she is brought into the conversation, but things are different now, and she isn’t sure why, nor how to get back there. She doesn’t feel like the same person she was before this crazy diet. Before, she was on the inside, but now she feels as if she is always on the outside, watching everyone else being normal, having fun; she wants to join them but it is as if she has forgotten how.

She used to be so carefree; now she carries the weight of the world on her shoulders. The pressure of her senior year, of leaving home; the worry about getting into the right school, about even being allowed to go to the school of her choice.

It all feels too much. She was always desperate to grow up, but now she is on the threshold it is terrifying. Choosing not to eat, controlling her food, makes her feel safe; superior, even. It is something she, and only she, has absolute control over.

It started off innocently. It truly was an attempt to lose weight, to try to get the boy she had always wanted.

AJ was, she had always thought, entirely unobtainable, too good-looking, too popular, which didn’t stop him being the subject of her fantasies throughout middle school.

A passing comment to Claudia – he thought Eve was pretty but she was too big for him – set Eve off on her mission to lose weight. AJ was supposed to have noticed, but his family moved to England when she was just eight pounds down, and that was it. The beginning of the change.

There was a brief snapshot in time when she felt she had a good body, proudly showed it off in a striped bikini from Urban Outfitters, not bothering to cover up to go inside and grab a drink, or walk to the other side of the pool.

As a young teenager she felt too self-consciously large to be comfortable, and now, at seventeen, she is still too self-consciously … wrong.

Everyone – her mother, her friends, the parents of her friends – is telling her she is too thin, and there is a part of her brain that is able to acknowledge that. For a few seconds. It is fleeting, and quickly replaced with the thought that there are still ten more pounds to go. That she isn’t happy yet, and if she loses ten more pounds then she will be perfect, and with perfection comes happiness.

On a low wooden table by the lounger are bowls of chips, guacamole, salsa; a bag of popcorn lies on its side, spilling onto the ground; a plastic container of chocolate-chip cookies, half-empty; soda cans.

Eve stares at the chocolate-chip cookies. They are the ones she used to love. The soft, chewy kind. Buttery, moist, these were the ones her mom would always keep in the pantry, the ones Eve would steal when no one was looking. She can’t take her eyes off them, imagines biting into them, feeling the familiar sweetness on her tongue, the sweetness of her childhood. Everything around her fades as she stares at the cookies, wanting to cry.

Her stomach growls. She is so hungry. She has eaten two egg whites today. This is her latest decision. She read somewhere that a singer, whose weight famously went up and down, lost by eating only egg whites. The singer would eat twenty at a time, but Eve feels more in control when she is challenging herself by eating as little as possible. Two egg whites felt like too many. Tomorrow she is planning to have one.

But those cookies are overpowering her resolve. Unable to stop herself, she stands, walks over to the food.

‘I’m just going to clean up a bit,’ she says, knowing they will tease her, for she has always been a control freak.

‘Don’t!’ Claudia says. ‘You’re crazy! Leave it. We’ll all do it later.’

‘You know me,’ Eve replies with a smile. ‘Nothing gives me more pleasure than cleaning.’ Claudia laughs, shaking her head with incomprehension as Eve picks up the spilled popcorn bag and cookies.

No one watches, no one is paying attention as Eve heads inside, her heart pounding, then she stands at the kitchen counter so she can check that nobody comes in, no one can see.

She eats the first cookie, savouring it, closing her eyes, unable to believe she has refrained from sugar, from anything this good, for such a long time. The second, then third, are barely chewed before being swallowed. Eve eats as if she is starving, which of course she is.

Seconds later she stares at the empty container, moving quickly to bury it at the bottom of the trash can, piling newspapers on top of it to hide it. Without thinking, she moves silently into the pantry, pulling down packets of cookies, snack bars, consuming them without thought or taste, gulping them down until her stomach starts to hurt.

She steps back, horrified, racing to the kitchen to find trash bags in which to hide the detritus of this sudden binge. She is filled with shame and self-loathing.

There isn’t any question as to what she should do now. The disgust she feels is too much to bear, and there is only one way to get rid of it, and get rid of it she must.

Once the trash bag is filled Eve takes it outside, pushes it to the bottom of the can, then she locks herself in the bathroom, kneeling by the tub. She hasn’t ever done this before, but she knows what to do.

She puts her finger in her mouth, reaching for the back of her throat, gagging only slightly. She tries again, panicking, for this food must come out; she doesn’t know what she will do if she cannot purge her body of this food.

She tries again, going deeper, scratching the back of her throat, using her other hand to massage her belly as she thinks of the sugar and fat coating her insides, and then, suddenly, her stomach spasms as a wave of chocolate and sugar comes up, followed by another, and another.

Her finger goes down her throat twice more, until she is absolutely sure there is nothing left, then she lays her head on the toilet seat in exhausted relief. Please God, she thinks, don’t let me do that again.

The food she ate today was disgusting, but at least it’s out of her body. She will never do that again, never eat so much she has to make herself vomit. Tomorrow, as punishment, she will drink lemon water all day. Not even one egg white. Nothing.

Tomorrow she will get right back on track.








6. Sylvie

Sylvie has spent the afternoon making cinnamon cookies, a favourite of both Mark’s and Eve’s. She bakes when she is happy, and she is hopeful this will tempt Eve to actually eat, for who would not be tempted when they are hit with the smell of cinnamon, vanilla and sugar as they walk through the door?

The text comes in just before four thirty: ‘I’m going to Jenna’s house. I might sleep over.’

Sylvie, disappointed, texts back immediately: ‘Papa’s home tonight. You need to be here.’

‘Why? I’ll see him all weekend.’

It’s true. Sylvie keeps thinking of her as a little girl, picturing them all having a wonderful evening together, Mark and Eve spending hours playing their beloved ping-pong in the garden. But those days are gone. Now Eve would sit there picking at the food, pretending to have eaten earlier. She’d be sulky and difficult because her friends would be doing something else. Mark would challenge her to ping-pong, and Eve would either refuse or play badly, determined not to enter into the spirit of the game, and the evening would doubtless end in a huge fight.

Maybe she and Mark should have a date night tonight, something they haven’t done for too long. When he is here they are so often invited to things – neighbourhood barbecues, informal get-togethers – and when he is away Sylvie has a tendency to hibernate in the house.

‘Fine,’ she texts back to Eve. ‘Do you want me to drop anything off?’

‘Yes! Can I have my white lacy top and blue leggings? And my make-up bag? And flat iron? TY!!!’

‘OK. Love you,’ Sylvie types.

‘u 2,’ comes back, as Sylvie reaches out and takes a cookie. Then another. And another.

She knows, of course, that Eve’s disinterest in her mother, so recent and so painful, is part of the separation process. She knows it is entirely normal. It is the subject of all the conversations the mothers at school seem to be having nowadays.

Which doesn’t make it any less painful.

Sylvie may be many things – wife, cook, friend, confidante, artist, volunteer – but top of the list, the one that is most important to her, is mother.

With Eve going … going … not quite yet gone, the loneliness is something Sylvie is dreading. She craves conversation. She craves some way to express her creativity. Not company so much as … something. An outlet.

And she may have found the perfect thing.

Sylvie is lounging in a bubble bath when she hears Mark’s car in the driveway.

She climbs out quickly, whips the plastic cap off her head, pulls on a towelling robe and pads down the hallway to greet him.

Even after all these years she is still excited to see him. Perhaps this is the beauty of a part-time marriage: you never grow bored of each other; being apart so often gives you time to miss each other, to appreciate each other in a way you can’t when your life is just pots and pans.

Mark is walking up the stairs as she reaches the top, both of them grinning as Mark sweeps her up to plant a long, soft kiss on her lips.

‘I have really missed you,’ he murmurs, edging their bedroom door open and laying her gently on the bed as her arms snake up round his neck.

‘I like it when you miss me so much you come home early,’ Sylvie purrs. ‘This is the loveliest surprise ever.’ She shivers as he swirls his tongue in her ear, his hands already busy moving her robe aside, tracing lightly down her abdomen.

‘You smell so good,’ he whispers, inhaling deeply as his fingers finally reach their goal, smiling as he raises his head to look deep into her eyes. ‘I love you,’ he says quietly, gazing at her.

‘I love you.’ She flickers her eyes closed as the sensations start to build, a brief moan escaping her lips, then she opens her eyes and laughs at the intensity of Mark’s gaze, the love and commitment she sees there.

Flipping over, she straddles him, sliding her tongue in his mouth, grinding against his hardness as she reaches down to undo his pants. She kisses a path along his chest, his stomach, pulling his zipper down with her teeth, laughing softly as he moans in anticipation, taking him in her mouth and savouring his feel, his taste, his smell, the sounds of pleasure he makes as he gasps.

Afterwards, she curls into Mark’s side, wondering how she could ever have questioned his loyalty, his fidelity. Their bodies fit together perfectly, his strong hand tracing up and down her back as he turns his head from time to time to kiss her.

‘I don’t know what I did to deserve you,’ Mark says, as he so often does, turning to look at her. ‘You are the most precious thing ever, and I am the luckiest man in the world.’

‘No, I am the luckiest girl in the world,’ Sylvie responds, as she always responds, even though she knows that if what Angie says is true, that in every relationship there is the lover and the loved, with Mark she is the loved.

‘So what is this great idea you wanted to talk to me about? It’s not … Tupperware, is it?’

Sylvie laughs. ‘No. Nor is it skincare.’ Over the past year she has fielded at least one invitation a week to attend a house party where mothers she knows from school have transformed themselves into saleswomen, extolling the life-changing benefits of a skincare line, or jewellery, or children’s clothes from a catalogue.

She feels guilty if she doesn’t buy so she now has a bathroom cabinet filled with vitality pills that she is determined to try one day; jewellery that she never liked is languishing in a drawer. But she has finally learned to decline the invitations.

Sylvie does not want to be one of those women. She has stacks of things she has made over the years, but she is far too embarrassed to sell them. When she has received compliments and requests for pots she has thrown, scarves she has painted, or jewellery she has beaded, she simply insists on giving them away, much to Angie’s disgust.

Angie has offered to host a sale of Sylvie’s things herself, but Sylvie refuses. She isn’t sure what her resistance is based on, other than perhaps the ridiculous notion her mother has always lived by, that a woman’s role is to support her husband by looking after him, not by going out to work. Her part-time job in a bookstore was fine, Clothilde said. It wasn’t a proper job, just a flight of fancy, a nothing of a job.

Before the accident left her brain-damaged – it was moderate, but brain damage nevertheless, making her confused, disorganized, depressed in a way she had not previously been – Sylvie’s mother was the quintessential Frenchwoman. Effortlessly elegant, flirtatious, charming and coy, she knew how to wrap men round her little finger.

But there was another side to her, one that only those closest to her saw. With her family she was sweet and loving one minute, then violently angry and critical the next. Sylvie never knew where she stood; she tiptoed round her, terrified that last hug, that smothering of kisses was just about to turn into a rage-filled diatribe.

Clothilde’s wrath, her volatility, would snake round corners, slip under closed doors, shriek for Sylvie until she nervously crept downstairs, backing against the wall as her mother ranted and raged over something that had nothing to do with Sylvie.

If she was lucky, her father would be at home, would take her out for ice cream. By the time they returned, Clothilde would invariably be sweet and sunny, wracked with guilt at her behaviour. She would cover Sylvie in kisses and leave her unable to trust anything at all.

Even today, despite all the evidence, she harbours an irrational hope that her mother will change. Even today, despite having a child, a husband, a grown-up life of her own, her mother’s volatility still scares her; her mother has more influence on her than Sylvie would ever care to admit.

Sylvie went to art school in spite of Clothilde. She got her first job as a textile designer in spite of Clothilde, and learned to avoid her mother in order to escape the criticism, for she loved her work back then.

Now, as much as she wants to work to alleviate her growing discontent, Sylvie wants to work for the challenge, to have money of her own. Not because Mark denies her, exactly; after all, she has access to their household account. But each time she reaches for the credit card for anything other than a necessity – a hat, some gold wire to make earrings, chocolate leather boots that she doesn’t really need, but oh, they are so very lovely – she pauses to think about what Mark will say, and usually ends up leaving them behind.

Mark assures her they are fine financially, but he has a plan to retire in five years, and they have to watch every penny. If they don’t absolutely need it, he says, leave it. She has learned to be frugal, and she longs to have money of her own again, to be able to buy those boots without thinking, or those beads, or that top.

Five years and Mark will be home. With her. Not just her husband, but her partner. As hard as it is not having him here, knowing they have a goal to work towards is something she can try to live with.

Sylvie props herself up on an elbow and looks at Mark, curling his chest hair round her fingers. ‘I’ve been thinking about candles.’

‘Candles?’

‘It’s a bit of a long story, but, yes, I think I’d quite like to make candles.’

Mark scoots back to make himself comfortable on the pillows, holding out an arm for Sylvie to nestle in. ‘We have all the time in the world. Tell me all.’

Sylvie will do almost anything she can to avoid visiting her mother, apart from on Wednesday afternoons, when the Assisted Living Facility brings in an arts and crafts teacher to do a project with the residents and their guests.

Clothilde is always there, always participating, always criticizing the teacher, the method, the point. She criticizes loudly and well within everyone’s earshot, as Sylvie squirms with discomfort, determining not to come back; but week after week, Sylvie is there.

Once the class is underway and her mother is absorbed, Sylvie finds it almost meditative to lose herself in a creative activity. Whether it’s spiralling coil pots out of terracotta clay, beading simple necklaces on a wire, or fashioning papier-mâché vases from newspapers and balloons, Sylvie finds the class not only calming, but inspirational.

However basic the projects may be, the classes are stirring her creativity, and Sylvie goes on to produce items at home she then gives away to friends.

Last week it was candles. Not candle-making, for that would be too difficult and too dangerous for the elderly occupants of the home, but candle-wrapping: taking a pillar candle, measuring and cutting a sheet of beeswax to fit precisely around the outside, then wrapping the wax and securing it with a raffia tie.

It was mindless, and would have been disappointing had Sylvie not engaged the teacher in a fascinating discussion about candle-making. Sylvie learned about the benefits of organic soy wax, which retained the scent of the oils, the importance of using natural wicks so lead wasn’t released into the air; she learned about melting temperatures and pouring temperatures, about additives used to harden the wax.

She learned that some waxes hold fragrance far better than others, that most candles require two pours as the first invariably brings bubbles and imperfections up to the surface. She learned that the reason her mother’s candles, expensive though they are, invariably end up with a tunnel round the wick, the rest of the candle staying intact, is because she doesn’t burn them long enough the first time they are lit in order to create a good melting pool.

At home she went straight to her computer, filled with an urge to make candles herself. Her mother’s insistence on new Diptyque candles every couple of weeks was costing her a fortune – imagine if she were able to recreate the scent, or even create something entirely new, that her mother would love, and make them for a fraction of the cost.

Her mother loved fig. That she knew. But fig on its own? Surely she would need something else. Sylvie started looking at other fig candles, noting what other fragrances they used. Amber. Jasmine. Gardenia. Chypre. Chypre? What on earth was chypre? A combination of sensual, earthy base notes, she read. Base notes. Ah. Perfume. That’s what she should be researching.

The more she read, the more she began to see it, feel it, and the calmer and more centred she became. It was like coming home to herself. What if she were to produce a line of organic candles at home? What if this could be exactly what she was looking for?

Mark, as pragmatic and practical as he is loving, asks her all the questions she cannot answer.

Costs, margins, sales information, and, finally, whether she has actually tried this before.

‘Of course not,’ Sylvie says with a laugh. ‘Hello? This is your wife! Do you actually know me? But you know they’ll be beautiful.’

‘That’s true. Just don’t spend a fortune without figuring out the costs involved. I’ll help you. I have spreadsheets designed exactly for this. So …’ His hand is once again moving down her body. ‘What’s the plan for tonight?’

‘I have a reservation at George’s. I thought we could have a date night.’

‘Deck or inside?’

‘Deck!’ She grins. ‘Told you it’s useful having friends in high places.’

‘If you’d said inside I might have tried to convince you to stay in bed, but,’ he shrugs, ‘I can’t resist the view. However –’ he rolls on top of her – ‘there’s something I just have to do first.’

‘Not now.’ Sylvie pushes him away with a smile. ‘I have to get ready. Promise I’ll make it up to you later, though.’

Sylvie gets out of bed and walks naked to the bathroom, wiggling her bottom deliberately, grinning over her shoulder at him as she walks, blowing him a kiss as she closes the bathroom door.








7. Sylvie

Eleven years and the chemistry between them is just as strong, if not stronger, than it ever was. This, perhaps more than anything else, has been the force that has kept them close. On girls’ nights out, when Angie and other friends drink too much, they confess to low libidos, tricks to avoid having sex with their husbands; they refer to making love with much eye-rolling and sighing; everyone laughing as if they all understand, they all feel exactly the same way.

Sylvie doesn’t laugh. She doesn’t know if these women were once attracted to their husbands, only to have children, work, school runs, cleaning, cooking, dog-walking, driving, life, grind away at that attraction until they woke up one morning to find that attraction had entirely disappeared.

Perhaps they never had it. There were certainly a couple of women she knew who organized business mergers rather than a marriage. Their husbands were never at home; in return they got all the material possessions they wanted. They spoke of their husbands with disdain and disappointment. The fortnightly sex was their payment in kind; a payment that was treated as a necessary but wearying obligation.

Sylvie has never felt that way. Having a husband who is also never at home is where the similarity ends. Not that she doesn’t feel disappointment in Mark – she is, after all, only human – but she would never share it with anyone.

Making love is always wonderful. When other women joke about Groupon really needing to do some lifelong deals on Viagra, Sylvie keeps quiet, for she only has to look in a certain way at Mark, now in his late forties, to have him instantly hard.

He, in turn, can stroke her arm in a restaurant and she will catch her breath and cross her legs, immediately feeling the warm rush as she pictures him on top of her, moving inside her.

She had never experienced this before. This sexual heat. Not even with Jonathan. Jonathan was like an old, comfortable, familiar bed. She adored making love with Jonathan, but it wasn’t hot in the way it is with Mark. It wasn’t … sweaty, dirty, uninhibited, wild. It didn’t make her try things she never thought she’d try, say things she never thought she’d say.

After particularly steamy sessions, Sylvie often laughs to herself at the dichotomy. So loving and tender, they have the ability to get down and dirty, to experiment with each other, to reveal sides of themselves Sylvie never knew existed.

And if ever she doubts him, if ever she doubts this marriage, and this has started happening only recently, and most often when he is away, he will come back and lick the edge of her ear, or slip a hand under her skirt as she is wiping down the countertops, and all doubts will be forgotten.

They sit now, at George’s, a warm breeze playing on their shoulders as a golden sun sets quietly over the Pacific, neither of them talking, both delighting in the extraordinary view, with the overwhelming feeling of being in exactly the right place, at exactly the right time.

It doesn’t get any better than this, thinks Sylvie, as contented as a cat, sipping her vodka and lime, her sheer linen tunic threatening to slip off one shoulder as Mark leans forward and plants a kiss at the base of her neck.

She shivers, thinking back to half an hour earlier, the length and strength of her husband, his magical fingers, magical lips, and she is only brought out of her lustful coma by the sound of her husband’s chuckling.

‘You are unlike any woman I’ve ever known,’ he murmurs, when the glow of the sky has muted to pinks and purples, the sun almost gone. ‘All the guys I know complain their wives never want sex, and here I have a woman who would happily stay in bed with me all day.’

‘It’s true. And not just to sleep …’ Sylvie reaches over for a plantain chip. ‘I can’t help it. It’s you. I was never like this before.’

‘It isn’t me.’ Mark shakes his head. ‘It’s us. Our chemistry. All these years and it hasn’t changed.’

Sylvie wants to ask whether it changed with Mark’s first wife, but Mark is still uncomfortable talking about her. Not because he harbours any feelings. Not because she was the great love of his life. But Mark sees things in black and white; once they divorced, that was it. Chapter closed. No children, no need to revisit. Done.

He is intensely private. Despite his job in sales, his charm around people, he has a pathological fear of gossip. When he went through his divorce he became the talk of the town, he said, and he couldn’t stand it. His ex was the one who left, but she painted him as the one at fault. He learned very quickly that the vast majority of people he considered friends, weren’t. Men he had played golf with, metaphorically killed at poker, had over for dinner countless times, disappeared.

It left Mark entirely distrustful of pretty much everyone. Although they have established a community of friends in La Jolla, it has been a slow process; it has taken time. The autumn after they were married, Mark spent the two evenings before Back to School night Googling all the names in the school directory, much to Sylvie’s amusement.

‘Any potential clients?’ she kept asking. ‘Any sworn enemies from childhood?’

‘Ha ha,’ Mark said. ‘You may laugh but this is how I get business. You never know who anyone is, and it’s always better to be prepared.’

In the event, he had a last-minute trip and missed Back to School night altogether.

His distrust of strangers remains, and is compounded by an intense dislike of online social media. That everyone they know runs, as he calls it, ‘their own private fan club’ on Facebook, collecting comments and responses to status updates in lieu of, he says, fan mail, is anathema to him. Before they met, Mark was the victim of identity theft. It messed up his life and very nearly lost him his job. As a consequence he is paranoid about social websites and is insistent about Eve not posting personal information on her profile.

‘But, Papa,’ she used to groan, ‘it’s private. No one sees it except my friends.’

‘And their friends, and their friends,’ he said. ‘I know what can happen, and it’s terrible. No photos, no addresses or phone numbers. Trust me.’

So Eve has done a great job of convincing her father she has a completely vanilla profile; but she also runs a secret second profile, a secret Twitter, Instagram and Pinterest.

If Mark knew, he’d go nuts, which is why Eve’s computer is password-protected, and her friends have been sworn to secrecy or a very painful death.

‘I still can’t believe you came home early.’ Sylvie cannot stop smiling, and she reaches out to stroke Mark’s arm, his cheek, take his hand. Whatever worries she may have had earlier have gone; she is as loved up tonight as if they were on their first date.

‘Where’s Eve tonight? What’s going on with our girl?’

‘She’s staying at Jenna’s. She’s good. I’m still worried about her, though. She
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