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Part One: The Fall
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The night tasted of regret.

Jill sat on the edge of the sofa, her phone glowing in her palm like a small, insistent sun. The message from Sarah had arrived forty-seven minutes ago—she knew because she'd checked the time stamp twelve times now, each glance a small act of self-torture.

Out at The Grapes. Come join us! Been ages. X

She could picture them: Sarah tossing her head back laughing, Clare nursing a gin and tonic at the corner table, the sticky floors and the press of bodies near the bar. The version of herself that existed before mortgages and careful budgeting would have already been halfway out the door, coat in hand, heels clicking down the path before she'd even finished typing her reply.

That version of herself had been fun.

That version of herself hadn't spent the last three years watching every pound like it might sprout legs and walk away.

The living room was quiet save for the low murmur of the television, some documentary about deep-sea creatures that Mike had put on before drifting into what she suspected was a semi-conscious state. He was sprawled across the other end of the sofa, his laptop balanced on his stomach, his fingers moving across the keyboard with the mechanical efficiency of someone who had written approximately ten thousand lines of code in the past month alone.

Jill watched him for a moment. The sharp line of his jaw, the way his brow furrowed when he was concentrating, the small crease between his eyes that hadn't been there five years ago. He was handsome in that particular way that software engineers sometimes were—unaware of it, which somehow made it more pronounced.

They had met at the charity. That felt like a different lifetime now.

She looked back at her phone, typed Can't tonight, bit skint. Have fun! and then deleted it without sending. The lie of bit skint felt too close to the bone. They were more than a bit skint. They were the kind of skint where you checked your bank balance before putting petrol in the car, where supermarket own-brand had become a lifestyle choice rather than a compromise, where the mortgage felt less like a milestone and more like a millstone.

Jill had become intimately familiar with the texture of austerity. She could feel it in the tightness of her shoulders when she walked past the organic section at Tesco, in the way she calculated tips at restaurants they could no longer afford to visit, in the careful arithmetic of whether they could justify replacing the kettle that had started making a concerning rattling sound.

She loved her job as a midwife. That was the thing. She loved the weight of new life in her hands, the moment when a baby drew its first breath and the room seemed to hold its own breath in response, the way mothers looked at their newborns with something that transcended language. But the pay was a quiet humiliation, the kind that accumulated slowly, like water dripping onto stone.

Mike earned more in a month than she did in three. She knew this because she did the budget, had been doing the budget since the first year of their marriage when they'd realized that two incomes did not, in fact, guarantee solvency. His salary paid the mortgage, kept the lights on, filled the fridge. Hers paid for everything else—or tried to.

But Mike hated his job with a passion that sometimes frightened her. She would wake in the small hours to find him staring at the ceiling, his jaw tight, his hands clenched at his sides. It's not what I wanted, he'd said once, early in their marriage, and she hadn't asked what he meant because she was afraid of the answer.

She understood, in some distant way, that she was projecting her own fears onto him. The fear of becoming someone she didn't recognize. The fear of waking up at forty-five and realizing she'd sleepwalked through her entire life.

Her phone buzzed again. Another text from Sarah: You sure? Been ages since we've seen you. You work too hard.

Jill laughed softly, the sound hollow in the quiet room. Sarah worked in marketing, lived in a flat in Clapham that her parents had helped her buy, and had never once worried about whether she could afford a taxi home.

"Everything okay?"

She looked up. Mike had closed his laptop and was watching her with the particular intensity he reserved for moments when he wasn't entirely sure what was happening but knew he should probably pay attention.

"Fine," she said automatically. "Just Sarah. They're out."

"You should go."

The words were simple, but there was something in his voice that made her look at him more closely. He was sitting up now, his laptop set aside, his full attention on her. In the blue light of the television, his face looked older than his thirty-four years.

"We can't really afford—"

"I had some luck today."

He said it casually, the way someone might mention the weather or a mildly interesting article they'd read. But there was a small smile playing at the corner of his mouth, a rare and genuine thing that transformed his face from merely handsome to something approaching beautiful.

Jill sat up straighter. "What kind of luck?"

Mike reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a crumpled scratch card, the kind you bought at petrol stations when you were feeling optimistic or desperate or both. He held it up, and even in the dim light, Jill could see the matching symbols, the neat printed letters that spelled out an amount she had to read three times before it registered.

"One thousand pounds," she said slowly. "You won one thousand pounds on a scratch card?"

"I won one thousand pounds on a scratch card." He was grinning now, a real grin, the kind that reminded her of the man she'd met at the charity five years ago, the one who'd looked at her like she was the answer to a question he hadn't known he was asking. "I know it's not life-changing, but—"

"Mike." She was on her feet before she realized she'd moved, crossing the space between them and throwing her arms around his neck. He caught her, laughing, and she felt the vibration of it against her chest. "That's incredible. When did you buy it?"

"This morning. Stopped for petrol on the way to work and thought, fuck it, why not." His arms tightened around her waist. "I've been waiting all day to tell you. Wanted to see your face."

She pulled back to look at him. "What are we going to do with it?"

"Whatever you want." He said it simply, and she knew he meant it. That was one of the things she loved about him—the way he could be generous without condition, without expectation. It was the quality that had drawn her to him in the first place, back when she'd been hollowed out by grief and he'd been the first person to look at her without pity. "But right now, I think you should go out with your friends."

"Mike—"

"You've been working so hard, Jill. At the hospital, at the charity. You never take time for yourself." He reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering on her cheek. "You deserve a night out. You deserve to have fun."

The words landed somewhere soft inside her chest. She couldn't remember the last time someone had told her she deserved something. The last few years had been a catalogue of obligations—mortgage payments, utility bills, the endless arithmetic of making ends meet. Somewhere along the way, she'd stopped thinking about what she deserved and started thinking only about what she could afford.

"I don't know," she said, but she could feel herself weakening. "It's already late."

"Text Sarah. Tell her you're on your way." He pressed a kiss to her forehead. "Go. Dance. Sing karaoke if they're doing it. Be young, Jill. We're not dead yet."

She laughed despite herself. "Dramatic."

"Romantic," he corrected. "There's a difference."

She looked at him for a long moment, this man she had married, this man who had pulled her back from the edge of a darkness she'd thought would swallow her whole. She thought about the charity, about the girls she'd tried to help, about the ones she hadn't been able to save. She thought about Annie.

She pushed the thought away. Tonight, she would be the woman who went out with her friends, who drank too much wine and sang badly and came home with sore feet and a happy heart. Tonight, she would be the woman Mike seemed to think she was.

"Okay," she said. "Okay, I'll go."

His smile was worth the price of admission all on its own.

—-
[image: ]


An hour later, she was in the bathroom, applying makeup with the kind of care she hadn't taken in months. Her reflection looked back at her, and for a moment she saw the girl she'd been before everything—before the mortgage, before the careful budgeting, before Annie. The same dark hair, the same green eyes, the same faint scar above her left eyebrow from a childhood fall. But there was something else there now, something she couldn't quite name. A weight. A knowing.

She shook her head, applied a final coat of mascara, and stepped back to survey the result. It would do.

When she came downstairs, Mike was standing in the hallway, her coat already in his hands. He looked at her for a long moment, and something passed between them—a recognition, a remembering.

"You look beautiful," he said.

"Liar."

"Truth." He helped her into her coat, his hands lingering on her shoulders. "Text me when you're on your way home, yeah? So I can warm up your side of the bed."

She turned and kissed him, a proper kiss, the kind that reminded her why she'd said yes when he'd asked her out all those years ago. He tasted like coffee and something else, something that was just him.

"I will," she said against his lips. "Promise."

She walked out into the night, and the door closed behind her with a soft click that sounded, for a moment, like the closing of a chapter she hadn't known she was reading.

—-
[image: ]


The Grapes was exactly as she'd remembered it—sticky floors, too-warm air, the particular alchemy of cheap perfume and expensive disappointment that characterized any halfway decent pub on a Saturday night. Sarah spotted her the moment she walked in and let out a shriek that cut through the noise like a knife.

"Jill! You came!"

She was swept into a hug that smelled of white wine and something floral, and then Clare was there too, and for a moment Jill let herself be held by their enthusiasm, let herself forget that she'd spent the last hour doing mental arithmetic about whether she could justify buying her own drinks or if she should let them buy for her.

"You look amazing," Clare said, pulling back to look at her. "When did you get so skinny?"

"I didn't. You just haven't seen me in clothes that aren't scrubs in six months."

"Well, whatever it is, it's working." Sarah was already steering her toward the bar. "Come on, first round's on me. You have to tell us everything. How's the midwifery? How's Mike? How's the charity?"

The charity. The word landed like a stone in her chest, but she smoothed her expression into something neutral. "Everyone's fine. Busy. You know how it is."

"I don't know how you do it," Clare said as they reached the bar. "The hours you work, and then volunteering on top of that. I'd collapse."

"It's not—" Jill started, but Sarah was already ordering, and the moment passed.

The wine was good, or maybe it
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