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1

Molly – present day

And today I lie awake for a moment, as I do every morning, waiting and hoping for the smallest of signs that my husband has come back to me. The empty space on his side of the bed is my first clue that he has not; but so long as I stay here, I can hope. It’s a game I play – that I’ve just woken up from a horribly vivid nightmare he’s about to soothe me out of with whispers and kisses. Perhaps he’s downstairs in the kitchen flipping pancakes just like he used to, humming along to some obscure radio station, handsome and bare-chested, fair hair clustered up by sleep. And when he turns to look at me, his smile will strike me all over again. His is a double-take smile, the kind it takes a moment to recover from.

But I never recovered from it. Which is why it’s my coffee I’m sure he’s making right now, my pancakes he’s lovingly dousing in maple syrup and butter. And when I finally take a breath and push open the kitchen door, I know – I know – everything will be just as it was.

Everything will be beautifully, perfectly ordinary.

Today’s the day. I can feel it.

Through the window the air carries the first warm breath of a summer’s day. I open the bedroom door, but I can’t smell coffee or pancakes. That’s okay – maybe we’ll go out for breakfast, to the cafe in the village that stencils stars into the cappuccino froth. And Alex will exchange pleasantries with the couple at the next table and crack jokes with the waitress because he’s just that sort of guy, and over eggs Benedict and coffee we’ll plan our day, both knowing how lucky we are to have the small things.

My heart races in anticipation as I head down the stripped stairs to the door of the living room, dodging dust and dirt as I go. It is there that I pause; and it is there that both my heart and hope deflate. He is hunched up across the room, back against the sofa, in T-shirt and tracksuit bottoms like always, temporarily transfixed by blank space. His hair is messy, long and unattended to, because no one has been able to persuade him to a barber’s.

He has been awake a while: I can tell by the cereal bowl on the ageing carpet next to him, the dried-up dregs of his sugar-laden breakfast now clinging to its contours.

And then he turns to look at me, my handsome husband. But his face does not light up, and he doesn’t knock me over with his whole-face smile. He simply takes me in, and it is the neutrality of his expression that is once again unbearable. I swallow my tears, turn round and head back upstairs, disappointment complete for one more day.

I wash quickly, my customary beginning to each exhausting morning. The flow of our shower is weak, and the water sputters and spits. Still, today I’ve been organized for once – pressed my favourite polka-dot shirt and black skirt ahead of time. (This is more of an achievement than it sounds, since ironing comes about as high on my priority list these days as sorting my sock drawer or steam-cleaning my curtains.)

I’m trying to impress them at work – mainly because they’ve finally snapped and issued me with a verbal warning. Constantly teetering on the edge of being fired is something of a problem, so trying to look groomed and at least turning up on time seems like a reasonable way to begin trying to solve it.

From beyond the bedroom window, the sound of a tractor grinding along the back road leading out of the village instils me with urgency, reminds me that country life moves too slowly for me to be idle first thing in the morning. As swiftly as possible I blow-dry my hair, apply make-up and perfume, fasten jewellery.

Ready.

I make my own coffee these days. Back downstairs in the kitchen, I find a clean cereal bowl on the draining board and decant some muesli before opening the fridge for the four pints of milk I bought a couple of nights ago. But it is not there.

I frown. ‘Alex?’

Pause.

An eventual monotone. ‘Yep?’

‘Where’s the milk?’

Another pause. ‘Don’t know.’

‘Well, what did you have on your cereal?’

Longer pause.

‘Milk.’ What a stupid question, his tone implies.

I sigh, but it takes me less time to make breakfast at work than it does to play fifteen rounds of guessing games with Alex, so I open the cupboard to replace my empty bowl. And there is the milk, squatting quite audaciously between our his ’n’ hers Sydney Harbour BridgeClimb mugs, relics from our last-ever holiday.

I put my hand against the carton and it’s warm.

‘Brilliant, Alex. Well done.’

I would have said it under my breath if I’d known he was standing right behind me.

‘Well done for what?’ he asks, because I have, after all, just said his name.

‘Nothing,’ I tell him, wrenching the top off the milk and pouring it down the sink.

And the reality is, it is nothing. Or at least, it’s four pints of milk. It cost me a quid at the corner shop, and I can replace it within minutes. If I was to stop and think rationally, I would know that it’s a mistake anyone could have made – I could have made the same one myself, if I was knackered enough. But my instinct, of course, especially when I’m tired, is to always put it down to his brain.

Because I am tired – it’s the last day of a long week. I am exhausted, in need of coffee and fuel, and nervous about work.

In the end, it’s the little things that get to you. It’s the insults he levels at strangers that come out of nowhere. It’s our favourite joke in our favourite film, missed for the umpteenth time. It’s being handed black tea with the tea bag still in. It’s not holding hands any more, because – for reasons my compassion can’t comprehend – holding hands no longer feels natural to the man who’s been by my side for almost seven years. And yes – it’s the sour carton of milk on a Friday morning.

So when I say nothing, I mean something – but Alex is rarely up for wordplay, and especially not this early in the morning. So as the milk glugs from the upturned carton into the sink, he reaches out and tries to grab it. ‘Hey!’

It’s milk, and it’s sour, so instinctively I tighten my grip. For a couple of ridiculous seconds, we try to wrestle it from one another, before his strength wins out as it always does. The milk, predictably, is flung upwards with force. It lands in my hair, all over my shirt, my face, my skirt. Some of it goes up my nose. A lot of it goes in my eyes. I gasp, inhaling the foul smell, the sourness.

Momentarily blinded and short of breath, I grope for a tea towel and smear it across my face to clear my eyes. I’m furious: another avoidable fight, another avoidable mess. The milk carton is on its side at my feet, soaking into the soles of my tights. Stinking fluid is leaching across the concrete floor – the exposed innards of this cottage a constant reminder of our half-finished dream renovation project – snaking under the fridge and ancient kitchen units like something toxic. We might as well have just stuffed rotting mackerel into the wall cavity.

‘What the hell did you do that for?’

Alex’s hair may be long now – grown out like a surfer’s – but his temperament could not be less mellow.

‘Forget it,’ I tell him, quickly swallowing away my hurt and frustration. ‘I’ll clean this up.’

‘You’re an idiot, Molly,’ he says, wrenching open the back door and steaming out into the garden. ‘That was your fault.’

This makes me well up, and I know it is partly my fault – pretending each day when I open my eyes that the old Alex is back. That game can never be a fun one, and I’m always going to lose.

My chest is heaving, my eyes damp with frustration, but don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry echoes in my brain. I can’t show up at work with red eyes on top of everything else.

I see Alex pacing outside in the tangled undergrowth of our garden, so I take the opportunity to slip back upstairs, trying not to panic about the fact that I’m going to be late.

The sour stench in my nostrils is already unbearable. I bend down and roughly pull off my tights, discarding them in a sopping, stinking ball into the sink. Then I remove the rest of my clothes and climb back under the shower, where a frustrating dribble of lukewarm water makes a half-hearted attempt to dilute the milk in my hair. We’ve had the plumbing redone here, but for some reason the shower still carries no pressure, and Alex is no longer interested in being handy around the home. So property defects remain just that until I beg his brother for yet another favour.

A couple of tears escape, along with a thought that blindsides me where I stand, a pathetic picture as the shower sputters over my naked frame. It strikes me with such force that I virtually keel over.

I can’t live like this any more.

By the time I make it back downstairs, it is nine o’clock and I am supposed to be at my desk, conducting a telephone interview for this month’s lead feature on the magazine I work at.

Alex is in front of the TV once again, sports news on a rolling loop as it so often is. He is fixated these days with watching sports as opposed to partaking, and he hasn’t worked – or at least, held down a job – since his accident just over three years ago.

I hesitate before I speak. ‘Alex, could you please clear up the milk in the kitchen? I don’t have time.’

He shakes his head and tuts, like that is just about the most unreasonable thing anyone has ever said to him. ‘Why should I? You spilt it. It was your fault. I’m not clearing up your mess.’

My tears threaten to fall, but I push them back. ‘Please, Alex. If you don’t it’s going to smell terrible …’

His hair has flopped over his eyes; he pushes it back. ‘Is that supposed to be a joke?’

I exhale. ‘Of course not …’

‘You’re taking the piss?’

‘I just want you to clear it up so it doesn’t –’

‘I can’t smell it, can I?’ It is a challenge, an accusation.

Alex hasn’t been able to taste or smell anything since the accident, which is basically like having a permanent head cold. He can tell the difference between sweet and sour, and he knows when something’s spicy – which is why he’s always got a bottle of hot sauce appended to his palm – but we don’t go to restaurants any more, and he no longer shows any interest in cooking. Because he loved to cook and eat, before. That was part of his soul.

No wonder it gets him down.

I make a single, shallow breath. ‘I know you can’t. But –’

He is on his feet now. ‘You clear it up! You’re always doing this – leaving me jobs to do while you swan off to work! How do you think that makes me feel, Molly? Everything’s all right for you, at least you get to leave the house!’

‘You could leave the house! You could, but you don’t! You just need to try …’

‘Just go to work, Molly. Earn all that money, feel superior. Go on – go.’

He couldn’t make it any clearer, so that’s exactly what I do.

I arrive at work an hour late, a thick slick of sweat across my back. The air con no longer works in my car, I can’t afford to get it fixed, and the weather is stifling. The sprint up the stairs in my building doesn’t exactly help either.

As I enter the open-plan office at Spark (ironic, because I’ve never worked anywhere more depressing), I see him straight away. Sebastian, standing next to my desk, laughing about something with my colleagues. Then he spots me and his face slackens slightly, like the jaw of a dog before it goes in for the kill.

We’re facing one another in the meeting room (despite his efforts to convince us otherwise, Seb isn’t enough of a big shot yet to have an office he can call his own). It’s hot and airless because the windows are jammed shut from an ongoing lack of maintenance, and there is peeling paint and carpet tiles so scuffed they could no longer accurately be described as carpet. I am personally of the opinion that a public toilet would engender more creativity than this room.

‘So, Molly, why exactly are you an hour late?’

I am not about to confide in Seb, primarily because he’s a duplicitous snake.

‘There was an … incident at home.’

Seb leans back in his chair and throws me a sarcastic smile that tells me if I’m not about to be cooperative, then two can play at that game.

‘And the jeans?’

Paul, our CEO, hates his employees wearing jeans in the same way as most employers would hate them making out across desk partitions. He doesn’t normally work Fridays, being the sort of company director who sees four-day weekends as non-negotiable, but it would be just my luck today if he swanned back in because he’d forgotten his sunglasses.

As Paul’s right-hand man, Seb enforces his rules with a vigour that borders on sociopathic.

‘I couldn’t find anything else,’ I tell him. (Subtext – nothing else was clean.)

But he’s already moved on. ‘Your interview was at nine. There were three senior executives at a blue chip company ready and waiting to take your call.’

I nod. ‘I know. Look, I can call them back …’

Seb laughs like a cartoon villain. ‘Yes, okay, Molly. Because I’m sure they’re hanging around in their boardroom just waiting for you to dial in.’

The way he’s mocking me reminds me a bit of Alex, only Alex has a slightly better excuse for it than simply being a bell-end. I fantasize for a moment about the day I will quit this soul-destroying job and as part of my resignation speech run through my back catalogue of Sebastian’s various character defects in very slow and painstaking detail.

‘Dave stepped in, luckily for you,’ Seb informs me. ‘So what you need to do right now is go back to your desk, plug in your headphones and speak to that company in Brussels. Ten thirty.’

I work as a writer on a magazine that interviews companies from around the world, then charges them to publish PR pieces that make them look fantastic. We sit on a bank of desks, calling the companies, interviewing executives (in English, fortunately), writing the articles, filing them. Then we do it all over again.

The work is robotic and feels soulless, but I had to take the first job I could after Alex’s accident. I could no longer commute to London, where I was a copywriter at a large advertising agency. It was a job and a company I loved – the sort of place where people wore sandals and drank espresso, did the odd impromptu yoga pose on the stripped walnut floorboards. The decor was all exposed brickwork and exotic pot plants – some of which even bore miniature fruit that no one dared to eat – and (get this) there was even the luxury of climate-controlled air. We got free lattes, macchiatos and mochas, filtered water, snacks. And to top it all off they indulged our highly strung creative brains with a pool table and video games and mini trampolines, as well as a roof terrace with spectacular views of London. Plus the variety of shops, bars and restaurants on our doorstep was mind-boggling. It was the kind of creative haven that people like to mock, but I loved it.

I was desperate not to quit, but I could no longer justify the time away from Alex. So after three months of compassionate leave then six months of back and forth, with the company trying their best to be accommodating, I reluctantly resigned. I considered freelancing, but doing so from our ramshackle cottage or shelling out for office rental were not options, and we needed money fast. So I took the first job that came up in order to keep paying the bills (thank you, Seb). Which is why I’m now working at Spark, on an out-of-town industrial estate between a used-car dealership and a discount furniture warehouse, where we have only a furred-up kettle and undisclosed asbestos issues to keep us amused.

‘Oh, and Molly?’ Seb takes his final shot as I stand up to head back to my desk. ‘Consider this your second verbal warning. The next one we put in writing and the one after that …’ He spreads his hands and gives me a self-satisfied little shrug, like he’s just cheated at poker and stolen all my chips.

I swallow, think about Alex, and do my best to fold my face into a serene smile, though it probably looks more as if I’m passing wind.

There are about twenty of us in the main office, with all the staff writers sitting on a bank of desks, headphones in like we’re in a call centre (which I guess, in a way, we are). I inhale the scent of coffee I didn’t have time for this morning and realize I am craving it as I stare at my darkened computer screen, trying to remember where my notes are for the interview.

My deskmate, Dave, is a bit like the new Alex in that he doesn’t really go in for observing social etiquette, which is why he regularly ends up falling out with Seb. I suppose it’s because Dave’s spent most of his working life in a newsroom being a hack (until he was made redundant and had to take the next job that came along, which unfortunately for him was this). He’s constantly pushing his luck, turning up unshaven and in fabrics resembling denim. I suspect that if he was any less than brilliant at his job, Seb would have fired him by now. But he knows Dave’s his best writer: as an ex-journalist he’s a fantastic interviewer and can churn out articles at double the speed the rest of us can. He even knows shorthand, for God’s sake.

Dave’s been a complete marvel ever since I told him about Alex’s accident, making me laugh when I didn’t think I could, forcing me to eat when I had no energy left (he’s set an apple on my keyboard this morning, and I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve discovered a snack pack of nuts or raisins in my drawer, or a duo of doughnuts in my bag). He’s recently divorced – at the time it was messy but now he’s very much back on the dating scene and having the time of his life, quite frankly. My favourite part of my week is usually – weirdly enough – Monday morning, when he entertains me with tales of his single escapades from the weekend.

‘Everything all right?’

I nod gently. ‘Thanks for doing my interview.’

‘Oh, it was no bother. Actually, it was quite fun. I’m sure they suspected I knew sweet FA about them, but they couldn’t be quite sure.’ He pats himself on the back. ‘Journo skills.’

‘Getting up to speed within five minutes is definitely a skill,’ I agree.

‘I didn’t get up to speed at all – bluffed my way through the whole thing.’ He sighs in satisfaction. ‘I think I’ve earned my pittance this morning.’

‘Didn’t Seb give you my notes?’

‘Oh yes, he did. With about three minutes to spare. Can’t keep these chief execs waiting, can we?’

I smile. ‘Tell me you’ve got an exciting weekend planned.’

He shakes his head. ‘Tame by my standards.’

‘Just the one date, then?’

‘Actually, this weekend’s a date-free zone. Pub tonight, cinema with my nieces tomorrow, footie Sunday. Perfect.’

I smile and try not to envy Dave’s ordinary weekend, doing ordinary things. Then I feel Seb glaring at me and jump to attention. Working here is like constantly playing one of those wire-loop games, where if you lose concentration for one moment you live to regret it.

‘I’ve got to ring Brussels in exactly four minutes,’ I mumble, feeling a surge of panic as my computer finally fires up. What did the company say they want to focus on? Continuous improvement? Organic growth? ‘Where the hell are my notes?’ I mutter, flicking nervously through the file.

Dave slips his headphones back on. ‘Remember, Molly. If in doubt – bluff.’

I smile to myself as I start dialling Brussels. Dave’s a big reason I hang on here at all, and is thus partly responsible for the fact that Alex and I aren’t homeless and living in a box. Dave doesn’t do soppy, so I’ve never told him that, but sometimes I’ve felt as if he’s quite literally holding me back from the brink.

The brink of what, I’m not quite sure.

Dave’s meeting a friend for lunch, so I head alone to my favourite park, where I can sit and stare at the greenery and pretend to feel calm. The interview was actually quite interesting in the end, but at the same time it made me crave to be somewhere far away again with the Alex I used to know. Together, and anywhere but here.

I had no time to make lunch this morning, so I buy the cheapest cheese sandwich I can find, savouring every mouthful as I try to breathe out my stress. I feel a familiar stab of jealousy as couples walk past me arm in arm on their lunch breaks, laughing and chatting about ordinary things, living a totally ordinary life. The same life I used to live.

My phone rings then, and it’s Alex’s brother, Graeme.

Graeme was there on the night of the accident just over three years ago. Later, at the hospital, he told us what happened. Alex was staying with him for the weekend in London, where Graeme was renting a swanky flat from an acquaintance. Getting up in the night for a glass of water, Alex became disorientated in the dark and fell down half a staircase, hitting his head on the cast-iron coffee table at the foot of it. Graeme was at his side within seconds. I’ll never forget the hysterical phone call I received from him that night just after it happened, Alex unconscious beside him, the ambulance on the way. I jumped in my car, red-lined it all the way down the motorway to the hospital, stared wordlessly at Graeme’s colourless face as the news dripped in, torturously slow, like drops of blood from a badly stemmed wound. Coma. Life-changing injuries. Brain damage.

Since Alex’s accident, Graeme and I have become quite close – he’s been an absolute rock, possessing a can-do attitude I suspect is inextricably linked to the trauma of that night. (None of us blamed him, of course, but Graeme blamed himself. He’s told me as much – that because it happened while Alex was staying with him, he felt at fault somehow.) And now the Alex he had known for thirty years has been replaced by a stranger; all the memories and experiences they shared for ever altered, their colour and significance subtly changed. My seven years with Alex sometimes feels paltry in comparison.

‘Hey. So what’s the plan for later? I’m on a half-day.’

Graeme still lives in London but tries to visit as often as he can. It’s ironic, really, that he was in Norfolk for so many years, while we were in London – and now we’ve switched. Sometimes he stays with us when he visits, sometimes he gets a hotel. Occasionally, when Alex is in the right frame of mind, we head to London for a weekend and stay with Graeme instead, depending on where he’s living at the time. But all that ever really does is make me wish I was living in the capital again.

‘I forgot you were coming,’ I confess to Graeme. A sudden change in plans is a bigger deal to me and Alex than it would be to most people, since Alex’s equilibrium now depends on structure and routine. If I happen to be late home from work, or Graeme turns up unannounced, it makes him really agitated. And then his mind always leaps to the worst-case scenario: he won’t be able to eat what he wants, do the activities he wants, get enough sleep. And then he’ll feel ill, will miss seeing the boys on Tuesday, be ditched by his friends, have no mates for the rest of time, etc., etc. He has lost the ability for middle-ground thinking since the accident. Everything’s always black and white – either the best thing ever, or the worst-case scenario.

‘Oh.’ Graeme sounds a little deflated. ‘Were you doing something else?’

‘No, of course not,’ I say quickly, because the thought of Graeme coming for the weekend is quite a relief, actually, if we can get over the hump of Alex being thrown out of sync. Maybe I can use the time to catch up with Eve tomorrow, pop out for a coffee, perhaps even go for a run.

Graeme laughs lightly. ‘You can have other plans, Molly. It’s not a crime, you know.’

Unlikely: I start most weekends trying to convince Alex to come out and do something, to put his phone down, to eat something other than fast food (it’s easy and quick, and though he can’t taste it, gives him a satisfying salt-fat-sugar hit). But when Graeme comes up, we sometimes head out for dinner at the pub, or go for a walk, or do anything else that isn’t just sitting in front of the television. Though it takes some persuasion, Alex does still want to socialize, and it’s important for his recovery to keep doing all the things he did with his friends before (easier said than done, of course – he’s less confident than he used to be – but when we do manage to get out and about, more often than not Alex does benefit from catching up with people). Graeme being around generally rescues me from two days of listening to Alex informing me he’s bored as he flicks through the news channels, of fighting over the housework, of staring in despair at all the things that need doing to the house. God, Alex isn’t the only one who’s bored.

‘So, shall I come still?’ Graeme presses. ‘I can always get a hotel.’

‘No, don’t be silly. Stay with us. I’ll just text Alex to let him know.’

‘Great. See you later then.’

‘Actually,’ I say, ‘if you’re coming, I might nip into Eve’s after work.’ I normally like to get home to Alex as soon as possible – I’m acutely aware of him being home alone all day, bored out of his mind. But if Graeme’s there, it won’t matter tonight, and I want to make the most of the opportunity to socialize, worry-free.

‘Great. See you when I see you, then.’

‘Oh, Graeme? We had an argument this morning.’

‘You and Alex?’

I sigh, nod to nobody. ‘I asked him to clean up, but …’

‘I’m not even going to ask, but don’t worry, I’ll sort it.’ I picture Graeme’s sympathetic smile down the line. ‘Leave everything to me. Go out tonight, enjoy yourself.’

‘Thanks, Graeme. You’re a lifesaver.’
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Molly – present day

Eve’s place, as always, is rammed to the rafters with kids. Eve’s only got two herself – an eleven-year-old daughter and nine-year-old son – but she always seems to be cooking tea for swarms of their friends. At Eve’s, it’s always open house, which is great, because that includes me too. She’s my closest friend in Norfolk – when we met, we just clicked. She’s known Graeme and Alex since primary school and has lived in this village her entire life, only moving out of her mum’s house to set up home three doors down with Tom. She’s the most fulfilled person I know, which is why I’m always able to rely on her for a balanced perspective. Plus, having known Alex for a long time before the accident, she has some sense of what I’m going through, the profound change he’s undergone.

I find her in the large kitchen at the rear of her Victorian villa, one of my favourite places to be. The range cooker means it’s always warm, and there are two comfortable sofas looking out through floor-to-ceiling glass on to her perfect English garden. There are about eight kids crammed on to one of the sofas playing a video game in typically boisterous fashion. Eve is observing it all with a kind of glazed calm, cup of tea in hand, and the smell of a bubbling lasagne blooms from the oven. Her shirt sleeves are rolled up to the elbows, her hair’s gone a bit frizzy and she’s got a kids-related glow of exertion across her cheeks, but she looks so happy.

I exhale; already I am starting to relax. For the next couple of hours, at least, I know Eve will take care of everything. It feels good when people take care of me for a change.

‘How was work?’ Eve asks me, probably expecting me to say okay, given I’m smiling. But I’m smiling because I love being around the kids. Their happiness is infectious.

I shake my head. ‘Awful. I got a second verbal warning.’

Eve’s face drops. ‘For what?’

‘I was late. Me and Alex had a fight.’

‘About what?’ She comes and sits next to me, passes me a cup of tea and grabs my other hand.

I sip gratefully, shut my eyes. If I could just stay here, drinking tea with Eve, listening to the clamour of children …

‘Moll?’

I open my eyes again. ‘Spilt milk, would you believe it.’

That’s the thing about the way Alex is these days – normal daily gripes that would usually go unnoticed (or, at the very most, be registered then forgiven), all too often turn into something they shouldn’t. Because we both spend our lives exhausted, battling the constant challenge of it all, some days living on a virtual knife-edge. Explosions over trivialities are inevitable from time to time.

It came as a shock at first, his temper. I think we’d all convinced ourselves that he was angry in hospital and rehab because he was in hospital and rehab – that once we got home, everything would be okay. But of course it wasn’t. In fact, it ramped up as he adjusted to being home again, in familiar surroundings but feeling absolutely nothing like himself.

‘He left it out of the fridge, then couldn’t taste it had gone off, obviously, and then … oh God, never mind. I’m boring myself.’

‘You’re not boring me,’ Eve says reassuringly, squeezing my hand.

‘It wasn’t his fault,’ I sigh. ‘He was tired today, because he went out yesterday. You know what he’s like when he’s tired.’

‘Yep,’ Eve says, because she does: everything shuts down and Alex gets irritable, liable to make mistakes that frustrate him later. He does this – has days of burnout where he simply forgets to stop, which then has a knock-on effect for all the days that follow.

Perhaps if Alex had been someone else when I met him – someone less affectionate and tactile, someone less utterly romantic – then I wouldn’t have felt the weight of his personality change as heavily as I do now. Before, he was into flowers and holding hands and chocolates and romantic meals; yet now he more closely resembles my ex, the first boy I met at university – detached, allergic to PDAs, prone to long periods of inattention and a bit of a temper; the man I clung on to for too long to my own detriment.

It’s so hard to accept that my future now is destined to be a slightly repackaged version of my past. Eve would assure me that it’s not, but she never knew my ex – so she can’t fully understand that my new husband carries many of the same depressing personality hallmarks.

She tries to understand – and perhaps she does, better than anyone – but she still doesn’t know how it truly feels to have Alex almost look through me some days, as if he’s wondering who I am and why I am there. The spark in his green eyes, the connection between us, is gone. That unspoken something has left the room, and I know it will never return.

‘So where’s Alex now? Why don’t you stay for supper? Ask him to come round too, if you like, there’s plenty. I made heaps.’

I smile. ‘Alex and a room full of screaming children?’

Eve laughs. ‘Sorry. Forgot.’

‘We’re not screaming, Molly!’ Isla informs me in a high-pitched hyperactive giggle as she shoots past us to retrieve the biscuit tin from the counter.

‘Er, I don’t think so,’ Eve says swiftly. ‘Dinner’s in ten minutes.’

‘Mum, I’m starving!’

‘That’s why dinner’s in ten minutes,’ Eve replies firmly.

‘Where’s Alex?’ Isla asks me as she skates on the soles of her tights back over to her friends, knowing better than to argue with Eve about biscuits before dinner.

It breaks my heart, that note of nervousness in Isla’s voice that Alex might be about to show up and spoil her evening.

Alex used to be great with kids, and Isla and George absolutely adored him. He just had that way with them, a gift for making them squeal with delight, for talking to them, entertaining them. They’d usually be hanging off his legs for the entire duration of our visits here. Eve has explained everything to them, that Alex will never be quite the same since his accident. She even bought them a picture book to help them understand, but they still don’t, not fully. Isla asked me only the other day, ‘Why doesn’t Alex like me any more?’ and I had no idea how to answer her. What I wanted to say was that, some days, that’s exactly how I feel too.

‘He’s at home with Graeme,’ I tell her with a reassuring smile.

She beams back at me from the sofa, pleased. In much the same way as the man who now sometimes scares her, Isla is rarely able to hide how she feels. I swallow the lump in my throat.

‘She doesn’t mean –’ Eve begins softly as Isla turns her attention back to the video game.

‘I know,’ I say quickly. ‘It’s fine.’

Probably sensing the need to change the subject, Eve exhales and says, ‘So exactly what does a second verbal warning mean anyway?’ She stands up and heads back over to the oven, setting a garlic baguette inside it to warm.

‘It means I’m on borrowed time.’ I shake my head. ‘I need that job, Eve. I can’t risk being out of work.’ It is the thought that terrifies me most. Alex is highly unlikely to find work in the foreseeable future, so if I lose my job – especially if I’m fired – our main source of income aside from Alex’s meagre benefits is gone, just like that.

‘You should really try looking for something else, Moll,’ Eve suggests gently.

‘With a disciplinary record and an appalling reference?’ I ask her with a sigh of frustration. ‘I’m trapped there now.’

‘You’d just need to find an understanding employer …’

‘Employers don’t want people with baggage, Eve. Would you?’

‘Anything’s got to be better than working for Seb, surely?’

I shrug. ‘Awful as he is, at least Seb knows my situation – that I have to leave at five on the dot every night, that my head’s usually elsewhere …’

‘Why don’t you think about freelancing again? At least then you’d be in control of your own hours.’

‘And alone at home with Alex every day.’ I shoot her a resigned grimace. Not an option – we’d both be climbing the walls.

Eve falls silent and we lock eyes for a moment. We both know the conundrum of Molly and Alex is not one that can easily be solved.

‘Well, at least Graeme’s up for the weekend,’ Eve says brightly, reaching over for a stack of melamine kids’ plates from the cupboard. ‘You’ll get a bit of a break. Stay for supper, Moll. Maybe Alex will have calmed down by the time you get back.’

‘Oh, he’ll be fine by now.’ And the frustrating reality is that he will: our fight will be long-forgotten when I get in tonight. Arguments are dismissed these days as quickly as they are started, which isn’t always easy to accept when you’ve been on the receiving end of his rage.

The timer on the worktop goes off. Isla glances up hopefully from her video game.

‘But you’ll stay?’ Eve asks me.

I glance down to check my phone, the lock screen still my favourite monochrome photograph from mine and Alex’s wedding day. The two of us running hand in hand away from the camera down a tree-lined path, laughing uncontrollably.

There’s no further communication from Graeme, so I’m guessing everything’s okay.

I smile and nod. ‘Yes, I will. Thanks, Eve.’

Right on cue, we hear the front door slam – Eve’s husband, Tom, home from work. A few moments later he appears, drops his bag on the floor and ambles over to his wife for a hug. He looks almost as exhausted as I feel. Isla squeals and runs over to him for her own cuddle, George right behind her.

‘Hey, Moll,’ he says to me, squatting down to let Isla clamber on to his back while he lifts George up, a familiar routine. The two children giggle and brush noses over his shoulder as he kisses them hello.

‘Hi, Tom.’ I smile, trying not to envy this picture of familial bliss: the bliss I always assumed Alex and I would get to experience for ourselves.

I catch Eve’s eye without meaning to. She knows Alex and I were trying, in the months before his accident. It just didn’t happen for us in time, and to this day I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing. On the one hand, our unborn children have been protected from everything that’s happened and everything that’s to come. On the other, we might well have missed our only chance, because any talk of starting a family with Alex is on hold now – not to mention the fact we’re barely intimate enough to be in with a shot, were we even to decide to go for it.

There’s no physical or medical reason why we can’t have children. The huge impediments, for me, are entirely emotional.

‘Good day? You’re just on time, sweetheart. Right, kiddiewinks!’ Eve claps her hands, removes the food from the oven and divides it between the plates without so much as blinking. Tom stirs into action too, sorting hand-washing, orange squash, paper napkins. I simply stand there observing, like a useless maiden aunt pressing her nose up against the glass, desperate to be let in.
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Alex – 18 December 2010

It’s less than a week before Christmas, and Graeme’s visiting me in London for what’s meant to be my final farewell to the city. I’m moving back to Norfolk in February, to help look after our dad, who’s ill. I’ve got a job offer in Norwich, someone lined up to take over the tenancy on my flat and a reassuring series of welcome-back benders lined up with Graeme and all my friends at home.

I’m with Graeme in Soho. Well, I say with. I’ve been sitting solo at our (highly coveted) table for about twenty minutes now while Graeme stands motionless in the crowd at the bar waiting to get served. Quite honestly, it’s not my sort of place – there are too many backlit water features and hip young kids slapping brightly coloured cocktails and bottles of champagne on to their credit cards. At heart I’m a country boy – I prefer pies and pints to cocktails and canapés, country lanes to city streets, fields to gated parks with byelaws. But Graeme wanted to check this place out, and as everybody never tires of telling us, we’re like chalk and cheese, even though we’re twins.

Just as I think I might have to pop down the road for a swift half while I’m waiting, I see Graeme dip his head next to a beautiful long-limbed, dark-haired girl. She has impressively tanned skin for the time of year, and is wearing a playsuit in pink chiffon with a grey leather jacket and heels. Exactly his type. My brother looks particularly sharp himself tonight, in his favourite black shirt and grey trousers. Graeme, unlike me, is what you might call smooth.

Possessing a confidence and charm I consider myself to lack entirely, Graeme has had no shortage of women to help him forget the fact he’s been single for about six months. Objectively speaking, his success rate is pretty impressive, and as I watch the girl throw her head back and laugh at something he’s said, I have no doubt he’s already got plans to end the night in the same way he usually does. Which means I’ll end the night in the same way I usually do too – watching the sports channel with my headphones on, volume up high, not daring to venture from my bedroom.

Graeme’s flirtatiousness around women was one of the reasons he was ditched by his ex, Rhiannon, who today called him for the fifth time this week to insist he return all the stuff she left in his flat – though I suspect really she’s trying to catch him in the act with one of these beautiful women who seem to constantly crop up with him on social media since they went their separate ways.

Graeme carries on chatting to the dark-haired girl for about five minutes while I carry on flicking through my phone, occasionally glancing up to see if he’s made his move yet. At one point he has his hand on the small of her back – classic Graeme – but the next time I look up I catch him disappearing through the front door, talking angrily and gesticulating into his phone.

They’ve got their drinks at this point but the girl’s been left stranded at the edge of the bar, looking a bit embarrassed. She’s clearly here with friends – her tray is holding three cocktails – but she’s also been left in charge of my pint and Graeme’s Pisco Sour, and she’s evidently not sure what to do. Stay or go?

Moments later, I am at her side. ‘Um, excuse me …’

‘I thought you’d abandoned me!’ She breaks into a smile, then meets my eye and hesitates.

‘I’m his brother,’ I say quickly, smiling at her and simultaneously registering the sweet scent of her perfume, her glossy hair, her hazel eyes. She is undeniably beautiful. ‘I’m who the pint’s for.’

She covers her mouth. ‘Oh my God. I’m so sorry. That’s embarrassing.’

‘We look quite similar,’ I reassure her.

‘You have the same face.’

‘Well …’ I say, with a loose shrug and a smile, ‘twins.’

‘Of course.’ Then her eyes catch mine and widen. ‘Oh God, please ignore me! What a stupid thing to say.’

‘So,’ I say, clearing my throat, because I really am quite terrible at chatting to beautiful women, ‘where’s he gone, my errant twin?’

‘He had to take a phone call.’

‘I can take our drinks if you want to …’ I nod at her own tray of drinks, not wanting her to feel obliged to keep me company. Nothing worse than someone hanging out with you because they think they should.

Looking slightly crestfallen, she smiles sadly. ‘Oh, right. Well, thanks. It was nice to meet you …’

‘Alex,’ I supply quickly. ‘Alex Frazer.’

‘Molly Meadows,’ she says, probably just to be polite.

‘Sorry,’ I say then, feeling like I’ve been really unkind – both to her and my brother. ‘You can wait for him if you like.’

‘Er, no,’ she says awkwardly. ‘That’s okay.’

Subliminally, she seems to understand exactly what I didn’t really intend to imply: don’t waste your time on my brother. I feel my cheeks heat up and look at the floor. Finally, she moves off, so I head back to our table, long-since swooped on by a group of lads. I end up standing awkwardly at the foot of the staircase, waiting – as always, it seems – for Graeme.

Eventually, he finds me staring dejectedly into my half-finished pint, his untouched Pisco Sour on the ledge next to my shoulder. ‘Hey,’ he says breathlessly, ‘what happened to our table?’

‘I had to go to the loo,’ I lie smoothly, without really meaning to.

‘Bloody hell. What about the girl?’

You mean Molly? ‘You left her waiting for, like, twenty minutes, while you were on the phone to your ex,’ I say incredulously, feeling slightly riled on Molly’s behalf. Or maybe I’m just a bit sick of him abandoning me all the time for one girl or another.

Graeme shrugs smugly, like he can normally rely on his good looks to override his shoddy behaviour.

‘You’re such a tosser,’ I inform him, lifting my pint to my lips and taking a long draw from it.

‘Sucker more like,’ he harrumphs. ‘I paid for her drinks.’

‘Well, here’s a tip then – don’t leave her waiting at the bar like a lemon.’

Graeme snorts. ‘Er, sorry, but when was the last time you even spoke to a girl, let alone chatted one up, Alex? You’ll forgive me if I don’t take any dating tips from you.’

‘Yeah, yeah, all right,’ I grumble at him, because although I know he’s joking, I’ve heard all this goading about me not being confident enough around women before, and to be honest it’s quite annoying.

‘I’m serious, mate! I worry about you. It’s not natural, going that long without a shag.’

I think but don’t say that the way Graeme approaches his love life is hardly normal either. Never mind that it’s only been eight months that I’ve been shag-free, not eight sodding years.

‘We’re going to find you a girl tonight, Golden Boy,’ he says, surveying the room. ‘I am going to Sort You Out, once and for all.’

‘You’re all right, thanks,’ I mutter. It annoys me, his nickname for me, a reference to his longstanding idea that I was always our dad’s favourite son.

‘You want to go somewhere else, don’t you?’ he says with an eye roll, misinterpreting my reluctance for disapproval of his choice of bar. ‘Fine – but so long as it’s not back to yours. It’s nearly bloody Christmas. The most romantic time of the year.’

As I wonder if it’s really possible that Graeme can have forgotten about Molly already, I consider asking him precisely what he thinks he knows about romance, but then his phone rings. It’s Rhiannon again, and once more he gets to his feet. Knowing them as I do, they’ll probably be hooking up again before the weekend’s out. They’ve been doing this strange little dance of combining post-split rows with passionate make-up sex for a while now, and I don’t see why this time should be any different.

In the end we decide to stay put, and I head to the toilets twenty minutes or so later while Graeme’s fetching in more drinks.

As I’m exiting the gents’ I run into Molly exiting the ladies’. She smiles uncertainly at me for a moment.

‘I’m the nice one,’ I say quickly, as a joke.

Her smile spreads, and she shakes her head. ‘Again – sorry. You have better hair,’ she adds, like she wants to make up for her error.

‘Ha. Thanks,’ I say. If she’s examining my appearance then it’s quite a good job that Graeme and I are just emerging from a particularly dedicated period of pre-Christmas gym attendance. He trains in Norfolk and I train in London, then whenever we get together we have one of those sad little ego competitions to see who’s fitter.

‘Does that ever get confusing?’ she asks me. ‘The twin thing?’

I laugh. ‘Not for me.’

Molly’s eyes widen with embarrassment. ‘Sorry, I have no idea what I’m talking about! Again.’

I expect her to smile and walk away at that point but she doesn’t. ‘Well,’ she says, lingering on the word without moving.

I realize it’s my turn to say something. It always handicaps me slightly, Graeme telling me how awkward I am around girls, because his opinion usually comes to mind at just the point I’m trying to talk to one.

Molly smoothly saves it. ‘So, how’s it going?’ she asks me. ‘Boys’ night?’

‘Well, it would be okay if Graeme wasn’t constantly on the phone to his …’ I trail off at the last moment.

‘Dealer?’ she jokes.

I shrug with a what-can-you-do smile. ‘I’ve tried telling him.’

‘What is it with –’ she starts, then stops herself.

‘With …?’ I prompt her.

She shakes her head, smiles apologetically. ‘Never mind. You’re brothers.’

‘If it helps, it was his ex on the phone,’ I tell her sheepishly, before realizing I’ve probably just made things worse. I scrabble to clarify. ‘Not … I mean, he’s not currently with …’

‘Guys in bars,’ she says then, finishing her original sentence, admonishing herself with a tut. ‘What did I expect, really?’

‘I’m a guy in a bar,’ I say, wide-eyed, ‘and I promise I’m nice.’

‘Not to be cynical,’ she says, though she’s still smiling, ‘but it’s normally the ones who assure you they’re nice that really aren’t.’

‘Actually, I’m pretty sure this is a moot point anyway,’ I tell her then. ‘Since this isn’t technically a bar.’

She smiles, glances around the little toilet-lobby we’ve found ourselves in. ‘Mmm. More like a substandard cloakroom.’

‘So how about you?’ I say. ‘Girls’ night?’

‘Well, it was until our table was hijacked.’

‘Sounds painful.’

She grimaces. ‘You don’t even know. Some lads from the VIP area thought it would be fun to persuade us into drinking games.’

‘Can I take it they’re not actual VIPs?’

She smiles. ‘They’re no A-listers playing truth or dare over there, let me tell you.’

‘Could be fun?’ I suggest.

‘I’m a lightweight,’ she confesses, ‘and they’ve already got blue tongues.’

I wince a little. ‘Ouch.’

‘They kept trying to make me join in, so I ran to the loos.’ She laughs. ‘Oh, I am so pathetic.’

‘I can keep you company if you like.’

She hesitates for a moment, upon which I smile. ‘You’re still thinking about me being a guy in a bar, aren’t you?’

She laughs. ‘Sorry.’

‘What can I say to convince you?’

‘All right,’ she says, like I’ve thrown down some kind of personality gauntlet. ‘Give me your best chat-up line.’

I hesitate, struck dumb for a moment by my distinct lack of talent for seducing girls, especially ones I’ve only just met. So I decide to come clean. ‘I literally have nothing. Sorry. I don’t normally –’

She smiles like I’ve just delivered the most winning line she’s ever heard. ‘Wow. Okay. You passed.’ Then she looks right into my eyes.

As I look right back into hers I think of my brother waiting for me out in the bar and feel a twinge of guilt. ‘You see,’ I say softly, ‘I don’t really do the whole chat-up thing.’

‘That’s good,’ she whispers, ‘because neither do I.’

At this point the door leading back into the main bar swings open behind us. It’s not (thankfully) Molly’s friends or Graeme, but it does inject an imaginary sense of urgency into the air.

As Molly shoots me a wide-eyed look that I choose to interpret as a plea for chivalrous assistance, I think of Graeme taunting me, always berating me for not being forward enough with girls. ‘Well then,’ I say, tilting my head to the left of us, where a fire exit door is slightly ajar.

She looks at the door, then back at me, then grins. ‘We can’t – can we?’

‘It’s me or the VIP drinking games, I’m afraid.’

She pretends to sigh, then grabs my hand. ‘Well, if I’m going down, you’re coming with me.’

It’s the sort of joke Graeme would be unable to resist making some crass guffawing remark about – and my ability to let it slide is how I am temporarily able to justify sneaking out of a bar hand in hand with the girl he saw first.

We quickly find a far less pretentious place where Molly insists on buying the Long Island Iced Teas before we squeeze into a dimly lit corner together. Around us the music is oozing, grinding, which makes me want to shuffle closer to her, but I resist. Play it cool, Alex, you nerd. I can just hear Graeme saying it.

‘You’re sure your brother won’t mind being ditched? What’s his name again?’ Molly’s sipping on her straw, long hair draped over one olive-toned shoulder in a loose ponytail.

‘Graeme.’

‘Graeme won’t mind? Really?’

‘He’s done it to me plenty of times before,’ I assure her. And he has, especially after splitting with Rhiannon – always texting me to say he’s met a girl and will see me back at the flat. Which is precisely the text I’ve just sent him (my first one ever, I
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