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To my own mother,
for the typewriter when I was twelve.


Prologue

There are some things I’ll never tell Mum. About that tender feeling I get beside a drift of lavender, beside the heavy heads of sunflowers drooping in the light. About how it wasn’t me, but Jack, who once arranged those flowers in the chipped vase on her dining room table. About how I felt afterwards when she warned me against him, when she said he would break my heart.

About how my heart is broken.

‘It was just sex, Anj, it never meant anything.’

It’s funny. He’s standing right here in the lounge and he must be talking, because his mouth is moving, but it’s like I’m somewhere outside it all and the words are kind of disconnected, floating above our heads.

‘I don’t know what I was doing.’

We’ve been together for ten years, but now he’s like a stranger, darker pinpricks of stubble beneath his jaw, a first strand of silver, fine and sparkling, in the bowed crown of his head. Someone else’s lips at his ear.

‘Say something, Anjali, for God’s sake.’

But if I’m a Buddhist, then there can’t be a God.

The crumpets have dried out, the espressos are cold, rings of black beneath the cups on the coffee table. When we first moved in, I scrubbed that table with vinegar, scrubbing out my old life. Now his phone rests beside the food and the coffee, with that message inside. Baby, I love our weekends.

‘You need to go,’ I whisper.

‘What?’

‘You have to go now.’

On the mantelpiece are the photographs of my family: my mother, my sister. My sister’s eyes shine. It’s odd too that I have an urge to call Shanthi, to tell her what’s happened. Ten, fifteen years ago I might have done that. Before I moved in with Jack, before the coffee table was clean. From somewhere buried comes an image of my sister and me, skinny teenagers, lying in a sea of grass, picking clover. We grew up without a garden, were two years apart at school; I can’t remember where we were. Our words now long lost, drifting upwards like dandelion seeds. It’s hard to believe we were once that close.

‘Can I come back?’

Jack’s skin is pale as milk, the hole in the knee of his jeans a little bigger – the only things Mum could really hold against him. His eyes are still as mesmerising as the clearest sky.

The roses he gave me a couple of weeks ago are on our dresser. Twenty-nine rugosa roses, one for every year of my life. I gaze at the wilted white flowers, fallen petals blurred, their edges swimming. If he doesn’t come back, what will I do?

‘You have to go,’ I whisper again.


One

A week later, our shop is bursting with dahlias. The buckets brim with fluted plumes of scarlet, magenta, flushed pink, burnt orange. The air is spicy. Dahlia, the goddess of fate in Baltic mythology. Standing for dignity and elegance.

And betrayal.

I kick a bucket and a dahlia goes flying.

‘Yikes,’ I say, to Clara and the flower.

Clara rescues the dahlia; tucking it into her dreadlocks, she disappears inside the kitchenette. Instead of tea, she brings out a silver hip flask. Seeing my face, she waves me away. ‘It’s for emergencies. Like right now.’ Pouring two fingers of golden liquid into a thick tumbler, she sits us both down on stools behind the counter.

‘Drink,’ she instructs me.

The dahlia is an orange flame in the thick wads of her hair. Clara’s my boss; I have to listen to her.

‘One year. I can’t believe it was going on so long,’ she says. ‘What if you hadn’t seen that message?’

I down the whisky and my head explodes.

Clara refills my glass. ‘Do you know her?’

I nod. There’s a sharp pain piercing my skull. Baby, I love our weekends. My throat is clogged, her name breaking into syllables as my tongue tugs it out. ‘Ju-li-a.’

Julia. I met her once. Stood gazing at the roaring mouth of the dragon that covers her right shoulder. Its wings apparently spread over the full expanse of her back, although when she turned, you could only catch the deep blue strokes visible above her low-slung black dress. Julia, a friend of Jack’s best friend; Julia, who happens to be, among other things, a burlesque dancer. Maybe Clara won’t remember.

‘Oh, Anjali,’ she says.

She remembers. She hardly ever uses my full name. I down more whisky. I hate whisky. But Mum said it was my dad’s favourite drink, so it’s worth another try. And if I tilt my head to one side with my index finger pressed to my right temple, very, very hard, the tears won’t come.

‘All those times he said he was working  … What an absolute … What did he expect you to do?’

‘He asked me to forgive him.’ My voice sounds distant now, like it’s coming from someone else. But there’s no one else here; Clara’s locked the shop. The early-evening sunlight burns through the window, the flowers are intensely bright. I’d booked holiday; Jack and I were supposed to be away this week, camping in the Cumbrian mountains, celebrating the last year of my twenties with anoraks and mugs of champagne. When I’d left the shop behind, it was full of blushing, submissive stocks, all pink and blue and baby-comforting. Now the dahlias are clamouring around me like dazzling, slightly diminutive Daleks.

Are there some infidelities that are easier to take than others? What if she didn’t look so intimidatingly cool? If she didn’t
have a size 8 body, supple as elastic? What if she had dimples in her thighs and a little too much curve in her belly – what if she was just a little bit more like me? When I saw that message, all I wanted to do was overlook it somehow. To not have to face the mornings alone with a pack of reduced-price Warburtons crumpets.

‘But you just couldn’t forgive him, right?’ Clara says.

Sometimes, your body won’t do what your mind thinks it can. I’ve known this ever since the Bristol Half Marathon, Autumn 2012.

‘Right, I’ve heard enough.’ Clara removes my glass and drags me to my feet. Six foot and big-boned, she towers over me. She tugs the dahlia from her dreadlocks. Plucking off the fiery head, she tucks it behind my ear. ‘I’m taking you out.’

‘I can’t go anywhere now, Clar. I need to go home and kill myself.’

‘I’m taking you out,’ she repeats.

‘But look at me!’

She looks at me. This wouldn’t be the best time for introductions. My black hair is wild and my eyes are still swollen. My brown skin can’t go blotchy but it’s doing its best. And that may well be snot on the sleeve of my grey top.

Clara glances again at my tiny green retro-print skirt. I saw her clock it as soon as I walked into the shop, just as she was closing up, surprise on her face not just because I wasn’t supposed to be here. In all honesty, this isn’t my typical kind of skirt. It’s the kind of skirt that would frighten my mother’s beta blockers.

‘You sort of look like you’re on the pull,’ she says.

I’m not on the pull. I’m not sure why there’s gold dust on my bloated eyelids and a plum-coloured lipstick in my bag. My partner has been having an affair and there’s no way that meeting another man could ever make me feel better. It would be like that one time the hairdresser sheared off my curls: it was glorious until Mum told me my face wasn’t symmetrical.

It’s July. I used to think summer in Bristol was magical. The harbour glistens with evening sunshine, people cluster outside the waterside cafés with wine and burgers, watching the sway of the moored boats, listening to the buskers and the music pumping from the bars.

There’s a couple walking across the bridge, hand in hand, stooping to examine the padlocks that others have fastened to the steel railings. A couple of years ago, Jack and I wandered over this same bridge, talking about buying a houseboat and living life in a different way. The kind of thing you talk about when there’s vegetable chilli in the slow cooker and you think you’ll be with someone for ever.

I gaze as the couple cross the bridge and fade into the evening. I don’t want to lose the summer. I don’t want to stare at the water and watch the shadows dissolve; I don’t want to watch my world fall apart.

‘Come on, Anj.’ Clara tugs gently at my sleeve.

‘I just don’t get it – why risk everything, if it didn’t mean anything?’

Clara’s pouring our second bottle of wine. It’s two hours later and we’re in a bar on Park Street, up the hill from the harbour, crammed onto a bench at a table surrounded by exuberant people.

‘I guess she must have meant something.’

I pick up my glass and focus on the meniscus of the wine. It’s a good word, ‘meniscus’. I remember telling Jack how it comes
from the Greek word for moon. It occurs to me that I might vomit.

It wasn’t as bad as it sounds, Anj. It was just a few weekends. How many weekends?

What?

How many times, Jack?

Does it matter?

‘Of course it bloody matters.’ Clara’s voice is a little high-pitched, her dreadlocks swishing as she shakes her head. I gaze at her blunt nose, the dark border around her clear green irises, the glinting silver hoops that pierce her eyebrow and lower lip, the stud in her cheek. It’s been ten years since I got together with Jack; ten years since I walked into Clara’s florist’s shop looking for a job.

‘But maybe he’s right.’ I swallow. ‘It could have been five times, a million times. The fact is, it wasn’t just a drunken thing. So there must have been something wrong with us. With me.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with you, mate.’ Clara’s eyes are shiny. My heart is thumping; if she starts crying then I won’t be able to stop. ‘Fuck him.’ She rubs her eyes. ‘Scratch that, fuck someone else.’

We look around the bar. There’s a gang of skinny lads in a corner singing football anthems and taking it in turns to down tequila shots, lemon juice dribbling from their mouths.

‘This is the whole problem with relationships.’ Clara pushes the wine bottle back so that it teeters for a moment on the edge of the table before settling onto its base. ‘They take everything from you, and what are you left with? Bugger all.’

It’s the rant she gets into after this much Shiraz. Clara’s only ever been in one relationship, yet it was significant, lasting from the age of fourteen to twenty-one (she’s thirty-two now, three years older than me). After it had run its natural course, she fell apart. Not because breaking up had been so hard. But because it was only then that she realised how bored she’d been. She’ll go on dates now, but the fear of more wasted years means she’ll bolt at the first hint of commitment.

‘Do all relationships have to be like that?’ The alcohol won’t get rid of the images inside my head: of my silent flat, the barren side of the bed, the food going off in the fridge, flaky mould on the cheese. Can it all go back to normal if I just try to work things out with Jack? I down my wine. The low-cut dress of the burlesque dancer flickers again, her cleavage shining beneath the tongue of the dragon. It doesn’t feel possible for anything to be normal again. My head’s dizzy; it feels like everything’s falling away from me. ‘Clara, is the bench moving?’

She reaches out for my hand. The table gets a fraction steadier. ‘Christ, I’m sorry, Anj. The last thing you need is me going on.’ Her fingers are longer and broader than my own. Her nails are still rimmed with soil. ‘Listen, what are you going to do now? About the flat and everything?’

‘He took some things. It’s rented under my name.’ I pick a tiny price tag off the edge of her sleeve, absent-mindedly. ‘Not that I can afford it on my own. I need a plan.’ Except the wine’s giving everything a hazy sheen that the answer isn’t easily emerging from.

‘Sod it then. Play the field.’

I look up to see if she’s being serious.

‘That’s not a plan.’

‘Why not?’ There’s a smile growing on my friend’s face.

We look around the bar once more. The skinny lads have ordered another tray of tequila, and it looks like one of them has just thrown up on his mate’s shoe.

‘Why not?’ Clara repeats, seizing my hand again. ‘Maybe this could be the best thing that’s happened to you. It’s just been you and Jack, in that flat, all this time. Maybe this could be a chance to cut loose for a bit.’

I know what she’s doing. It’s the same thing I do when other friends are at the point of despair. It’s too hard to see them going through it; you think of anything, everything, to put some joy back into their lives. Then you walk away, worry edged with a very, very slight feeling of relief, because it isn’t happening to you. You’re still with the person who will be there for ever, plus there’s a new box set on Netflix and a plate of fresh cheese.

But now it is happening to me. I swallow hard, trying desperately to remember the schoolmates and uni friends who somehow made it through their break-ups, who met new people and came out on the other side, to sparkling yards of wedding lace, and vanloads of John Lewis crockery, and vaginas loosened by hordes of screaming babies.

‘Anj, can you hear me?’ Clara’s voice sounds faint, coming from somewhere above the pit I’ve fallen into. ‘Anjali!’

The dahlia is burning my ear. The skinny lad who has thrown up is now having his back rubbed by a skinny mate, a poor staff member making his way over with a mop. ‘But I don’t even know what cutting loose means,’ I say, finally.

‘Exactly.’ Clara nods.

I think of my days up until now: the long hours in the shop, coming back to cook dinner with Jack, listening to the pitch for his next journalism piece, worries running steadily in the background, about the rent, about what I should be doing with my own life. Marriage and babies seeming too far away to reach, even then. But no time to think any of it through because suddenly it’s morning and time to do it all again.

‘You don’t need to think about that now,’ Clara says.

‘About what?’

‘About what you should be doing with your life.’ Clara’s been reading my mind for years; it’s not clear how she does it. ‘Just have some fun for a change. Forget sodding relationships.’

Goose bumps are dotting my bare legs; I’m cold in this packed bar. I’m cold whatever. Me, my sister, my mum, it’s the downside of getting your genes not too far from the equator. I wonder what Mum will say when I tell her about Jack. Will she throw open her arms and welcome me back into the brown fold? Or will she shriek hysterically and ask what’s going to become of my spoiled body now? I shiver. My cardigan is discarded on the shop counter, my tights are jumbled on the floor of my bedroom. A memory comes of spending a whole day in thick socks before peeling them off and realising they belonged to Jack; that moment felt somehow more meaningful than each celebrated anniversary.

‘Clara?’ I say. ‘What about love?’

Clara picks up her glass. For a while, she is silenced. I wonder if she’s remembering that first and only relationship of hers, the renovated van that became their home, the nights they stayed up to hear the first notes of the finches.

She downs her wine. ‘Remember what Tina Turner said.’

I think confusedly of the last eighties night I went to. ‘We don’t need another hero?’

‘No, you dimwit. What’s love got to do with it?’

Going to the bar, she gets swallowed up by the throng of bodies. The skinny lads have been ushered on now, the poor staff member still cleaning up the vomit. This tiny place is crammed with students; it was where I used to come too, before I dropped out of uni. There’s a picture of Che Guevara on the wall, and an old Budweiser poster; a vase of daisies on the windowsill standing straight and tall. When I touch the stems, they’re plastic.

Nothing feels real. I look over at the bar again. Clara’s disappeared. There’s a thin Asian woman in the corner who might be my sister, and for a moment the relief is overwhelming. I’m about to fight my way over to her: Shanthi, it’s me! But the woman turns her head and her eyes are ringed in kohl and her earrings are balls of glitter – she isn’t Shanthi; she’s nothing like her. My sister would never come here. I don’t know any of these people. The guitar music’s swelling, the voices around me becoming more raucous, the chasm growing deeper. My chest starts to thud and my breath is coming quicker. I’ve never had a panic attack before, but it’s going to happen, right now.

‘Are you OK?’

There’s someone beside me. There’s a gentle voice, a kind hand on my shoulder. I feel the strength and warmth radiating from his palm. I want this person to be Jack.

I turn my head, and there is the Architect.

Turns out the Architect is just a fledgling, only twenty-one years of boyish construction. He’s in the third year of a seven-year course. Jack, on the other hand, is a few years older than me. I wonder how important age is. The Architect has a heart-shaped face and gentle green eyes; he is talking to me softly, like I’m a child who’s grazed her knee.

He’s telling me a tale of architecture. It’s a fascinating story with words such as voussoir, vermiculation and flying buttress. His neck is long and pale and his hands are slender and expressive; he uses them to emphasise the processes of planning and presenting and problem-solving. And something called perlustration, which should be an exciting combination of frustration and intense sexual desire, but on further clarification turns out to be a survey.

‘What do you do?’ he asks me.

A clump of dreadlocks surfaces above the crowd of heads at the bar. Clara hasn’t disappeared. The pounding in my chest is starting to settle.

‘I’m a flower girl,’ I tell him.

He tilts his long neck to one side and surveys me. ‘Straight up?’

I nod. ‘Like Eliza Doolittle.’

‘Who?’ he asks.

Jack would have known that. He’d remember that as kids, my sister and I watched My Fair Lady every Saturday afternoon while waiting for Mum to finish her supermarket shift, terrified of being discovered alone in the flat and taken into a children’s home run by white people. Never open the door! Mum reminded us sternly every Saturday morning, while filling the fridge with enough curry to last us for the rest of our lives, just in case.

‘Here, for you.’ The Architect pours the last of his pitcher of beer into his glass and passes it to me. I stare at the drink, feeling oddly touched by this gesture. Looking back up, I take in the smooth curves of his face, the dip of his chin, a little nick from a shaving blade at the edge of his jaw. So maybe he isn’t familiar with Eliza Doolittle, but there’s a sense of kindness that accompanies this man; like he might one day put a hot-water bottle beneath my side of the duvet, or maybe heat up a bowl of chicken soup for the end of a long shift. Never mind that I’m a veggie. Suddenly it feels like this is the only thing I need – just to feel a little bit warmer.

‘See this?’ He points towards an alcove beneath the stairs where two wooden arcs meet in the middle. ‘We call that an ogee arch.’

And Jack might not have known that.

‘Tell me more.’ I shift towards him and then realise that our thighs are touching. But it feels surprisingly OK, good even, to be in contact with another body. Something to hold onto. Even if his leg isn’t like Jack’s, even though it’s bulkier, his jeans heavier, not softened yet by years of wear. Looking at the Architect’s face again, I note a distinct lack of lines, clear skin beneath his eyes.

Clara emerges from the throng, but she’s deep in conversation with another youthful man. I’ve never thought that much about our ages before, but looking around the bar, it’s becoming evident that Clara and I are approaching death.

‘So, if the lower curve is convex and the higher one is concave, that’s known as a Roman ogee.’

‘Oh, right.’ Do I look as old as I feel? Are people glancing at me and the Architect, wondering if I’m a cougar?

‘Wait a minute, did I get that the wrong way round?’ The Architect frowns, scratching his forehead.

‘It doesn’t matter?’ I suggest, hopefully.

‘No, you’re right.’ He stops scratching, relieved. ‘So what about you? Are you ready to tell me what’s wrong?’

The inky body of a burlesque dancer begins writhing away in the back of my mind.

I falter.

Maybe I can tell this stranger what’s happened to me. Maybe he’ll say, Let’s get out of here, and take me somewhere to drink tea. Maybe he’ll remove his architectural disguise and reveal himself to be a shining oracle, before going on to soothe my aching head with wise, buttress-shaped sentences.

‘Are you OK?’ he asks again.

I gaze once more at the glass of beer, seeing my thoughts swirling round and round in the golden pool. No, I can’t talk about Jack. I can’t think about any of this yet. I just need a way out, someone to help me get over to the other side.

Finishing the beer, I put the glass down.

‘It’s nothing, I’m just drunk.’ I lift up my voice to sound more confident. ‘Anyway, what brings you out tonight?’

The Architect studies me, as if debating whether to probe further. I wonder what he sees: the deep pouches beneath my dark brown eyes, maybe the tremble in my bitten (but plum-coloured) lip. He waves his hand towards another group of guys at the bar.

‘Exams are long over. The lads wouldn’t let me stay in.’ I glance at his friends. They’re egging each other on to down pitchers. In that moment, I see Jack and his mates on one of their weekends away, drinking pints and pints of beer while in the middle of the throng Julia might have been swaying in a tight-fitting bodice, fishnet stockings clinging to long, slender legs. But these images are more than I can bear; I have to stop doing this to myself.

‘Listen, are you really all right?’ the Architect asks.

The thing is, I know that pain and misery and the depths of despair are fast approaching, but maybe they can be delayed, like a government bill for high-speed rail. Maybe you can avoid the story of your life if you stick to the bus, or another slowly moving metaphor. Or maybe you can avoid transport analogies altogether and just find a whole different story, featuring a youthful architect in scratchy jeans, for example.

‘Did you want to stay in, then?’ Turning back to the Architect, I take his hand. There are calluses at the tips of his slender fingers, as if he plays the guitar. When I look up into the green of his eyes, I see that they are warm, like Clara’s.

‘Not any more.’

Is it possible I’m going to have sex with this man? Now that I’ve let him sit at my bench in this crowded bar, now that I’ve drunk his beer? Now that we’ve engaged in a conversation about Roman construction? Now that my hand has slipped into his? His fingers are bonier than Jack’s, but his palm feels secure, pressed against mine.

It wasn’t like this for Jack and me. We’d known each other a while before we slept together. I was nineteen; before him there’d only been one other boy, a short romance at sixth-form college that could never go anywhere because of the watchful eye of my mum. We’d had sex only twice, on his bunk bed. Even so, it had taken weeks to get to that point, and afterwards, walking back to Mum’s place, I’d cried. I was convinced she would know the truth as soon as she looked at me, and that once again there would be disappointment in her eyes.

I think of Mum’s watchful eyes now as the Architect gazes back at me, this geeky, kind, studious person, keen to help rebuild foundations and who seems to find me, despite my swollen features and rampant hair, attractive.

Cut loose, Clara said.

‘Take a walk?’ the Architect asks. We stand up abruptly, our hands still pressed together. I smile at Clara’s salute as we slip out of the door, trying to ignore the stabbing voice inside my head: Anjali, are you seriously going to do this?

It’s early in the morning. It’s a freezing July and I am regretting my tiny skirt. Bristol seems full of the drunk, scattered about the pavement like a scene from a post-apocalyptic HBO series. Everything looks faintly blurred, and there’s a stale odour of beer and vomit. At the top of Park Street is the magnificent Wills Memorial Building, its soaring front of Bath stone gleaming in the lamplight. The Architect lifts my face towards the tip of the tower and tells me about its octagonal lantern, which holds the sixth largest bell in England.

‘Are you single?’ he adds.

There are three missed calls and four unanswered texts from Jack in my phone. I’m not entirely sure if I’m single or not. The stabbing voice is getting kind of persistent: Why are you doing this, Anjali?

As the Architect presses his lips on mine, I imagine the bell chiming. But it stays still and silent, wherever it is in that hazy sky.

It’s the first time I’ve kissed someone else in ten years. Jack’s face lodges in my mind, blue eyes penetrating, refusing to budge even with the hint of the Architect’s tongue.

After a few seconds, I break away.

‘It’s so beautiful up here,’ my companion is saying. He waves his arm at the lights of the city sprinkled below us. ‘Down there, there’s way too much brutalism.’

The kiss has shaken me. It was deep and warm, but I don’t know these lips, their contours are too unfamiliar. I wonder how it might have felt for Jack, when he first kissed the burlesque dancer. Where were they? Perhaps a bar, at his mate’s house, maybe a party I hadn’t gone to. In every image it’s the same: her taut arms around Jack’s neck, red-painted nails meeting at the nape, her full lips against his, Jack kissing her back with no thought of me at all.

Don’t go there, Anjali. The stabbing voice pauses and changes tack, becoming softer, a little kinder. Beckoning me away from that dark place. Because if I set foot in there, chances are I’m not coming out.

The Architect is watching me curiously. He holds out his hand.

I can do this.

And anyway, Mum always told me to be polite to outsiders.

I take his hand and hail a taxi.

‘My flat’s down there. Want to come?’

There’s a beauty in brutalism as well. Maybe.

‘Can’t wait to see your place,’ the Architect says as we stumble through the front door of my flat.

My place is all over the place. I haven’t cleared up in a week, and there are still things on the floor that shouldn’t be on the floor, including framed photographs, cheap crockery and three ebony elephants. After Jack left, the last few days have been a bit hazy. But there might have been some throwing.

In the living room, the Architect picks up one of the elephants and runs his long fingers along its haunch. ‘Where’s this from?’

‘Sri Lanka.’

‘Is that where your family are from?’

I nod, feeling a bit naked. Now that we’re here, it occurs to me that I really don’t know this guy. I’m not sure if I want him to touch my things. My body, maybe, but not my elephant.

‘Were you born there?’ he asks.

‘My mum and sister were. I was born in Bristol.’

‘Is this your mum?’ The Architect has now picked up one of the photographs. My mother’s cinnamon eyes charge out of the cracked frame and I swear that for a moment I can hear her. Who is this white man, Anjali? I gently remove the picture from the Architect. Families are surely best reserved for proper relationships, when the honeymoon is over and you need to explain your neuroses.

‘And is this your sister?’ I didn’t throw my sister on the floor, but the Architect has worked his way over to the mantelpiece. ‘She’s pretty. Is she older than you?’

Two years older, but I’m not about to open up this discussion with the Architect. My sister won’t take her eyes off me. Anjali, what are you doing? Oh Jesus, not her too. It’s not often that my sister and I talk, but this doesn’t seem a good place to start.

There’s nothing to do but have sex. It’s the only way to change the subject. I steer the Architect away from my sister’s searching gaze and into the bedroom, where the olive duvet is half on the floor and the sheets are still ruffled on one side from the weight of Jack’s body.

Before lowering the Architect into Jack’s place, I note the dent in the pillow where Jack’s head should have been.

I push the Architect slightly away from it.

OK, what next?

Now that we’re here, I’m not sure how to go about this. I know I have to peel off my skirt and remove my knickers, and I’m probably supposed to do something with his penis. But inserting it into my vagina seems a bit odd. In fact, the whole concept of sex feels a little overwhelming, alarming even, like the Ebola crisis, or a Tory prime minister.

The Architect pulls off his T-shirt. Perlustration of his midsection reveals an incredible set of abdominal muscles. I stare at them for a moment.

Somehow, I get his penis in.

Then, once on top of the Architect, I start to bounce.

‘Man,’ the Architect says. ‘You’re good.’

‘Really?’ I pause for a moment, flattered.

‘Yeah, man, but keep going. This is better than St Peter’s Basilica.’

No, no, I’m kidding. He doesn’t really say that.

But he does think I’m good.

He takes ages.

Jack and I tended to be pretty quick once we got going. That didn’t bother me. Somewhere along the line I must have started taking our sex life for granted. I always needed to be somewhere: the shop, the traders’ market, my mother’s. After ten years, sex had stopped being a priority. The burlesque dancer returns to my mind. Dancer legs, dancer arms, dancer chest. Ribs outlined, pert breasts, with silver tassels on the nipples. How does a tassel even attach to a nipple? Is it like a plaster, or is there some kind of suction thing, or a clamp?

Stop thinking about it, Anjali, stop thinking about it.

Trouble is, there isn’t much else to do except think, and bounce, as the Architect seems capable of going on and on, and on. I wonder if he’ll notice if I just quickly text Clara, to confirm if this is what she means by cutting loose. And whether she has any thoughts on the tassel thing.

I also find myself wondering again what Mum will say when she hears about me and Jack. This probably isn’t the best time to be thinking about her either, but the Architect really is busy down there, and there’s never exactly an ideal time to consider my mother.

Mum never approved of Jack. Although we can rarely afford to visit Sri Lanka, and have no extended family in the UK, she continues to hold traditional Sri Lankan values close to her heart. She was never able to reconcile herself to my relationship with an English guy, and was deeply suspicious of Jack’s career in journalism. ‘Why could you not meet a nice doctor? Or accountant? Or lawyer?’ she used to wail. These are among the top five South Asian careers: ask any second-generation South Asian immigrant.

Where do architects feature in the list? I wonder. Just then, the one underneath me performs an impressive acrobatic manoeuvre
to reverse our positions. I am shifted, penis in situ, down onto Jack’s side of the bed, my head in Jack’s pillow. Something sinks in my chest. What would Jack say if he could see me now? I try to push him out of my mind, but my mother just slips in to take his place. The image of Mum, hovering beside the Architect, shaking her head and tutting, You must make something of yourself, Anjali!, is suddenly overpowering.

Maybe the Architect picks up on this because he pauses. ‘Everything all right?’ he pants.

‘Fine, fine.’ I nod vigorously. ‘As you were.’

No, no, I don’t think I said that. But the Architect resumes his thrusting.

The thing is, Mum wanted me and my sister Shanthi to also become doctors, accountants or lawyers and to marry our Asian colleagues to produce scientific or judicatory brown grandchildren. But she was forced to give up on this fantasy early on, when I would only read novels and Shanthi would only paint pictures. Still, I managed to make it to university, even if it was only to study English.

‘All is not lost, Anjali. You can still achieve!’ She told me this with glee on the eve of freshers’ week.

So I totally let her down by dropping out, getting a job in a flower shop and moving in with a non-scientific Caucasian.

‘Is this good enough for you?’ the Architect puffs.

Is it? A severed education and a broken heart?

‘Yes! Yes!’ I assure him.

At this point he starts to wheeze, approaching either the end of his performance or, I suddenly fear, his short life.

Also at that moment, my mobile starts to ring on the bedside table. Clara. She must be checking up on me. I try not to look as if I’m glancing over.

Jack.

Oh God.

‘Ignore the phone,’ I instruct the Architect, trying to cast aside both Jack and my mother and get back to where I am, underneath a mass of muscles, attempting to shift into a position that eases my genitalia.

Ring, ring.

Fuck off, Jack, I’m being fucked right now.

No, no, I can’t say that, not even in my mind.

The phone eventually stops and the Architect eventually comes. Our bodies make a funny smacking sound as we pull apart, because of the sweat that has bound us together. I watch him slide the condom off his penis. It’s odd to see his semen, a thin, paltry collection for such a feat of activity.

‘Do you have a bin?’ he asks.

The exercise has sobered me up and my stomach is heavy. My phone is silent: no message, no voicemail. The Architect and I lie side by side, no longer touching. Even though I’m not alone, it feels suddenly colder in here than it has done over the past few nights, lying in this bed by myself. I close my eyes. It was only last Saturday that I woke here with Jack. Kissed the bend of his neck, traced the curve of his broad back. Rested for a moment on the mole beneath his right shoulder blade, like I always did, to make sure it hadn’t changed. How warm a person’s skin feels, when you know them.

‘I thought I knew you,’ the Architect says.

‘What?’ My eyes blink open. Did he just read my mind?

‘When I saw you at the bar.’ He is concentrating on the ceiling. ‘For a minute, I thought I recognised you.’

‘Oh, right.’ I’m watching the ceiling too, following the swirls on the yellowed paper.

‘You didn’t look like you belonged in that place.’ His voice is soft, his words coming slowly, while my eyes follow one circle, then another, then another. ‘Then I knew I didn’t recognise you. I just recognised how you felt.’

He tells me a few things then: about his parents’ divorce, about growing up on a council estate with his mum, about his dad not caring less, about how hard he’s worked every day of his course, because one day he’s going to be somebody. His mum has a dream to visit San Francisco; for what reason, he isn’t sure. But he’ll make enough money to take her there every year for the rest of her life, if that’s what she wants. He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. His course is hard. It’s not just maths and science; it’s art and history and geography and everything else too. None of this comes easy to him. He works through the night while his mates hit the bars, downing their pints. He runs a hand through his fine brown hair. A little tuft grows awkwardly above his ear, the tiniest of scars beneath.

I don’t speak for a while. Then, when the silence grows too heavy, I tell him a couple of things too. About my mum on the tills at Tesco, doing the night shift, ringing up people’s groceries, stacking the shelves for as long as I can remember. About how I sometimes shop there too, standing at the end of a line while the customers in front gather their items without noticing the woman scanning them through. My words are almost a whisper, not quite wanting to come out. I tell him there’s not much money to be made as an assistant florist either; my mum ain’t never going to San Fran. I almost tell him about my dropped degree, but the ache is filling my head again. I think about my sister’s photograph out in the lounge. I don’t tell him about her; I wouldn’t know where to start.

‘I’ve never really talked to anyone like this,’ the Architect says.

I get a strange sensation then. Looking down at our bodies a centimetre apart, it’s like our loneliness is tangible in the channel between us. If we’d only touch, maybe this really could be the start of a story, and not just one where I’m a victim of Jack’s choices. There’s a part of me that wants to edge closer to the Architect, to feel the firmness of his thigh against the soft one that is mine. But Jack’s clear blue eyes are still there in my mind, and when my mouth opens, nothing more comes. The words are balled up in my throat, tight.

Anyway, I can’t possibly have sex with this man again. Not without a personal trainer.

We stay where we are.

‘Do you want me to call you a taxi?’ I ask him, after a while.

‘It’s fine, I can walk,’ he says. ‘My place isn’t far from here.’

There’s disappointment in his voice. I should have listened to my mum, I should have been more polite.

‘Do you want a cup of coffee?’ I ask.

But maybe he knows it’s a half-hearted offer, and he shakes his head. He pulls his clothes over his dried-out body and I get a last glimpse of his shiny muscles. Another time, I’d like to tell him they really aren’t bad at all.

‘So long then,’ he says.

‘So long.’ I’ve never used this phrase before, and the words repeat inside my head. There’s something peaceful about them.

‘I’m going to an evening on Gothic architecture next week,’ he tells me. ‘A few of us are going to walk around Bristol.’

‘Oh, right.’

‘You could bring an umbrella in case it rains.’

‘You want me to come?’

‘Why not?’

The Architect stands at the door. His face really is kind. It’s sensitive and symmetrical, and another time, I would have been glad to have a coffee with him.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s just I’m … I’m getting over someone.’

And once the words are spoken out loud, it’s true. My relationship is over.

‘So this was just a one-night stand?’ the Architect asks.

‘I guess so.’ I think about how Clara loves the ease of never seeing someone again, of never allowing anyone to bother her. I wonder if she’s ever felt like I do now, like there’s a piece of myself that’s going to slip out of the door with this stranger, that won’t ever return.

‘Just sex and nothing else?’

Nothing else. The end of this decade creeping away into a void. The future looming ahead, cavernous.

‘I guess.’

‘And you just want me to go?’

If you tell someone to go, do they ever come back?

‘I’m sorry.’

For a moment, he doesn’t speak. Then, as if he’s made a decision, he changes his expression and looks suddenly cheered. ‘Don’t be sorry. It was awesome. The lads will be thrilled for me.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah.’ He picks up a book from the pile on my windowsill. ‘I don’t have many notches.’

‘I’m glad I could help.’

He opens the book. It’s my copy of The Professional Florists’ Manual.

‘You’re not like Eliza Doolittle.’

‘Eh?’

‘She never went back to the flowers, did she? They weren’t her real passion.’

‘I thought … ’

‘My mum’s favourite play. I must have blocked it out. It came back to me.’

Hang on, does everyone think about their mother during sex?

He lays down the book and puts on his jacket. ‘Well  … so long.’

‘So long.’

It’s nice to say it again.

When the front door closes, I wrap myself in the duvet and hobble over to pull the chain across. Hobbling back to the bedroom, I stand at the window, watching the Architect make his way to the end of the road, a broad shadow in the lamplight. Will his mates already be home, waiting to slap him on the back when he returns? Or maybe he doesn’t live with them. Maybe he lives alone in a student room, getting in to fix himself some toast and instant coffee before heading to his single bed. On his bedside table, a pile of art history books. The guitar that bruises his fingertips resting against the wall. A photograph of his mother on the shelf, the same heart-shaped face, tired green eyes. Have you been to the gym, son?

I take a shower in my small bathroom, standing under the falling stream for a long time. The temperature’s right up but the water can’t quite burn away the pinpricks of guilt that are starting, that I know will keep coming back. Drying off, I go back to the bedroom and pull on my pyjamas. An elephant has found its way in here; picking it up, I gently set the smooth ebony body on the windowsill. Its proud black eyes watch me curiously.

I gaze around the room, at the piles of books; some mine, some Jack’s. The chest of drawers containing my jumpers, but also Jack’s jeans, his T-shirts. He packed only a small bag when he left. The shirt he was wearing last Friday night is still bundled
in the laundry basket. Lowering myself to the carpet, I pull out the checked cotton and breathe in the smell that can only belong to Jack. The trace of his sweat, the leather of his cologne, his cigarettes. There’s a knot in my throat. If I hadn’t read that message on his phone, none of this would have happened. Not yet, anyway. We’d be sitting cross-legged on the grass outside his two-man tent, bathed in firelight and the small glow of head torches, maybe the only two people left up on the campsite, in the mountain shadows of a Cumbrian sky.

The orange dahlia lies at my feet, exterminated.

A knock at the door.

Springing up, I go out into the hall, looking round for something the Architect might have forgotten: his wallet or his keys.

But reaching the door, I stop.

‘Anjali.’ Jack’s voice is low and urgent. ‘Are you there?’


Two

When Jack and I first rented our flat, the only thing growing outside was a skinny lavender bush. The garden was mostly a small patch of weeds and concrete. I set myself working out there for weeks. Now, amongst the weathered garden furniture, there are forget-me-nots, lupins, stocks. But it’s the lavender I love most. Flooded with sunlight, the plant has spread into mounds of grey leaves, bursting into fragrant spires of purple with the first hint of summer.

I told Jack how lavender was revered across the ages, not just for its scent, but for its healing and its magic; legend has it that the plant can protect and seduce. It’s how Cleopatra got Caesar and Antony, so they say.

It’s how Jack will get me back, he says.

I’m sitting against the front door, listening to his voice on the other side. I put my hand up to the keyhole. Maybe the scent of his bunch of lavender is trickling through here, meeting my fingers. Flowing across my skin, diffusing into my chest. Circling my heart.

‘I know you’re there, Anj. I saw you, through the glass.’

He’s got his keys. The flat is still half his. The chain’s pulled across the door, but if he uses his keys, I will take it off.

‘Open the door, Anj, please. We can sort this out.’

But can we, now? My heart is beating hard, my eyes are hot. If he’d arrived
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