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Praise for One Little Lie


‘A big tangled mess of lies that I couldn’t put down… Wild and brilliantly written, I loved it’

VOGUE WILLIAMS

‘A must for your book club. Provocative, emotionally challenging and everyone will have an opinion - guaranteed’

IMOGEN CLARK

‘Despicable, controversial and peep-through-your-fingers compelling. A marmite must-read for book clubs’

RACHEL SARGEANT

‘This beautifully written story about how one impulsive lie can spiral into catastrophic consequences will stay with me for a long time. Does one bad choice really make you a bad person?’

LOUISE JENSEN

‘[One Little Lie] is so well researched and plays with the dark and light of lies and trust in a way that made me try to understand Sarah’s behaviour, veering from sympathy to disgust. Fabulous read’

JACQUELINE WARD

‘Dark, original, thought-provoking and utterly compelling’

LOUISE BEECH

‘An intense read with a plot that spirals towards disaster, One Little Lie is deeply provocative, often painful, and sure to get conversations flowing. I couldn’t look away even when I was screaming in frustration at each dangerous choice that Sarah, the central character, made’

LUCY ASHE

‘One Little Lie ties together the urgent and mundane with expert precision. Just when you are lulled by the familiarity of a scene, you’re hit with another jolt of the dark and unexpected. You won’t want to put it down’

GEMMA HARTLEY

‘A taut, emotional read guaranteed to provoke heated debate about what women do, and do not want from domestic life and marriage. This thought-provoking book asks questions about gender roles and where responsibility lies. I raced through it, and the questions it poses have stayed with me well beyond closing the final page’

CLOVER STROUD

‘This novel articulates something many people feel but rarely say out loud: how easy it is to lose yourself in the care of everyone else. Provocative, powerful and impossible not to talk about afterwards’

CELIA SILVANI
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To my family

Who can all leave a kitchen spotless

(And occasionally do)






Prologue

The house was hollow. Empty. Still. Devoid of all the people that I loved. I sat there in the gloom, the hall steeped in my memories. If I closed my eyes, I could see Ryan as a toddler in his favourite shorts, struggling to tie his shoelaces, and Olly banished to the naughty step, singing loudly with his head tipped back, his heels banging on the wooden floor, totally unfazed by it all. And James arriving home with flowers on Mother’s Day, his arms filled with a bouquet of pink hyacinths, the blooms a mass of coloured stars.

Outside the sun was dying. A single piece of Sellotape came suddenly unstuck, pulling at a small patch of beige paintwork as it detached from the hallway wall. The ‘Congratulations’ banner collapsed until it was hanging by the final ‘s’, the remainder of the letters twisting as they fell, and trailing down towards the wooden floor. It sounded like a moth hitting a lightbulb. The softest clunk. A sickening thud of singeing wings.

Inside the empty kitchen, a large bouquet of roses wrapped in tissue and clear cellophane was propped inside a water jug, and left out on the clean table. Below the blooms of crimson petals was a spread of cards in brightly coloured envelopes, all with ‘Mum’ or ‘Sarah’ written on the front, in handwriting that I recognised. I edged a nail into a gap and forced the gummed paper apart to rip open the card from James. ‘You’ve always been a star to me and both our boys,’ James had written in his familiar scrawl.

The words felt like a stomach punch. I pulled one hand towards my heart, pressed the other hand firmly on top, as if trying to staunch a fatal bleed. An injury no one could see. My heart pounded at frantic speed, as I ripped open the remaining cards.

‘I love you, Mum.’

‘We all love you.’

I sank into a chair and placed my head flat on the table, felt the sparkling clean and bleached surface press up against my pounding skull. I closed my eyes.

‘I love you too,’ I said out loud to all of them.

But there was no one there to hear me.





PART ONE The Two-Week Wait
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James left me in the morning with a pile of dirty washing and a kiss. The kiss was a hardly a kiss at all. No press of lips. No eyes that sparked. Instead, he pecked me on the forehead as if I were a child.

It hadn’t always been like this. In the years after the boys were born, I would wait inside the open door and watch my husband cross the street as he walked away in the direction of the tube and his office somewhere in the city. I can still conjure his disappearing form, his thick dark hair, razored to form a straight and steady line in the soft hollow where neck meets skull. My own dependable horizon. At the corner he would pause and turn and wave goodbye and I would wave goodbye and press my hands over the ribs that housed my heart and later he would call me just to tell me that he missed me. But that was years and years before. His hair was now streaked concrete grey, not glossy black, and instead of waving in the mornings he would leave me in the kitchen with a heap of dirty laundry and a kiss. A kiss that honestly did not deserve its name.

I glanced around the kitchen at the chaos. Strewn along the worktop above the open dishwasher there were random plates and dirty bowls. Glasses nursed abandoned drinks and hardened crusts from late-night snacks were spread across the cutting board beside an open pack of butter, the golden shape collapsing in the morning warmth. A solitary coffee cup had been forgotten by the kettle, its sides smeared with pink lip gloss, and I wondered why I’d ever let my eldest son move his girlfriend Bo into his bedroom.

Picking up the coffee cup I sighed and began to load the empty dishwasher. I wanted to make breakfast, but the pile of dirty laundry was distracting. I tried to pretend that the shirts didn’t exist, but every time I went to walk across the room my toes got caught on empty sleeves, absent limbs clutching at mine. I kicked the pile, kicked it hard until the clothes were all shoved up against the wall and out my way.

To this day I’m not exactly sure how it all happened. How I woke up with a man who hardly spoke to me and more children than I gave birth to, all grown up but still living inside a house that felt too small. That had never been the plan. It wasn’t what I’d signed up for. It wasn’t what I’d dreamed of.

If I try to imagine all of the things I would have wanted then, I can’t conjure what I might have said. Would I have asked for some new bath salts or a novel that I wouldn’t find the time to read, or those delicious little chocolates wrapped in twists of shiny paper? But none of that stuff matters now because the thing that I most hoped for was for life to monumentally change, and in the end, I got exactly that. A different life. A massive change.

What a stupid, stupid thing for me to wish for.



Kicking the front door closed behind me, I paused. The house was still and quiet, hushed. Perhaps another premonition of the future I’d create shortly. But I had no idea in that moment of what was to come, and so the silence felt like some great gift. A shard of peace amongst the usual noisy chaos of my life. It was the day before my birthday and I remember that it felt joyful, the absence of sound. No bickering or loud music, no running showers or shouting or the constant slamming of the fridge. No annoying drone of TikTok reels on repeat. I was overjoyed. And so naïve. The things that I would give right now just to have a full and noisy house, to have a fraction of that chaos back. Being all alone is only joyful when you’re not lonely. I know that now.

I sat down in the cool hallway, eased my sandals off, kneaded firmly at the fallen arches of my feet and loudly exhaled. My family would be back soon which made that rare moment of calm feel like something truly precious. Pacing the house, the unfamiliar oddity of unfilled time was almost stultifying as I moved from messy room to messy room.

I fought the urge to start cleaning and finally settled on a bath. It was just hours from my birthday, and I felt like I deserved it. The tap squeaked, and the water spat, then gushed, filling the tiny room up with a reassuring, gentle roar. Sitting on the bath edge, my generous thighs spread out over the narrow lip, my feet on the bald bathmat which was emitting the slight funk of constant damp. As I waited for the cold water to eventually run hot, I moved to absently pick clothes up off the floor and from around the empty wash basket; discarded pants, inverted socks, and T-shirts turned inside out. I still found it amazing that the boys I’d raised could shoot a basketball into a hoop from miles away but couldn’t drop some dirty clothes into a large container placed directly at their feet.

Unpeeling my own clothes, my hand brushed something solid, something strange. For a second, I wasn’t entirely sure what I had felt. My heart faltered. My breath grew barbed and caught somewhere inside my lungs. I must have looked ridiculous, my blouse stuck halfway over my head, like a cat recovering from surgery trying to escape the awkward plastic cone. I wrestled with the shirt buttons and tried to recollect exactly how to breathe. How a person made their lungs expand and then contract, repeatedly. Naked, standing on the damp bathmat, I pressed the pads of my fingers against my drooping breast. And there it was. A lump. The size of a small frozen pea embedded deep beneath the skin. Solid, smooth, and hard.

‘It’s just a lump, a normal lump. Women find lumps all the time,’ I told myself, my heartbeat racing. Frenzied. Fast. ‘It’s probably absolutely nothing,’ I repeated in a panicked mantra. But I couldn’t help thinking about my mum, about the cancer cells that started in her ovaries, cells that crept and spread and crept and spread, until she was more cancer than my mother.

Oh God, I thought, whilst staring in the clouded bathroom mirror. What if this is finally it? The beginning of the end for me.

And my fears were right. It really was.

Although it wasn’t quite the ending I’d imagined.



I pretended that the lump didn’t exist, at least for the duration of my birthday. I hoped that it would go away. Some things are better off ignored, I told myself. But the lump’s presence was quietly haunting. Arriving at the Day Centre for work I was greeted with a huge arch of balloons tied up with parcel string and a fat hand-painted ‘Happy Birthday Sarah!’ sign, the brushstrokes broad and clumsy.

‘Surprise!’ my colleagues cried, as I walked into the dining room, heading towards the staff room with my handbag tucked beneath one arm.

I stopped. Stood still.

Everyone I worked with, as well as all the older people who attended on a Wednesday, wore brightly coloured party hats; tight wraps of sugar paper stuck with lumpy smears of Pritt stick, like little upside-down Cornetto cones. On a table, there was a slightly slanted birthday cake, a vanilla sponge piled high with juicy strawberries and, beside it, a stack of birthday cards.

I remember feeling overwhelmed. I pressed my hand across my chest as the whole room sang. Casey fumbled with a lighter, then walked the cake towards me with her arms outstretched. She winked as she grew close. The strawberries smelled of the bathroom after Bo showered. I watched the candles flickering as I waited for the song to end and tried my hardest not to think about my evening. James would likely be home late again. Ryan would be playing on his PlayStation, smoking weed out of his window, and Bo and Olly would have commandeered the living room. My evening would be just the same as all my other evenings.

After the clapping and the cheering and the sharing of the cake out onto flimsy paper plates, I went to sit with Donna at the craft table. Donna was my favourite, although I tried my hardest not to let the others know. At eighty-nine she still loved clothes, ensuring that her outfits always matched and that the colours of her many different cardigans co-ordinated with the jewellery she wore. That day the string of beads around her neck were cornflower blue, the individual beads like eggs, her skirt a deep, rich navy. She squeezed my hand, then reached into the basket of her walker, pushing a card across the table past the little piles of mosaic tiles and plastic pots of pre-mixed grout.

‘Happy Birthday, Sarah,’ she said, smiling.

The writing on the envelope was as thin as thread, the lines precarious and rickety. Inside the card she’d written in her jolting hand, ‘Thank you for absolutely everything you do. You make my weekdays joyful. It’s hard to find the words to tell you just how wonderful you are.’ I rubbed the thin skin of my eyelids.

‘You’re much too kind,’ I said, shaking my head and collecting up the cool flesh of her bone-spurred hand.

‘It’s not kindness. It’s just the truth,’ she said briskly. ‘I believe that we should tell things as they truly are.’ She placed a hand on top of mine, giving it a gentle pat.

At the time I didn’t really hear her words, didn’t realise they were words that I should take note of, should live by. After all, our truths are all we have. All that any of us really have.



I left work late that evening and walked towards the bus stop. As the light began to quickly fade, the colours became flat and dull. Above my head a cloud had formed, a thunderstorm, a darkness, and my sweat-drenched clothes were cooling faster than the air. I shuddered and took out my phone.

‘How’s the birthday going?’ Nel asked me, her voice upbeat.

But I couldn’t think of any words.

‘Nel?’ I said instead, the word wobbling.

My voice sounded too distant, far away, as if it wasn’t really mine. It was hard to hear myself these days, over the new-found fear which made a constant fizzing sound inside my head, like the static from a radio.

‘What’s wrong? Are you okay?’ Nel asked.

Across the road, a woman gripped a toddler’s hand. He was writhing, trying to free himself. He veered towards the traffic as she held on tight.

‘I’m not sure what to do,’ I said, as the woman yanked the child back, away from all the speeding cars.

There was a pause as I attempted to put my worry into words. Tightness was building in my throat and when I spoke again my voice was strained, the sound muffled and strangled.

‘I’ve found something,’ I finally said, ‘I’m not sure what I’m meant to do.’

And then, I told my oldest friend.

I’d found a lump.




The next morning, I woke before the others and crept as quietly as possible downstairs. I poured myself a glass of water at the cluttered sink. The night before, my family had all told me that because it was my birthday, I didn’t need to touch a thing, but they hadn’t touched things either. There were bowls clotted with Coco Pops, an abandoned empty milk carton and numerous plates piled into a tower, the food they’d failed to scrape into the bin squashed between ceramic layers. I shivered in the morning air. My pyjamas still felt damp, the remnants of hormonal sweats, and I smelled strongly of vinegar and yeast. A perfect storm of morning mess and frazzled mind.

I probably should have left things as they were but the thought of coming home to even more domestic chaos was almost overwhelming. It was easier to do the thing I usually did and just clean up, so I started off another day fishing dishes out of the cold water, my skin wrinkling and creasing in the tepid greasy scum. The washing conjured silent rage, which grew with every dish I cleaned, until I found that I was slamming drawers and clinking plates, loudly banging all the cupboards closed. It didn’t seem too much to want my family to acknowledge all the work I did and to occasionally say thank you, but despite the noise no one appeared.

I got to work at least an hour early and headed to the only quiet café, the one beside the zebra crossing with the temperamental traffic lights. The place served mediocre coffee from an old machine, and it smelled of bitter beans; the coffee always singed. I sat down at a table with a cup of acrid decaf and a muffin stained with blueberries. The walls were painted deep maroon and displayed a breadth of pictures, badly framed, the work of local artists on rotation. The pictures when I visited that day were watercolour paintings of nearby landmarks (the gold-domed mosque, the post office, the 1920s cinema with its charismatic blocky font) and local houses when the trees that lined the streets were thick with spring blossom. The prices made me laugh out loud, each picture costing more than my week’s wages, and I recall thinking that I could have done a better job, if only I’d had time.

I’d promised Nel I’d ring first thing to make an appointment with a doctor and after a night crammed full of nightmares of my dying mum, I couldn’t put off calling any longer. I dialled the number eleven times before I made the telephone queue and was put on hold in seventh place. The receptionist finally answered, her voice thick with disinterest.

‘Face-to-face or telephone?’ she barked. ‘And what exactly is the problem?’

I’m pretty sure I stuttered, struggling with the words to tell her of the terrifying thing I’d found but when I did her tone changed.

‘Can you come today?’ she asked, the potential seriousness of the situation granting me rare access to an appointment that same day. Her kindness was unusual and if I’m honest I quite liked it. The attention. The sincere concern.

‘I have to go to work right now,’ I stammered, fiddling with the grease-stained empty muffin case, but she told me that they had some later slots on hold, especially for emergencies like this and asked if I could get to her by six.



The details of the doctor’s appointment are a chaotic mix of blurry mess and pin-prick sharp. I can’t remember what the room was like, or what the duty doctor wore. But I can still recall her mousy face and mousy hair and the fact she didn’t look much older than my sons. I remember wondering about her home, if she rode a bicycle to work or travelled by tube, if she had a partner or a pet or suffered from bad allergies. Her desk was neat and organised, and I suspected that she threw all the spices out her cupboards and the condiments from out her fridge before they’d passed their use-by date. It’s strange, the details that you fixate on when your mind is grim with worry.

I’ve never felt as naked as I did whilst sitting in that room with my trousers on, top and bra discarded on a chair. I shivered from the cold or was it simply that I felt exposed? Too vulnerable. Too human with my breasts on show.

The young doctor requested that I press my hands onto my hips and that I hold out my arms like chicken wings. I felt ridiculous, but I did exactly what she asked and when I looked down at my sagging breasts, I saw the marks that stretched like silvered lightning strikes or the feathered frost that creeps across my window on cold mornings in the winter.

‘Hmmm,’ she said, her face furrowed in concentration as she felt. ‘Well, you’re right, there is a lump right here, although the edges are distinct and well defined, which gives me less cause for concern than a lump with jagged edges.’ I knew the words were meant to reassure me, but the doctor frowned as she was speaking and the knot inside my stomach failed to loosen. ‘I’ve also read your notes, and given that you have a family history…’ Her speech tapered to silence as she carried on pressing my chest, palpating the small lump with the cold pads of her fingertips. I shivered, goosebumps rising. ‘I think it would be best if we refer you to the hospital. That way we’ll know exactly what we’re dealing with.’ She gestured at my pile of clothes, indicating that I should get dressed, and began to briskly rearrange a pile of tidy papers on her desk, before she started typing. ‘So, I’ve made you a referral on the urgent two-week pathway,’ she said, still staring at her computer monitor. ‘You’ll hear directly from the hospital, and in the meantime try not to lose sleep. In my experience, these things are often nothing of significance.’

The doctor looked so young right then that I couldn’t help but wonder just how much experience she really had. Her words lacked reassurance as I watched her face. I knew instinctively that she was wrong. The lump was of significance and it had the power to change my life in striking, monumental ways.



When I finally made it home, I found Nel waiting on the doorstep holding a bottle of red wine. The evening light was sultry pink as the sun began to sink behind the row of terraced houses.

‘It’s for me,’ she said, following my gaze.

‘Aren’t you supposed to bring something for me? And you do know that we have wine here?’

‘Well, you hardly ever drink, and I don’t particularly trust Plank’s judgement when it comes to buying wine.’

Plank was the name she’d given James almost thirty years ago when I first met him in a London bar. Nel used to joke that despite his handsome looks, his maths degree and solid job as an accountant, when it came to anything emotional, he acted like a plank of wood. ‘Plenty more plank-ton in the sea,’ she’d say and despite myself, I’d start to laugh. In retrospect, I think that she was nervous, not wanting any man to infiltrate our friendship and to change the way things were between the two of us. Nel and I had been inseparable since starting secondary school, and we’d attended the same art college. No one knew me better than she did. But nothing ever stays the same, and besides, back then, I loved him more than anything. Even more than Nel.

She pressed a lipsticked kiss into my cheek and then shimmied herself past me. Her perfume lingered in the hall as she headed to the kitchen. She smelled of cloves and firewood, of whisky and patchouli. As I closed the door, I raised a hand to wave hello to a neighbour who was dragging her recycling out, wrestling with the giant bin. The bin’s wheels kept catching on uneven paving slabs and the woman didn’t notice me.

‘He’s not that bad,’ I said, shutting the door and turning to Nel.

She looked unconvinced.

Nel began to rummage through a kitchen drawer with her gouache-splattered fingers, digging her way through salad spoons and sausage tongs, all the knives that needed sharpening and a random meat thermometer that James had gifted me one Christmas.

Eventually she found a corkscrew and stabbed at the cork. She gripped the bottle with her knees and wrestled the wine open with a grunt of satisfaction.

‘What do you mean, “He’s not that bad”?’ she said. ‘Are we referring to your husband’s taste when it comes to choosing wine or simply to your husband?’ She crinkled up her small, neat nose and began searching for a wine glass. Or any glass at all that appeared clean. She flung another cupboard door open and peered.

‘I know,’ I said, my voice forlorn. ‘It was tidy when I left for work. I genuinely don’t know how they create this amount of mess. If it wasn’t me who had to clean it up, I’d almost be impressed.’

Nel scanned the room, looked unimpressed. ‘Where are they all?’

‘Out,’ I said. ‘Well, all except for Ryan who will be upstairs and plugged into his PC with the curtains closed and headphones on.’

‘Probably watching porn,’ said Nel.

I shut my eyes against the thought. When I opened them again, she was swigging a large mouthful of red wine. ‘So,’ she said. She placed the wine down on the table and gave me a long look. ‘Are you feeling any better?’

I shrugged.

‘But the doctor said the lump was smooth, and smooth lumps are usually fine?’

‘Apparently,’ I said, fiddling with a piece of thread that was unravelling from my T-shirt.

I tried my hardest to sound nonchalant, but I was genuinely anxious. In fact, I felt far worse now that the presence of the lump had been confirmed by someone else. It no longer existed within the confines of my own dark fears. I’d also started googling, finding random stories of smooth, soft lumps that had turned out to be cancerous. I was certain that my lump was cancerous too.

‘Umm, what the hell is that?’ I asked, changing the subject, pointing at a giant blue Ikea bag that Nel had abandoned by the table.

‘Some sketchbooks that I need to mark.’ She pulled a random book from the bag and flipped open the pages. ‘Just look at this. It’s by a student in year ten, a self-portrait. I’m trying to give some feedback that’s constructive, but there isn’t all that much to say.’

‘Is that supposed to be an actual face?’ I asked, sounding incredulous.

Nel turned her neck as if the painting would improve somehow if viewed from a new angle.

‘Were they in some awful accident that involved a vat of acid?’

We couldn’t help but laugh.

‘No, he’s just not any good at art.’ She picked the sketchbook up and turned the whole thing round. ‘Although he does have cystic acne, so…’

Nel’s laughter made her head move and the evening light got tangled in the glitter flecks embedded in her eyeshadow.

‘I really don’t know how you teach,’ I said.

‘And I have absolutely no idea how you spend your days caring for those old people! When I visit Mum’s dementia home, they all smell a bit like cabbage, don’t you think?’

‘Of course they don’t!’

Nel pulled a face of disbelief, and I couldn’t help but think about the faint smell of ammonia that always seemed to hang around the Day Centre, loitering, unwanted, ever-present, like the school kids at the corner shop.

‘Anyway, I bought this for your birthday,’ she said, placing a plait-end in her mouth and chewing on the tendrils so that I could hear the crunch of gnawing hair.

Nel rummaged in her bag again until she found what she was looking for. A package wrapped in matt paper, the orange of a traffic cone and dotted with hand-painted stars.

‘Thanks, Nel,’ I said. I unwrapped the parcel slowly, peeled the paper like an onion. Inside there was a new sketchbook with crisp pages and a cover made of leather with my maiden name embossed along the solid spine.

‘Do you know something I don’t?’ I asked, my eyebrows raised as I stroked the cursive letters of my former name. And then I beamed at her. ‘I really, really love it, Nel.’

‘There’s more,’ she said. Beneath the empty drawing book there was a tin filled with new pencils. I stroked them with my fingers, and the feeling was familiar, like returning to an instrument that I hadn’t played in years. ‘You really need to draw again. All that talent that you have, Sarah. All that time we spent at art college. I haven’t seen you draw or paint since the boys were born, and you’re too talented to just give up!’

‘They’re beautiful,’ I said and then I glanced towards the laundry basket which was straining with the weight of dirty crumpled clothes, clean crumpled clothes that the boys had failed to put away and fitted sheets that even after all these years I couldn’t fathom how to fold. I looked down at the tabletop and tapped one foot against the floor. ‘I was waiting for the boys to both move out so that I’d have the space for my own studio again.’ I paused. ‘But I might have waited too long. What if there isn’t time?’

‘Oh, Sarah. You can stop that now!’ She was coiling one damp plait around her finger. It looked just like the broadband cables that BT were laying in the road.

‘But what if…?’

‘Don’t think that way. I’m sure it’s absolutely nothing, like the doctor said, but even if it is cancer, a single course of chemo might be all it takes.’

She made it sound so easy. Just ‘a single course of chemo’. But I thought back to the horror of my mum’s treatment. The radiation and the chemicals that made the jelly ache inside her bones. Huge quantities of steroids that kept her moving through the sluggish days and wide-awake and wired throughout the awful, elongated nights. I was worried that I’d found the lump too late, that it was cancerous and spreading to my organs at a frightening rate. I spiralled into torment and catastrophe.

‘It’s going to be alright, Sarah,’ Nel said.

‘What if it’s not?’ I said, my voice shrinking. ‘Ryan is incapable of making his own bed, although I’m not sure if that matters much. I mean, he hardly leaves his room. And Olly and Bo can only cook things out of packages that have instructions printed on the back. I’ve failed as a mother, Nel. They’ll all develop scurvy if I die.’

I may have sounded overly dramatic.

‘You’re not dying.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘Neither do you! And anyway, you’re not the only parent here. If you need to go through treatment, then the boys have Plank.’

There was silence for a second as we caught each other’s eyes, and the corners of our lips began to creep towards our cheeks.

When Dad had died and I’d gone to sort the contents of his house, the boys survived off buttered toast and bowls of Kellogg’s Rice Krispies. The meals kindly cooked by Nel were relegated to the bin. She had made the big mistake of cooking foods that weren’t entirely beige, that contained some actual vegetables and a vast array of spices. Left alone with James and Nel, the boys would struggle to survive.

‘It will be fine,’ Nel reassured. ‘I’ll buy them multivitamins.’

‘No vodka then?’ I asked, my eyebrows raised.

‘Alright. Okay. I learned my lesson last time. But in my defence, I thought that teenage boys would be much better with their booze.’

‘Ryan was only just fifteen!’

‘Exactly. Our entire generation was great at drinking by fifteen.’

I shook my head, remembering the stories that we’d told, claiming to be at sleepovers, at the cinema or in Café Rouge when the truth was we were in the pub.

‘And anyway, he’s older now. And the boys can mix their vodka with fresh orange juice which will help fight off the scurvy.’ Nel generously refilled her glass and fiddled with the label on the wine bottle. ‘So, have you told him yet? What did he say?’

I shook my head. ‘Not yet.’

‘Sarah!’ she reprimanded. ‘I know that he’s emotionally incompetent but isn’t sharing what a marriage is supposed to be about?’

The judgement stung. I said nothing.

‘Why wouldn’t you just tell him?’

‘I’m not quite sure,’ I said finally.

But of course I knew. After decades married to my husband, I could predict the ways he would respond. He would either say too little, hoping that the problem might just go away all by itself. Or conversely, he would say too much and bombard me with statistics, attempt to minimise my feelings. And then there was the bigger issue. The thing that truly haunted me.

‘I’m not sure that he loves me, Nel.’

The room swelled with the gushing of the dishwasher.

‘Of course he does!’ Nel said loudly. She stopped ripping thin paper strips from off the wine label. I watched her fingers interlace.

‘I’m really not convinced he does. Not anymore,’ I quietly said.

‘Sarah…’ She shook her head.

‘James just sees me as another adult living in the house. One that does all of the cooking and the cleaning. I mean
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