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For my parents, 
with everlasting love and thanks.



Prologue

I know the crash is coming before it happens, time contracting as everything kaleidoscopes in front of me. I cannot release the phone from my grip, or I risk destroying everything. I brace myself for impact. It was only hours before that wed arrived at the gala, brass band playing in the corner of the lawn, people in all their finery; bright ballgowns, fur stoles, glittering diamonds, long satin gloves, up dos, white tie, black tie. Segments of narrative flash through my mind: everything that has played out in the past months that has led up to this point; everything that has played out on a global stage. In the news, all over social media, my actions laid bare for the world to see. All at odds with the gruesome reckoning in front of me now.

The grey tarmac twists upside down as the car caves in on itself. There’s a strange sound next to me. The crunch of something non-metallic. The hiss of an airbag. The car is on its side. I squeeze the phone in my hand. It would just take tiny movements to press the three digits and get help. But something in my brain isn’t connecting. I turn to face the driver’s seat. There, next to me, are splayed limbs, a face like a melted puppet.

***

There’s blood all over my left thigh and my green dress – the beautiful, green dress that had been chosen so carefully – has a huge rip in it on the side and my left nostril is dripping. It’s deathly quiet outside. The trees hang over us and there are lights in the distance. Somewhere, about five minutes away, is my home. A strange sound rattles through the car. My attention turns again to the phone, which is slippery in my hand.

Then, silence. The phone screen casts an eerie glow, a digital halo around my pale skin. If we were both to die now, what would the media say? They’d have a field day. I think back to when it all started. The things I’d done, snaking their way around the world. The phone light goes out. I close my eyes. You. Me. Limbs tangled. My love. The images fade to black.



BEFORE

Man is not what he thinks he is; he is what he hides.

ANDRÉ MALRAUX



The Day of the Announcement

1.

The text arrives at midday, while we’re in bed. You’ve prepared well for my visit – smooth sheets, brunch goodies huddled on your granite kitchen counter – the things you know I like from back home, in England. Strawberry jam, Earl Grey teabags, crumpets. Nothing too original, but you’ve even found a small pot of Marmite in the campus shop. I unscrew the familiar yellow lid and inhale but hold off from eating it, because last night you told me you hated the smell. I said I’d save it for when you pissed me off.

‘Pissed me off’ You’d mocked my accent in clipped tones. Anyway. Just you wait,’ you’d said. ‘Tomorrow you’ll surrender to me entirely.’

You hadn’t been wrong there. Kicking off a sheet, body still buzzing, I grab my phone.

‘Come on,’ you say. ‘We don’t have long.’

‘One minute.’ Unlocking my keypad, I touch the envelope icon alerting me to the new message. I feel the heat of your breath on my shoulder.

‘Who the hell still sends texts anyway?’ You turn away from me so I can see the triangle of tiny moles on your pale back. ‘Seriously.’

‘Don’t be childish,’ I say with a laugh, my forefinger hovering over the message. I’m comforted with the thought we both have something to lose should we ever get caught.

The text is from Jeff. He must have got the job; although we’ve had countless nods that it was coming, we’ve been waiting all morning for the official announcement. Jeff, being Jeff, would only have rung me if it was bad news so he could complain, hanging up before I could massage his ego. Now he’s probably in his current office, JEFF HARKER, PROVOST on the door, sitting in his worn, brown leather swivel chair, fingers steepled under his chin as he muses on academic life. His message will be short. Something along the lines of us celebrating tonight.

I prod you in the shoulder blade with my elbow, but you don’t move. You grab your own phone and put on Coldplay. You’d been playing it when I arrived, speakerphone set quiet, lights low. Id switched off the music when you were in the bathroom. If you’d noticed, you hadn’t said a thing.

‘Sorry,’ I say to no one in particular. I tap on the screen again. Unable to stop myself from using British vernacular, I’ve saved his number under JEFF MOBILE. I select the message. His text is four words long. Four words signifying that my life is about to change.

It was me that set all this in motion. ‘You can do it,’ Id told him a year earlier, after the second time my womb had caved under the pressure of cradling a human life. Or that was the story I’d told myself anyway, alone in the Development office’s bathroom. That my body clearly wasn’t cut out for it, whatever ‘it’ was. Id pressed the toilet flush almost triumphantly, as if proving myself right all along.

‘You know you can do this job,’ Id said to my husband, for want of anything else to fixate upon. ‘I’ll be there to support you.’ The look on his face had said it all; a glittering, hollowed-out stare as the knowledge had dawned on him that he was indeed made for the role.

‘Shit.’ I shut the message, then open it again. ‘Shit.’

‘What?’ You turn around, pulling yourself up against the green velvet bedhead, so incongruous amongst the otherwise plain, simple décor of your University apartment ‘What’s happened?’

‘This.’ I twist the screen towards you. ‘Not unexpected. But actually seeing the words is somehow different.’

‘Shit. Does that mean...?’

‘It means we need to be more careful.’ I put the phone down on the pillow beside me, careful to lock the screen again. ‘Amongst other things.’

Throwing back the sheet, I think about getting ready. This time in about a week we’ll probably have moved into The Lodge, a huge, white gabled house for the incumbent University president, with a long, gravel driveway, beautifully manicured lawns and trailing rose bushes. The pay increase, Jeff has told me, will be even more life-changing than it was when he was appointed as provost and head of health partnerships. And once Jeff’s settled into the role, we can then try again. Maybe explore other options. My mind won’t allow me to dwell on those, so I break the silence.

‘I mean, you work here.’ I wonder how quickly I can get away to see my husband. ‘So does Jeff. Obviously, you live in the arse end of nowhere. I’m bloody glad your paths haven’t crossed.’ I think about the text message again. Good morning, Mrs. President!

‘Arse. How cute the way you say it,’ you say. ‘Nearly as cute as your actual behind. And if I get caught sleeping with the new University president’s wife? What happens then? And when will I get to see you? You’ll be so busy.’

‘We won’t get caught,’ I tell you matter-of-factly. ‘You’ll have to meet him soon, though. But—’

‘But what? We’ll meet at the gala. I’ll make sure of it. Just to make you squirm.’ You laugh, but I detect a warning tone in your voice.

We both fall silent. I’m hurt by your words. Sleeping with. This is so much more than that, isn’t it? You trace your thumb along my left arm, pressing it into my skin as you reach my wrist. I pull away. Even though we’ve been telling each other ‘I love you’ for months, I now wonder if we need to finish things. The thought is unbearable. And something about Jeff’s message is also troubling me.

‘What?’ you ask.

‘Nothing,’ I snap, torn between fear of you losing interest and thoughts about my future. ‘Sorry. Nothing. It’s... well. Look, I’ve really got to go.’

The bed creaks as you get up to stop me. Despite my physical attraction to you, your tall, slim, muscular body, the smattering of hairs across your chest, I am momentarily sickened at the sight of your still-slick nakedness; the raw animality of you is a reminder of the things we’ve done and the person I’ve become. I fold both arms around myself as I give an involuntary shiver.

‘I promise I’ll text you later. Okay?’

‘I get it,’ you say. ‘You’re far too important for me now.’

Despite my own internal monologue about us, or perhaps because of it, I don’t have the strength to reassure you otherwise. I pick up my phone and wave it in the air. ‘I’ll text. I told you.’

I think about the familiar blue Telegram icon, hidden behind my other apps. A trick you taught me not long after we first met on campus. ‘It’s like you’ve done this before,’ I’d said.

I pull on my knickers and a pair of denim shorts. Those will have to go. As the wife of Jeff Harker, Medical School provost, it’s not my usual attire of navy, khaki or cream slacks, loafers, a neatly pressed white T-shirt and a Chanel-type blazer; a perfect combination of American and English style. Smart. Classic. A little preppy. I like to play the part. Mostly. But today, I’ve taken a more relaxed approach.

‘Don’t be like that,’ I manage eventually.

‘Like what?’

‘Like that.’ My voice muffles as I pull my shirt over my head.

‘It’s you who’s leaving,’ you remind me. I open my mouth and quickly shut it again, remembering what we’ve been doing. The way my body gives in to you. How you’ve discovered a part of me that Jeff never has. How many times you’ve told me I fill a huge void in your life. ‘The minute I laid eyes on you, I knew you were someone special,’ you’d said. I tried to fulfil that idea you had of me. I never did and it was only in acceptance of that did I surrender myself to you completely. But now, all I can think about is Jeff and what’s going to happen next.

‘I will,’ I tell you. ‘Look. Sorry, it’s just that things are going to be a bit different. I still love you. Nothing has changed there. We just need to watch ourselves more. I’ll scope it all out and let you know tonight. Okay?’ I bend down and kiss your cheek. ‘Don’t worry.’

A chemical tang fills the back of my nose and throat. I didn’t notice that earlier. Your lanyard – UNIVERSITY MEDICAL SCHOOL FACILITIES MANAGER – is next to us on the bedside table, the red cord wrapped neatly around it. I recall the first time I saw you, at one of a series of fundraisers you helped organise for the medical school all those months ago, I recall the security pass you presented to me in both hands, like a child showing off a painting.

I smell that odour again. ‘Bye,’ I say, wrinkling my nose.

‘Be careful no one sees you leave.’ As though I’ll have forgotten since the last time you reminded me. You blow me a half-hearted kiss, not bothering to look up from your phone, and I know I’ve lost you, most probably to your work or a crossword game. You mutter something about getting tons of emails in the past hour, and then you start typing furiously. You suddenly look stressed out, but today I’m not affected by your sudden disinterest in me. All I can think about is getting home.

I grab my bag from your empty sideboard and leave your apartment that sits on the edges of the Headway Woodland. The midday sun is hot on my skin. Closing the door behind me, I scan the area for people. Luckily, your apartment, above an old university storeroom, is the only one in your small block, and there’s no one about.

Jeff’s message has unnerved me. I can’t put my finger on why.

My phone buzzes. I unlock the screen and navigate to the hidden Telegram app, where I open the portal and type in my password. That was epic, you’ve written. And then, I already miss you, my love. Relieved I haven’t pissed you off too much, I type back a smiley emoji followed by a heart. That will have to do; I can’t think of anything entertaining to say. For once I don’t double-check myself before I press Send. I lock Telegram, then the phone itself, before sliding it into my pocket.

Tying back my hair, I start the walk home. I’m thirsty and distracted. I work out the timings of my actions: shower and wash hair, choose an appropriate outfit, go to meet Jeff in his office with a bottle of champagne. The thought process loops at a particularly fast and unwelcome resonance, occasionally broken by the swish of trees, the crack of a twig or the squawk of a bird.

I speed up. Fifteen minutes more. There’s no one around. Breathe, I tell myself. After all, it’ll probably be the last time I do this for a few days. There’ll be drinks parties. Engagements. Jeff’s inauguration rehearsals to attend. The lavish medical fellowships gala event in a few weeks. I recite the spiel in my mind that we’ve been fed almost constantly by the comms team since Jeff’s first appointment: the coveted Wickham Medical Fellowships, which were first awarded in the nineteenth century, thanks to a generous donation by Henry Wickham, a prominent physician, and which attract the world’s intellectual elite, regardless of their financial background.

I realise that Jeff and I will be hosting the gala and I’ll be on show in no time. I remember Suzy, Harley Robbins’ wife, at her husband’s inauguration: sleek, light-brown chignon, pearl earrings, block heels and a navy shift dress; the way she held herself as she gave a warmly delivered and self-penned welcome speech to her ‘wonderful husband, whose dedication to the University had changed the course of many lives after he’d expanded the funding for the Wickham Fellowships so significantly. How impressive she had been.

Good Morning, Mrs. President!

It’s only when I think of Jeff’s text message again that I realise what’s bothering me. It’s not the words that are a surprise. After all, I was expecting them. Deep down, I’d known it the minute I’d spotted Harley and Suzy nodding at him after the announcement of the prestigious and world-renowned Rosemont Development Award. Our entry had apparently ‘trumped’ every other US and international university, after quadrupling our fellowship offering in the past five years with what they described as an ‘astonishing feat of fundraising’. Harley had reached over in the audience at the ceremony, and even then I could see the tiny yet complicit movement of both heads. No. It’s not the message. Or the words. It’s the exclamation point, a grammatical marker Jeff has always found abhorrent. I think about us discussing it at length, about the outward turn of his nostrils. They have their place, I always argue. Ironically or whatever, like everything else. But my UK master’s in English Literature from Bath University doesn’t cut it with Jeff.

I pick up the pace again, eager to get back to my own home. That exclamation point, so out of place in Jeff’s lexicon – could he have meant it as a joke? Knowing my husband as I do, it’s doubtful. Instead, this vertical line atop a single pixelation seems to me some sort of omen. Has he changed so much in such a short time? Has something happened? Or has my affair now sullied every detail of my life?

‘Silly,’ I mutter, laughing. The sound echoes through the woodland. I laugh again and wipe the sweat from my top lip, and, whilst thinking of you inside me, my back arching against rucked-up sheets, and Jeff’s text message, I continue the baking-hot walk of shame.

If Jeff could be described in grammatical terms, by his hatred of exclamation points, I had always been an adjunct. At school, I’d been best friends with future head girl Amy Lazarus. At university I was deputy chair of the student pastoral team, a role I was good at. But never good enough to take the next step up.

And here I am again. Still the same. Defined by my marriage to Jeff and if one were to go against my husband’s advice to his students and be reductive in their approach, you’d summarise me as follows, and in no particular order: Elizabeth Harker, age thirty-seven; part-time research academic, part-time fundraiser and writer of research papers; bibliophile; lover of UK property shows; lover of toast and jam; slow, thoughtful eater; shiny chestnut shoulder-length bobbed hair; five foot four; slim; neatly dressed. Measured in all her actions – until I’d met you. Can hold her own in an argument, apart from when discussing grammatical matters with her husband, the newly elected president of – University and Medical School.

Cheat.

And yet – yet. Since my phone alerted me to Jeff’s text message not even half an hour ago, I’ve been overwhelmed by the sense that those four words are about to tip the balance. Given that on the face of it Jeff has the starring role, I don’t yet know how. No. Not simply the starring role. He’s the director. And as we well know, things can go wrong there. An actor turns up drunk. The production budget spirals. Health and safety issues, or worse, crop up. I stand still, canopied by the huge trees five minutes from your apartment. Rubbing my arms, I think of the story that lies ahead. How much of my ensuing life script is down to me, here in this present and how much of that script is informed by the stories of my past; the narrative equivalent of a set of ancestral matryoshka dolls.

My therapist on campus (a perk of being married to a senior member of University staff) is obsessed with stories. ‘Ninety-five percent of your daily actions are driven by your unconscious mind and the stories you tell yourself,’ she’s fond of saying. ‘The lens through which you see life and the language you use about yourself. Your patterning. Your perception, Elizabeth. That’s what I’m trying to get a sense of here. What limitation you overcompensate for with your words.’ In part, she was right. My perception had indeed become reality. Adjunct. Good, but not that good. ‘My language changes according to my moods,’ I’d said with a laugh one of these times. She hadn’t cracked a smile.

I think of you again. The way you left the bed halfway through our time together this morning, your smirk as I cried out for you to finish what you’d started. At that point my husband hadn’t even entered my mind. In the space of the past twelve, beautiful months with you, I’ve gone from ‘good, but not that good’ to pretty fucking bad.

I don’t think me or my therapist are any the wiser even after all these weeks, about where my unconscious and conscious meet. ‘Is the disconnect that great?’ I’d mused one day. And the forward tilt of her body told me that she thought she was finally getting somewhere with me. That I was opening up like a bird hatching into its first dawn. But she’d been wrong. And to this day I have never veered from that tightly guarded physical manifestation of myself, upright posture, hands cupped in my lap. Not even when we discussed the untimely deaths of my mother and big sister when I was eight. Or the two miscarriages. The only person able to see beyond that version of me, was you. I think of that now as mine and Jeff’s home comes into view, the white three-bed cottage I spent six months decorating, perhaps unconsciously (see? that damn word again!), with a baby in mind. The round tables I ordered – no sharp edges. The low sofas.

I think of the way my body responds as you move closer to me. Our heat, the release of any of my internal narratives when I’m around you. I haven’t told a soul about us. Not that I have many real friends to tell. I haven’t even hinted at it in therapy, and I wonder if she knows. Whether she’s able to detect a subtle shift in the way I sit when I think about you, my body burning.

Opening the side zip of my bag, I pull out the key ring Jeff gave me for our second wedding anniversary and open the newly painted cream door to our house, relieved to be somewhere familiar. It dawns on me again that soon we’ll be moving into The Lodge. That my life has changed monumentally since this morning. That the universe has listened, somehow, to my pleas for change in the aftermath of the miscarriages and the ensuing emptiness which has resulted in me giving my all to being ‘Jeff’s wife’. And that my husband’s life is transmuting through me. Or perhaps vice versa.

I’m pleased that Jeff isn’t at home, even though the gramophone is still playing from this morning. Brahms. His favourite. Hanging up my bag in the coat cupboard and switching off the music, I run up to the shower and start scrubbing off the last hints of you, ready to revert back to doting wife, and out of nowhere comes that chemical smell again. I sniff my forearms, wondering whether I’m imagining things. I lather up the Imperial Leather soap I ordered to remind me of England and breathe in its smell. The suds sting the inside of my nose. After I’ve blow-dried my hair and dressed, I opt for cream culottes, a black silk shirt, kitten-heeled slingbacks and some gold jewellery in case we go straight out to dinner, finishing off with a spritz of Chanel No. 5. Grabbing a bottle of champagne from the fridge, gifted to us by a visiting fellow, I decide not to take my own car – Jeff, by the looks of it, has taken his – and order an Uber, ready to toast the man of the moment.

Ten minutes later I’m at the Development office wondering what I’m about to walk into. My husband, University president. My husband, who will now be overseeing both the University and the adjacent postgraduate Medical School. I’m filled with relief we’ve never had a discussion about me leaving Jeff. That the intensity of our relationship and our love has been conditional on me being in some sense unavailable.

After the Uber slows to a stop outside the building, I pull out my compact, applying one last slick of rust-red lipstick. I tuck my hair behind my ears and climb out onto the gravel drive and make my way inside. After I walk through the main entrance, my heels echo along the corridors and something about the building makes me stand taller, straighter. The black-and-white tiled floor, the wooden shields on the walls engraved with the names of previous deans, provosts and University presidents. My eyes skip to the last etching. The gold writing: HARLEY ROBBINS 2019-2025. And next... JEFFREY HARKER 2025- My fingers trace the letters. I’m unsurprised by how organised it all is; the Administration Department runs a tight ship.

A door opens, and the sound of Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘Cecilia’ fills the space around me.

‘Oh, Elizabeth dear.’ It’s my predecessor, Suzy Robbins. ‘Wonderful news. Not that it was unexpected. And you and I need a little get-together so I can pass on all my pearls of wisdom. Not that you don’t know it all already, of course.’ She smells like my grandmother used to: talcum powder, lily of the valley and freshly applied lipstick overlaying something slightly sour. I wonder if this is my future.

‘Oh, no. I don’t.’ I glance over at Harley’s name on the board. ‘I know nothing about it at all, so I’d love to hear all your pearls of wisdom. Anything you have to share.’

Suzy moves closer. I can see the powder clinging to the fine hairs on her cheeks. ‘The one thing I know is that whatever happens, make sure you’re the adoring wife. At least in public.’ She lets out a long, grating laugh. ‘I made it my mission to help him succeed. My law career came in handy, but your life now is here. This.’ She indicates the building around her. ‘You’ll be thankful for it. If you play the game, you’ll have a wonderful time. It’s a wonderful opportunity. Don’t do anything to ruin it.’ She laughs again. I hold my breath as I think of you. ‘But here’s my advice. Your role now is to support Jeff in every way you can. But I should imagine you’ve been doing exactly that, in order for him to have got here. He chose well with you, Elizabeth dear.’

I’m taken aback by the idea that I apparently had had no agency in the matter of our relationship. Suzy carries on without pause.

‘People are going to want all sorts from you. Learn to be discerning in who you trust. And what agenda they have. People are going to resent you. A lot. They’re going to complain. Dislike what you’re doing. Say nasty things about you. Outsource their own misgivings to you, as well as any issues they have with this great place.’ She sweeps her hands through the air again. ‘As Jeff’s wife, you have to be prepared for all of it. The good and the bad.’ She stares at me again. ‘Don’t take anything to heart. The compliments or the insults. You’re the blank canvas on which people can project their emotions about this establishment. That way you’ll be able to do your own thing, and you’ll both benefit.’ Suzy takes a breath. ‘And don’t forget the power you hold by dint of being married to the president.’ She smiles. ‘People annoy you, you can deal with that in a manner you see fit. I certainly have. Anyway, what a lifetime of privilege you’ll both have. Being at the forefront of education. Being allied to some of the greatest minds this planet has to offer.’

‘What an incredible thought,’ I tell her, not untruthfully. I think of you again. The idea that I’ve risked losing all this privilege in exchange for what you’ve given me. In exchange for you. Is the love we have worth it?

‘A thought that is now a reality,’ Suzy says with another laugh. ‘Naturally, Jeff’s learned his lesson. Last semester was difficult.’ I open my mouth slightly to ask What lesson? before my brain catches up with me.

‘I know,’ I’m not going to be caught off guard, and the only way I can reconcile the idea of Jeff having kept secrets from me is by telling myself that we were going through it with the miscarriages and he hadn’t wanted to worry me. But even when I think back, he hadn’t seemed different or stressed at that time. A little distracted for a week or two afterwards, but otherwise normal. So much so that I’d asked myself whether he wanted children at all, until I’d come to terms with it being Jeff’s way.

‘We had to learn the hard way at times too.’ Suzy’s eyes cloud over. ‘But we’re happy now, and so delighted that the position is going to you both.’ You both. The floor tilts in front of me and I have to steady myself. ‘And with Harley and his medical appointments, we couldn’t carry on. So sad after all he did with the Wickham Fellowships. A dream of his, to leave this world a better place. He really did try and hang on a few more months to see it all announced. One hundred fellowships last year. Quadruple that number this year, thanks to the incredible generosity of the community. We’re praying that figure is confirmed soon.’

‘Confirmed?’ I say, thinking about how we’ve already announced it in our Rosemont Development Award entry.

‘Yes. Confirmed.’ Suzy gives a tinkly laugh. ‘Basically. Just tying things up now. Anyway, Harley. It was his absolute favourite part of the job, ringing every single recipient to let them know they’d won.’ She lightly presses her right index finger against the underside of her nose. ‘Goodness, look at me, would you?’

‘Harley’s...’ I falter. ‘I had no...’

‘No, no, we didn’t tell a soul. He’s been extremely insistent on not telling anyone. Jeff knew, obviously. Had to go through the proper channels.’ She winks at me. ‘And the role couldn’t have gone to anyone better than your husband. And I hope and pray that Harley stays with us to see the final figure announced at the gala. His big moment. A lifetime of work.’

‘Oh goodness.’ I reach out for Suzy’s hand. She stiffens and pulls away from me. ‘I’m sorry. That makes sense now.’ I stop speaking. It had struck me as odd that Harley hadn’t stayed one more academic year to see his efforts come to fruition.

‘No need for all that.’ She gives me a distant smile. ‘Now listen. You just make sure that husband of yours steps into my husband’s shoes. Carries on what he started and makes the most of that brilliant network of his.’

‘Yes. I will. I’m so proud to be part of all of this.’ I sweep my arms around the room as Suzy did. ‘And the Fellowship scheme, and everything else that’s going on.’

‘Yes, Harley has left Jeff with so many plans. It’s a wonderful thing my husband has done. His legacy is going to change many, many lives. Honestly. And Jed and Nate have gone off to Harvard and Yale, but they’re back and forth to see their Pops.’

I take the bait and indulge her. If I’m going to start playing the game, I’d best start high, and clearly she doesn’t want my pity. I know exactly what is required of me. ‘Of course. Clever boys. You must have done a wonderful job with their upbringing.’

‘Well, yes, and their countless nannies.’ She laughs again, clearly relieved to be fitting neatly back into her own role. ‘But they’ve been amazing, and...’

I drift off at this point, thinking about what Suzy said about Jeff, only picking up snippets of what Suzy says. I pull myself together, reminding myself to demonstrate good manners; they’d come in handy for being the perfect wife.

Suzy’s mouth is still moving. ‘And Nate...girlfriend... Jessica Fortescue. Banking dynasty. It’s all rather... Oh look, here’s the man himself.’ I turn to see my husband speed-walking with his PA Janet next to him, notebook in hand. He’s wearing the same clothes he wears every day: a grey-brown tweed suit, tortoiseshell glasses, brown brogues. He, too, likes to play the part.

Jeff nods. ‘Ah, just the person I wanted to see. You must have read my mind.’ He gives me a smile. ‘Hello, Elizabeth.’ His arm hovers behind me as he kisses my cheek.

I think of your lips there not long ago, lingering there for a while before you concertinaed yourself down the bed.

‘Very glad you’re here,’ Jeff says. As the shade of my skin starts to give me away, I force myself to look him in the eye. My husband, University president.

‘Congratulations, Jeff.’ I cough. ‘We’re all so proud of you.’

‘Thank you.’ He squeezes my arm, and there is something unspoken between us, the unspooling of our imagined future. Jeff’s tenure. The Lodge. A baby. All we’ve ever wanted.

But then my mind goes to you, earlier. Our closeness. The way you propped yourself up on the bed on your left elbow, right hand working its way down my body. ‘It’s okay. I’ve got you,’ you whispered as I held back before finally giving into you for the second time that hour.

‘Congratulations to you too,’ Jeff says, looking around him, presumably to make sure he has an audience – which he does, in Janet and Suzy. He nods at me. ‘After all, you’re a big part of why I’m here. Your constant support.’ He gives me a flat, performative sort of smile before waiting a beat and reverting back to form. ‘Right. So listen. Janet’s booked us a table. Cecconi’s. Haven’t you, Janet?’

‘Yup. Early.’ Janet looks at me. ‘Congratulations. Jeff has always told us how instrumental you’ve been in his appointment.’

‘Thank you,’ I reply, wondering why this is the first time Jeff has ever shown any gratitude towards me in public.

‘ We’re being joined by Abraham – in fact, there are a few things I need to discuss with him, so why don’t I go a bit early and get that boring stuff out of the way and you follow on later?’ Jeff says. ‘He’s going to run through everything. We’ll celebrate at the same time, of course.’ He gives me another smile and squeezes my arm.

‘Ow,’ I murmur, stepping away. Jeff’s normally gentle with me. I’m again reminded of you earlier, the pressure of your thumb on my wrist.

‘Love Abraham,’ Suzy says. ‘Brutal as hell. Knows the media. Got us out of many a crisis.’ She throws back her head and lets out another tinkly laugh. ‘Elizabeth, get on his good side. He’ll help you out of any spot. The worse, the better for Abraham. He loves a disaster. As our director of communications, he’s second to none.’ She sounds more serious now, and I notice Janet nodding.

I think of you again and how Abraham would get me, us, out of that one if our affair were ever to be discovered. How would we countenance what we’d been doing?

‘He even managed to whitewash that terrible stalking incident. Don’t know how he does it.’

‘Midas touch.’Jeff’s voice echoes down the corridor. ‘Not that we’ll need it. At least we won’t now I’m in charge,’ he adds. I laugh, expecting him to follow suit but his expression remains the same. I watch him again, the way he holds himself in these hallowed halls, pulling out his phone and holding it up against his ear, Janet keeping up with his great strides. Despite the way I’m feeling, I know that if I want all this, if I want the title, the lifestyle, the kudos, the value of contributing to the Wickham Fellowships, even in some small way – and if I want to protect it all – then you, my love, unfortunately have to go.

By the time supper rolls around, my make-up is gritty around my eyes. I’m exhausted and agitated every time I think about having to end things with you. Harley and Suzy made an exit half an hour earlier, with promises of dinner in a few days, ‘before things get hectic with plans for the inauguration ceremony.’ As she left, Suzy patted my arm, and I knew any mention of Harley’s illness was a closed book; it was now business as usual, however hard things got for them. ‘And don’t forget the gala,’ she added. ‘Speaking of which, are you going to give a speech at the ceremony?’

I think of Suzy’s words as I dab cold water under my eyes. I stare at myself for a minute. Yes, I’ll give a speech. I mentally rehearse how I will stand up at the lectern and try to shake the feeling that I’m not up to the task. Then I do something I’ve vowed I’ll never do: I ring you. But not before gently pressing each stall door with my foot to check I’m alone. There’s something about the thought of not being with you anymore. Whether or not I’ll bring myself to finish things with you. How will my nervous system respond to the void you’ll leave behind? How I’ll miss you when all that remains is Jeff’s almost scripted familiarity. I feel reckless after the alcohol, giddy at the thought of you watching me onstage at the ceremony. Watching me in a position of power. Heat charges through me.

Thankfully, you pick up on the second ring. I knew you would. You’re not working today or tomorrow. I ache at the thought of finishing things with you. Not yet, I tell myself. I need some more time. Before the inauguration. I’ll do it before then. The words sound empty, even to me.

‘Elizabeth.’ You sound bemused. ‘What are you doing? I thought you’d—’

‘I wanted to...’ What did I want? ‘I’ve just had a couple of champagnes,’ I say, my tone coquettish.

‘A couple?’ You snort. ‘Wow. Well, I guess you’re not used to it, are you?’

I think I hear footsteps nearby. I move to the back of the bathroom, through some frosted glass doors, and into a small, unused shower cubicle with a yellowing OUT OF USE sign tacked to the door.

‘Nope.’ I lock myself in and sit on a narrow wooden ledge, one foot against the door. ‘But I wanted to hear you,’ I whisper. ‘You know I can’t stay away from you.’ I’m aware I shouldn’t say those words to you right before I’m due to end things.

You ask me what I’m doing. What I’m wearing. I tell you Jeff’s appointment has been confirmed. A charge runs up my spine: the sanctity of our secret; the contrast between how I feel about you and what I know I have to do. The fear my life will crumble if I’m found out. I lower my voice. I tell you the things I want you to do to me. Things I never told a soul before I met you. I’m still surprised by how in sync our bodies are after all this time. You clear your throat. ‘What else?’ you ask. And... And shit.

‘Someone’s calling through. It might be Janet. Or something to do with Jeff. I’ve got to go.’ I hang up. Sorry, I type. I’d better go back. But I’ve got a few more minutes if you want to text.

Sure. A thumbs up emoji appears on my screen.

What are you doing anyway? I can’t bear to let you go.

Working, you reply. I wait for you to carry on, but you remain silent.

On what? I venture.

Home stuff, you say.

Home stuff? What home stuff?

Just...stuff. Nothing you need to worry about.

I’m not worried, I’m just interested in knowing what you’re doing? I try and sound light in tone but something about your reticence to talk after I’ve hung up so quickly is making me uneasy. I start typing out something to show I’m not being needy, but everything I draft sounds wrong and overwrought.

I just miss you. I don’t need to know everything about you. It’s just that...

I put down my phone. Are you playing some power game with me, now Jeff’s the University’s big player? Are you taunting me? And even worse, are you going to cause trouble for me?

I pick up my phone again. Never mind, I type and press Send, my earlier frisson of excitement fizzling out into some sort of poison which makes the idea of not being with you even more difficult to accept. Speak later.

It’s only after I’ve sent the text and waited for a reply that never comes that I realise something. Despite all the time we’ve spent together, despite how much of my physical and emotional self I’ve given you, despite our proclamations of love, I don’t know much about you at all.


2.

The Uber ride to Cecconi’s to meet Jeff and Abraham, the director of communications, feels interminable – too much alcohol pitching against the agitation over whether or not you’d replied.

As we reach the edge of the main street the sky is still bright, forcing its way into my psyche when what I wish for is darkness. I open the car window in an unsuccessful effort to make myself more alert, and by the time I get inside the restaurant, I’m geared up to greet Jeff, who is already seated in a booth with a man I can only assume is Abraham. He’s solidly built, with thick, black hair set to one side and features which sit well in his face. He appears relaxed, the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up to his elbows, which are resting on the table in front of him. I cast a glance down at my phone one last time before slipping it into my bag. You haven’t contacted me. I concentrate on what’s ahead, signalling to the waiter and mouthing over there as I point to my husband. ‘With them.’ The waiter looks over at Jeff, smiles at me and gives a small nod of acknowledgement, and I walk straight over, the buzz of chatter around me and the background jazz mellowing my mood. They’re talking intently, and don’t see me at first.

‘We have to carry on as normal,’ Abraham is saying. ‘As though this never happened. Put it to one side completely. All right? Oh, and Elizabeth—’ Abraham starts as he notices me behind Jeff. He stands up, opening his arms. He is a solid physical presence, tall and straight-backed, with an ease of posture I find disconcerting. ‘Hey, Elizabeth. I don’t think we’ve met properly before, have we?’ he says.

‘I’m not sure we have, no.’

‘Anyway, it’s great to meet you.’

‘You too.’ He kisses my cheek. ‘I’ve heard so much about you already.’

‘Lovely to be able to celebrate with you.’ I’m taken aback by this display of overfamiliarity and extract myself. I don’t ask him exactly what it is he has heard, and from whom. My earlier excitement at being in this position in the University has dulled; with the idea of you not being in my life any longer, everything feels flat.

‘And you, Elizabeth. We’re so delighted,’ Abraham replies, ignoring my formality. I want to ask him who ‘we’ are and what ‘we’ve’ had to put to one side. But I make myself forget about that as I decide how best to react.

‘And so are we,’ I respond with a smile and make a point at nodding over at my husband. ‘Really. Jeff worked so hard, and it’s so nice it’s all paid off. And he has such big plans for the University.’ Jeff smiles approvingly, before pointing at the bottle of champagne.

‘We saved some for you,’ Abraham chuckles. ‘Just.’

‘Lovely.’

I watch Jeff pour my wine and then Abraham’s, his forefinger lifted slightly towards the waiter. ‘Another one of these, please.’ He flashes a brief smile at the waiter, who appears out of nowhere at our table. It appears my husband has already inhabited his role seamlessly. ‘Thank you. Give us five minutes to decide what to order, and bring my wife a menu.’

I scan through the food listing the waiter brings while listening to them talking. Budgets. Where the money will go. Jeff’s aims for the University. Problematic areas. Issues that might turn into bigger ‘headaches’, as Abraham calls them. Branding. Subtle changes of focus. The language around the University and its ‘giving’. And the main priorities in the coming weeks and months: the inauguration, the announcements of the Wickham Fellowships, and the big gala.

‘Got a lot on, guys.’ Abraham tears off a piece of bread from a basket on the table, stuffing it into his mouth. ‘I mean, this is all high-level strategy stuff that we’ll discuss in our board meeting. Jeff, that’s the one right after the inauguration, remember. I’m presenting. So are you. All the governors are coming. Elizabeth, sorry to bring work into this celebration dinner.’ He drains his glass. ‘Can’t seem to help it.’

‘It was you and Harley that came up with this idea, was it not?’ Jeff puts down his glass. ‘Expanding the fellowship scheme. Getting our University into number one position? You have a lot riding on it.’ He pulls out his phone and starts to look at his messages, something he’s railed against ever since I’ve known him.

‘Yeah, well.’ Abraham puts down his bread, and with Jeff now otherwise occupied, looks at me. ‘It is. It’s my life’s work. Can’t be seen to fail now, can I?’ He takes another slug of his drink and laughs. ‘The director of comms needs to do a good job with his own comms.’

‘Why don’t I get involved?’

I realise that if I want to take a leaf out of Suzy’s book, I need to speak out. If I want to really and truly start living as the president’s wife, if I want Jeff and I to raise our profiles, I need to get stuck in. If you’re no longer going to be in my life, I need to prepare myself for whatever comes next. Make myself proud. Fill the void you leave.

‘I’ve already written some research papers here. I know the ropes.’ I look around. Jeff is still on his phone. ‘I’d love to do more. And what better way to do that than with the Wickham Fellowships?’ I pick up my glass and hold it towards Abraham. ‘Number one...’ I think about how impactful our work could be. I’m fired up for the first time since you entered my life. ‘I could help out with fundraising.’ I train myself not to look over at Jeff for reassurance. Not to lift my voice at the end of a sentence. I’m direct. Clear. I have to riff off Abraham. Play my own role. ‘I was with a UK charity for five years before moving over here. Raised £3 million for the homeless with the Bed for Life campaign. So I know about raising a lot of cash in a short amount of time. And I’m also well-organised, so I can help out with the gala fundraising event too. I know you might just see me as Jeff’s wife,’ I add, astonished at the strength of my words, ‘but I’m totally invested in making this role of Jeff’s work for us both. After all, we’re a team. Like Harley and Suzy. So, from a comms perspective...’

I let the words hang in the air. Abraham’s gaze flickers towards Jeff.

‘Well, from a comms perspective that sounds dang great.’ Abraham roars with laughter. ‘We do need more bodies on board. And what better than to have the wife of the University’s president involved. I’ll talk to Virginia in HR in the morning. Set you up with something official. To add to your already very impressive roster.’

My stomach sinks at those words. I’ll have to live up to Abraham’s narrative about me. I wonder where he got it from.

‘Thank you.’ I feel the corners of my mouth upturning slightly. ‘And cheers.’ I catch Jeff’s eye and he slides his phone back into his pocket, mouths Sorry.

‘That sounds amazing, Abraham.’ Jeff gives me a small nod. ‘I want my wife to be happy. After all, she pushed me to go for the role in the first place. She’s been a wonderful support.’ He looks at me and smiles, and for the rest of the meal I allow them to talk shop. They discuss the students. The donors. Lavinia, the chair of governors voted in shortly before Jeff started, who will need to see the annual report. What ‘stance’ Jeff will take. The University’s strategy for introducing him to the public.

Abraham looks at me. ‘You know, I’ve just realised you two look very good together. Look the part. So your relationship will be part of my strategy.’ He claps his hands and looks from Jeff to me. ‘It’s like you were both made for this role. Elizabeth, how great to have you on board. I know you’ll love it here. No two days are the same. You’ll be kept very busy.’ It’s like he’s been reading my mind. ‘And you’ll both be given media training.’ He smiles gleefully. ‘Roughhousing with the hacks.’

‘Again?’ Jeff says.

‘Of course. Can never have too much of that.’ I listen as Abraham tells Jeff he understands where he’s coming from, but needs to align his voice with the values and ethos of the University. ‘We need to think about every word very carefully.’ He looks like he’s still chewing on his bread. ‘If you want to position yourself as forward-thinking, as revolutionary but with a traditional core,’ he says, pointing at Jeff’s suit, ‘you look the part. But we also need to demonstrate our ability to change, and to reflect that in our language. To be inclusive. And approachable and confident. But without being patronising. We’re moving away from it being a few rich donors supporting everyone. Community and all. Less of a hierarchy. I’ll draft something for you and send it over.’

‘Even if there are still just a few rich donors,’ Jeff says with a laugh, ‘we should try and spread the fundraising. Make it a real community venture. We need to keep the elite language, though. People buy into it from right across the globe. It’s a hard balance.’

‘It sure is, but we manage. Which is why we’re exactly that,’ Abraham says. ‘Elite. Accessibly elite, but not too accessible. Now,’ he rubs his hands together. ‘Community spirit. Let’s do some more events where we get all the locals involved. Some green-fingered initiatives outside our grounds. Show them we care.’

Everyone goes quiet, and the waiter comes to ask us if we’re ready to order yet. Jeff waves him away. ‘Another five minutes.’

‘And the big thing we need to discuss,’ Abraham raises his glass. ‘The Med School. The new Wickham Wing.’

I try and act normal. Run my finger down the plastic sleeve of the menu, heart thumping. You’ve never mentioned a new wing. And neither has Jeff.

‘Genius of you, Jeff.’ Abraham says. ‘It’s really going to solidify us as the major league player. If we can get the last part of that other funding, we’ll be able to demolish the Franklin Wing quickly.’ There was no pushback on the comms for that. Jeff? You with me? Better that they leak things slowly than we do a big announcement. Give people time to get used to it, all that new equipment changing. It’s a big deal for that department. They’ve been there forever. Anyway, we’ve got those biweekly meetings now scheduled for the main players. They can feed back. In time, of course. Let their teams know what’s going on, so everyone feels involved. And heard.’

‘ Yup.’ Jeff clears his throat. ‘Right. That’s enough about work, don’t you think?’

The Franklin Wing. Your place of work. You’ve never said a thing. As one of the main players, I now hold this piece of information which has a direct impact on you. Your beloved facilities department is going to be razed to the ground.

I think back to a few hours earlier, whilst we were lying in bed and you were joking about meeting Jeff. But now it doesn’t seem funny at all. If the Wickham Wing project starts soon, and Jeff is doing his walkabouts as University president, you and he might get more than a simple introduction.

I can barely swallow my drink.

I think about the first time I met you. I’d been out on a limb at a Medical School fundraiser, wanting to talk to someone so I wasn’t wandering around like a spare part. You were welcoming people and taking down donations for the silent auction. I was waiting for Jeff to finish talking to some bigwig. I introduced myself to you. You showed me your lanyard and I asked how much we were hoping to raise.

‘Just a tiny one, $250,000. Except this drinks thing is so extravagant it probably cost us that much in the first place.’

I gasped and said that was a lot in one night. ‘We had a few big nights when I was fundraising back in the UK,’ I quickly added, not wanting to show myself up as a total amateur. ‘But not as many as this. And we’d do some rounds by traditional post. Lots of cold-calling. I guess I never realised how much went into academia.’

‘Oh, you’d be surprised,’ you said with a shrug. ‘Academia is the worst of the lot. Look.’ You pointed at a woman in a green velvet suit. Her grey hair was pushed back with a green velvet Alice band, the type I used to wear at school in England. ‘She’s giving $40k. Her



























A POINT BLANK BOOK

First published by Point Blank, an imprint of Oneworld Publications Ltd, 2026
This ebook edition published 2026

Copyright © R. L. Heber, 2026

The moral right of R. L. Heber to be identified as the

Author of this work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

All rights reserved

Copyright under Berne Convention

A CIP record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978-1-83643-177-0

eISBN 978-1-83643-178-7

Typeset by Oneworld Publications Ltd

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording of otherwise, or used in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems, without the prior permission of the publishers.

The authorised representative in the EEA is eucomply OÜ,

Pärnu mnt 139b–14, 11317 Tallinn, Estonia

(email: hello@eucompliancepartner.com / phone: +33757690241)

Oneworld Publications Ltd

10 Bloomsbury Street

London WC1B 3SR

England


Stay up to date with the latest books, special offers, and exclusive content from Oneworld with our newsletter

Sign up on our website oneworld.co.uk



OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Prologue



		Before



		1.



		2.



		3.



		4.



		5.



		6.



		7.



		8.



		After



		9.



		10.



		11.



		12.



		13.



		14.



		15.



		16.



		17.



		18.



		Now



		19.



		20.



		21.



		22.



		23.



		24.



		25.



		26.



		27.



		28.



		29.



		30.



		31.



		Acknowledgements



		Copyright Page















		Cover



		Title Page



		Chapter 01















		Cover



		ii



		iii



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		iv











OPS/images/title.jpg
FACULTY
OF LIARS

PPPPP





OPS/images/cover.jpg
AN

f

.
Only the elite get a %y with murder...

if

R. L HEBER
W

x-..,-

‘Sex, lies and ia all come her in this brilliantly
twisty thriller of power, privilege and deception.”






