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Chapter One

Geoffrey Madely
stood motionless behind the display window, staring hard at a woman
in her mid-thirties. As she sauntered towards him, he imagined her
gliding down a catwalk with a hundred camera flashes lighting up
her face. She had that look of supreme confidence only the truly
beautiful possess. But then again, she was so much more than
photogenic to Geoff. Photo-erotic would be a more apt description.
Is there such a term? he wondered, watching her hair bounce
in time with her step. There is now.

His vision became misty and he noticed that
the condensation from his breath was clouding the window. He inched
to his right. Unable to look away, his eyes continued to track the
woman’s movements as she drifted through the crowd. She tossed her
hair more deliberately and straightened her back a little, almost
as if she knew she was being watched. But when a lady was this
good-looking, Geoff decided, inevitably someone would be. Something
inside him had melted the moment he recognised her amongst the
other shoppers. That much at least hadn’t changed. From the moment
they met she had held this power over him. Every kiss was like the
first, every cut still the deepest.

In his mind Geoff already had his hands on
her hips, pulling her gently towards him. She resisted for a second
with a diamond’s sparkle in her eyes, before allowing the space
between them to close. He could even imagine the sweet smell of her
breath, the taste of that gliding tongue glimpsed behind her
perfectly whitened teeth. She smiled, letting her lips part
further, drawing Geoff’s mouth forward as if by suction.

Geoff felt himself leaning towards the glass
again, his pulse racing to catch up with his imagination. He could
hear it thumping loudly in his ears like repeatedly dropped
furniture, drowning out all other sounds. Time had stopped, and the
storm of modern life was suspended. In those few precious seconds
he was nothing but a shipwreck beached upon her shore.

She still hadn’t noticed him, but three boys
standing immediately outside had. They pointed up at him, pulling
sarcastic faces, as he stood statuesque between two plastic
mannequins. The glass steamed up again, and when he pulled away
Geoff finally noticed the boys, now bent double in hysterics.

‘Find what you’re looking for?’

Geoff felt the warmth of blood in his cheeks
and turned to face the teenage shop assistant.

‘No. I’m just waiting for my wife,
thanks.’

The shop assistant was struggling to keep a
straight face. One of the boys on the pavement had pushed his lips
against the window and proceeded to lick the glass with his tongue.
Screaming with laughter, his two mates clung to each other to stay
upright.

Trying to ignore his unwanted audience, Geoff
quickly looked over their heads. ‘Ah, here she is now.’

The woman in the crowd finally saw him, gave
a little wave, and suddenly there was only the two of them in the
whole world again. The shop assistant turned away, allowing himself
a broader grin.

This was a game he liked to play when he was
bored: to imagine that he and Claire were strangers, meeting for
the first time. Thus, a restaurant meal became a first date, a
short break became a dirty weekend and making love after a few
drinks became a one-night stand. There was nothing abnormal
involved, he reminded himself. It was hardly S and M. He’d read
somewhere that a bit of fantasising kept many long-term
relationships fresh. But if that were true, it must mean that
Claire had fantasies, too. He asked her once what they were, and
she had just laughed and changed the subject. She wasn’t much into
pop stars, so maybe she imagined he was her favourite actor, though
if it was Brad Pitt or Johnny Depp he at least had the consolation
that they were older than him. She always sounded satisfied, both
during and after, but how could a man ever be sure? Oh, please,
Roger, he laughed to himself, Moore!

Outside, Claire followed up her wave with a
smile.

In her other hand, Geoff saw, was a single
department store bag. That was a relief. Though he was too proud to
encourage his wife to be thrifty, they both knew that money was
tight right now. First the boiler needed replacing, and then there
were those repairs following a failed M.O.T. on a car they wanted
to trade in but ironically couldn’t afford to. And while the cost
of living continued to creep up, Geoff had not had a pay rise in
nearly three years. It was the same for a lot of households, he
knew, and for some, of course, a lot worse. But she was a
beautiful, sophisticated woman who deserved to be kept in style, so
he kept his mouth firmly shut, and indeed encouraged her to spend
if she found something she was particularly in love with. It meant
he had to make a few economies himself, but there weren’t that many
things he enjoyed as much as seeing his wife in a new dress.
Except, perhaps, seeing her slip out of one.

He smiled back.

‘Drink?’ she mouthed through the glass.

He stepped outside to join her. The sun had
outwitted the clouds, but there was still the nip of late February
stealing down his neck. The air tasted fresh, like it did after
rain, though it had been dry so far today.

‘How about that place you like, a couple of
doors up?’

‘The patisserie, oui?’

Geoff smiled. ‘They’re not really
French.’

‘Then how do you explain the accents and the
fact they call you monsieur?’

‘No one there has ever called me monsieur,
Claire.’

She turned away with a grin. ‘Allons-y.’

At thirty-seven Claire could still put a lot
of women ten years her junior to shame. Her auburn hair was never
out of place, even if she was unwell, and she would touch up her
makeup to buy a pint of milk more often than not. Today she wore
jeans and ankle boots with her favourite winter coat. The fur trim
around the top of her boots matched the fur collar of her coat. She
looked after herself physically too; a dedication necessitated by
her job as a fitness trainer. Lead by example, was her motto,
though Geoff often worried that Claire must look so perfect to the
post-Christmas Teletubbies bouncing around in front of her that it
was actually a tad demoralising for them.

Claire’s exercise was predominantly aerobic,
and the programmes she offered to the public involved spinning
classes, crash mats and house music rather than dumbbells and
incline benches. The result of which was a lithe body defined by
subtle curves. She kept away from weights generally, which was a
good thing when you saw pictures of female bodybuilders. Classes
were free to staff partners, so he’d tried them all, except for
yogalates, which he was couldn’t take seriously; it sounded more
like a probiotic drink. Claire insisted that he perform at the back
of the room, eyes to the floor, claiming she would feel
uncomfortable otherwise.

‘You mean you won’t be able to stop laughing
at me!’ he’d joked back.

Unless she’s genuinely embarrassed by me?

He knew other men must notice Claire,
probably even fantasised about her. And as her husband, it was
rather flattering, of course. But so long as it went no further
than that – and so far it never had, and why should it? - such
adoration by others was confirmation that he was a man of good
taste, a man to be envied. They were admirers, not rivals. Like the
guy Geoff had seen loitering by the newsagents a few minutes
earlier, for instance. He, too, had followed Claire’s progress with
his eyes whilst Geoff stood in the shop window. Geoff doubted he
was speculating on whether or not she would teach him yogalates.
But so long as he never got to find out what her real favourite
drink was, he had nothing to worry about.

‘Get anything nice?’ he asked, as they looked
round for a spare table among the cake-munchers.

‘Maybe I’ll show you when we get home,’ she
winked.

Though probably you won’t, he thought,
bitterly.

After more than a decade together, she didn’t
seem bored with him. And as his soul mate, why should she? Not
being beleaguered by the stresses of childcare helped, no doubt,
though naturally Claire would have loved a child; maybe several. A
woman who didn’t want children was like a man who didn’t like
football, in Geoff’s book. He could definitely find advantages to
not being a dad, however, and because of that he found it easier
than her to be philosophical. Think how tired you’d be,
love. But at least that would give him a more palatable
explanation for her withering libido.

‘I’ll get this,’ Claire said, looking down
the menu, though she always had the same thing, part of the
Saturday afternoon shopping ritual.

Other parenting couples he knew did seem to
have something he and Claire lacked, mind; apart from dark circles
under their eyes. The Madelys were missing out on something, for
sure. But the evenings and weekends were basically theirs to do as
they pleased with. They didn’t have to worry about babysitters and
night feeds and all the rest of it. Even clouds without cherubs
could have silver linings.

Not that married life was completely
worry-free. Geoff was very aware, for instance, that he was seven
years older than his wife. That meant he’d hit fifty whilst she was
still in her early forties, and looking like someone ten years
younger, to boot. He did everything he could to stay in shape and
mirror her commitment to fitness, of course; but deep down he was
bored with the gym and the trim trail through the park, and he knew
that beneath his current waistline there was a fat man with a
television remote glued to his hand struggling to get out.

At weekends he always dressed smart but
causal, as he liked to call it: jeans with unstained trainers, a
black jacket over a buttoned shirt and loose Italian scarf. The
secret was not to dress too young or too old, making his true age
ambiguous. He kept his hair short to avoid any nascent grey hairs
from showing and shaved religiously for the same reason. There was
no way he was going to hand the advantage over to someone else on a
plate.

So when Claire asked if he fancied pastry, he
restricted himself to a skinny cappuccino with sweeteners.

‘I still have a couple of things to get,’ she
almost sang, ‘then we’ll push off. OK?’

‘Do you want me to get anything?’

He had cancelled the home grocery service to
save money, though he still couldn’t remember to take carrier bags
with him to the supermarket. He would be watering down his cologne
next.

‘No need. We’ll detour via the bypass on the
way home. Stock up for the week.’

How could anyone sound so excited about a
ring road supermarket? At least that would give them the whole of
Sunday to themselves. Imagine if it turned windy overnight and
some grubby little tyke they’d produced wanted them to fly a
kite? he asked himself. He knew of some people’s children who
could fly a kite for hours without getting bored. Maybe Claire was
getting used to the idea of being childless and starting to realise
the advantages of living without an individual who could never take
no for an answer.

There had to be more to it than that, he
thought.

Claire had been cheerful all week, Geoff
realised; and not only that, but positive and energetic. Her whole
outlook was affected, it seemed, inspiring enthusiastic home
improvement ideas and the embracing of unlikely sounding paint
colours. Modern wisdom decreed that when a man spontaneously buys
his woman flowers she should be instantly suspicious. But for a
man, Geoff decided, a corresponding threat indicator was a sudden
desire by his partner to redecorate their home wholesale. Something
must have happened. Even her gait was different, her high heels
seemingly as light as a pair of ballet shoes. Suddenly her joints
seemed to have more spring than a mattress factory.

Maybe she was getting bored with the man she
shared the flat with, too? That wasn’t a pleasing thought,
he decided, swallowing it down into his empty stomach.

Looking back, her mood had been rising
steadily for several weeks now, like a kettle coming to the boil.
She seemed genuinely happy, but could that zest just as easily be a
sign of restlessness and dissatisfaction? He should have been glad
she was so ebullient, but oddly the little paint tester pots dotted
around the flat had the reverse effect on him. If she wanted to
paint over the cracks in their marriage, where were they?

Is she only happy now because she wasn’t
happy before? he wondered. And if so, what had changed?
She’ll be singing in the bath next, he concluded.

A bright-eyed teenage girl brought over their
drinks. ‘Merci,’ Claire said, and gave him another wink. He smiled
back, but his attention was taken by the fact that his wife had yet
again experimented with the shade of blusher on her cheeks. This
had to be the third or fourth alternative in as many days.

Claire was embracing change the way Christmas
trees embraced tinsel; only it was nearly March. Something must
have happened.

Just then Claire’s phone pinged from inside
her handbag. When she made no move to see who had texted her, Geoff
immediately felt a tightening across his shoulders.

‘I bumped into Jacky earlier,’ she said
brightly.

‘Jacky who?’

‘You know, Jacky from the swimming pool? The
one you used to fancy.’

The girl’s face swam into focus. It was
actually her sister he’d liked. ‘Oh, right. How is she?’

‘You’re not denying you fancied her,
then?’

He forced himself to laugh at her little
joke, but inside all he could think of was the phone in her
handbag. He could see it trapped next to a lipstick and her house
keys, struggling to be picked up.

‘Aren’t you going to see who that is?’ he
asked, trying to keep the question light.

Claire raised her skinny cappuccino over her
mouth, breaking eye contact with him.

‘It’s probably Mum again. You know what she’s
been like since I got her that new phone,’ she chuckled.

But the laughter was forced, he felt, and the
joke that preceded it manufactured. Besides, Claire’s Mum preferred
to leave a voicemail message if she couldn’t speak to Claire, like
an act of defiance against modern technology.

‘What do you fancy for dinner tonight?’ she
asked and began reciting a list of options with gusto.

Geoff was barely listening, though. He was
convinced Claire was hiding something, and he doubted it had
anything to do with new blinds or lampshades. His thoughts wandered
back to that man loitering outside the newsagents, not five minutes
earlier. Was that why she had tossed her hair? He replayed the
incident again and again, and by the fifth rerun he was sure Claire
had given the stranger the briefest of coy glances in return. Maybe
that was her fantasy: a younger man? Or at least one that didn’t
look increasingly like an older brother.

He felt the tightening in his shoulders turn
into a solid weight, as he stared down into his half-finished
coffee.

‘So, maybe you could go check the football
results in the electrical shop or something, and I’ll come meet you
there in about half an hour?’

She stood up, in a hurry to leave. No, Geoff
corrected himself, in a hurry to escape further questioning. She
looked away again when his eyes searched for hers. Maybe she was
planning to buy something grand with money they didn’t have, Geoff
pondered. Shoes had always been her Achilles heel. He would have
preferred that explanation to the one lurking in the backwaters of
his mind.

‘Finish your coffee,’ she said gaily, heading
for the door.

‘Half an hour, then.’

She didn’t look back, but then why should
she? Geoff asked himself. Couldn’t all this just as easily be
explained by stress-induced paranoia? Work had been a real slog of
late. The weekends were such a relief but never seemed long enough,
which he knew was a bad sign. The tension in his shoulders wouldn’t
leave him, nor the memory of her avoiding eye contact. Claire never
moaned about her job, about being tired or disaffected. She was so
fit and healthy, so overflowing with vitality and enthusiasm. So,
was he experiencing the preliminary stages of aging? He tried,
unsuccessfully, to recall if he panted walking up steps, and
promised himself that from now on he would jog up every flight.
Claiming that your forties were the new thirties was all well and
good, but logically it meant that his gorgeous wife was still
effectively in her twenties.

Shit.

Geoff sipped his cappuccino, which tasted
bitter despite the sweeteners.

Claire had always been a coffee hound. It was
her only vice; or at least the only one he knew about.

They’re admirers not rivals, he
admonished himself.

But when he looked down at her drink, he saw
she had barely touched it.


Chapter Two

Pulling up outside
their home, the late winter sunset splashed orange dye across the
windowpanes.

They had a top floor flat, which fortunately
for them, especially if they had shopping to carry, was only on the
third. That was plenty high enough, Claire used to laugh. But for a
while he knew she had considered pulling the plug on the move
because she worried about a fire breaking out. But none of their
immediate neighbours were elderly or smackheads, Geoff pointed out.
‘And besides, I can always leave an old mattress under the bedroom
window in case we have to jump.’

‘It’ll be you that goes first, then,’ Claire
replied. ‘But you don’t jump, Geoff, you drop. I’ve looked into
it.’

Presumably dropping from a third-floor window
was a risk worth taking, then; though she never mentioned the
mattress idea again. There was grass beneath their bedroom
window.

There was no proper garden as such, and not
even a balcony, but at least they were homeowners at last. The road
outside was rarely disturbed by fast cars or drunken singing, and
littering was scarce. Occasionally you found dog shit on the sole
of your shoe, but then nowhere seemed immune from that. The town
centre was a mere ten-minute walk away, if you knew which short
cuts to take, and Claire’s gym was only two stops on the bus. Geoff
also worked in town. Walking home meant not queuing to escape from
the staff car park for twenty minutes, of course; but it also meant
jousting the English weather with your umbrella.

Inside, most of the second-hand furniture
they’d inherited as wedding presents had been replaced by more
modern, albeit self-assembled counterparts. Claire liked her R
& B, Geoff his televised sports. What books they had were
largely autobiographies of iconic actors and millionaire sports
stars, with an incongruous Mandela and Alan Johnson hiding here and
there. Claire had read Les Misérables because Geoff hated
musicals. ‘If you want singing, we’ll go to a concert.’ Neither
smoked, but the odd glass of white or red could lead to the
emptying of a couple of bottles of French or Chilean at weekends.
They had a tacit agreement not to drink during the week, though
lately Geoff had rebelled a few times (‘on special occasions.’)
without remark from Claire.

Their honeymoon was spent in Ireland because
they shared green as their favourite colour, they told everyone,
and not because it was two hundred quid cheaper than Paris. The
bars and restaurants were so good, mind, that they probably spent
the same amount anyway. Geoff certainly enjoyed trying to convince
his new bride that the national dish of Ireland was steak and ale
pie. Despite several attempts, neither of them managed to finish a
Guinness, though Geoff swore he saw a leprechaun in the hotel’s
reception.

That was the launchpad for their
relationship, Geoff maintained. How they’d got together in the
first place was not something he liked to think about.

‘We need more lamps,’ Claire said in the
hallway. ‘You know, make it cozier?’

They had redecorated the flat room by room
only the year before last, which was why Geoff had been so
surprised one Sunday when Claire dragged him into a DIY superstore
with the biggest trolley available. They’d bought three lamps that
day alone. ‘We could do with a change,’ she had announced.

Now there were discrete little squares of new
colour hiding behind paintings and cupboards, awaiting final
selection. She was taking the whole thing extremely seriously. But
given the fact that there was, in his opinion, nothing wrong with
the flat the way it was, he was convinced that eventually she would
get cold feet. She remained resolute, however; the spare room
becoming a particular preoccupation.

Geoff was relaxing in the living room now,
the shopping unpacked and the television on low in the background
promoting that evening’s predictable schedule. Claire was even more
relaxed, in the bath, treating her muscles to one of her lengthy
soaks. She probably needed it after a long week accumulating lactic
acid. Geoff had plenty of time, then, for what had recently evolved
from a monthly to a weekly ritual in his life.

Claire’s handbag rested in his lap, not
bulging but heavy. In a natural disaster a woman would be safe so
long as she could grab her handbag; it doubtless contained all she
would need to survive any emergency. He took out her purse, and
opening it, carefully looked through her receipts. Food, petrol,
car park tickets: the usual suspects. He had already checked
through her bank statements and the small pocketbook she used
mainly for lists without finding anything untoward. Most of the
discarded letters in the paper recycling bin were advertising
circulars or other junk mail. But it was the phone that most
interested him. Maybe that text in the patisserie had been from her
mother, but did that mean all her other messages that week could be
explained away so easily? He unlocked the phone with Claire’s date
of birth and scrolled through the list of messages.

Of all the things he did behind his wife’s
back, this was the only one to make him feel uncomfortable. Maybe
it was because in the modern world the mobile phone had taken the
place of the personal diary as the ultimate private sanctuary; but
then again, most of a phone’s contents were shared, sometimes with
dozens of people on social media, so why not? Any guilt he might
feel was offset by the knowledge that he was acting in her best
interests as much as his own. After all, who else could love Claire
as deeply as he did? The list of his sacrifices for her over the
years would have covered every inch of wall space in the flat, for
sure. Did he play football anymore? No. Did he look for better paid
jobs further afield that would leave her to come home to an empty
flat? No. Could he stand the sight of her mother? Oh, no. And
keeping a regular check-up on her like this was just another
example. He was the luckiest man alive, he told himself late at
night, but to stay lucky he had to be vigilant. There were men out
there who would not respect her the way he did and might take
advantage of her just as a boast to their friends, a conquest, a
scalp. Whether you called them admirers or rivals, Claire was worth
so much more than that. To him she was a sun-kissed lagoon,
secluded and exclusive, natural and unpolluted. Without her life
would be nothing but a common ditch.

If she ever leaves me, he thought, as
he checked for messages received between half-past four and five
o’clock that day, I will dry up like a fly trapped behind a
curtain.

Geoff frowned. There was nothing from his
mother-in-law. In fact, there were no messages received during that
period at all. Could he have mistaken the sound of someone else’s
phone for Claire’s? Then why that reaction, and her hurried exit
without finishing her coffee? So, if the message was real, that
could mean only one thing: Claire had read and erased it. Other
messages received that day from people he knew were still there, so
why erase this one alone?

Geoff turned the television to mute. He
listened to the sounds of water gently lapping in the bath, and
imagined Claire’s long, athletic legs rising and falling through
the foam like dolphins. Why the subterfuge, Claire? Why
go to the trouble of erasing one message in particular? Then a
more troubling question leapt into his thoughts: did that mean she
suspected him of checking her phone? It hardly mattered that he
actually was checking her phone. The important fact was that her
suspiciousness meant she didn’t trust him.

It could also mean, of course, that she had
something to hide.

Geoff let his head fall back into the
upholstery of the sofa and closed his eyes. This had never happened
before. In the past Geoff had always found what that mysterious
receipt was for, or what Claire had been doing at a new business
listed on her credit card statement. But he’d always known this day
would come, hadn’t he? Claire was a beautiful flower. You could
look at a flower, admire it from afar, even get close and imbibe
its intoxicating scent. But it would never be enough. Sooner or
later someone would decide to pick that flower for themselves.

If she knew, if she marched out of the
bathroom right now and caught him red-handed, would she understand?
Of course, he decided. She’d have to. She knew how much he loved
her. But she would be upset for a while, until he could justify his
actions, make her understand the beneficent motive behind them.
Upsetting Claire was something he strived to avoid, of course, so
he was always careful not to give her grounds to suspect that he
regularly checked up on her like this. He had never been caught or
come close to it. Devotion kept him sharp. But he only needed to
slip up once, and the cat would be out of the bag. Then what?
Tearful forgiveness, sure. But would he ever be able to check her
phone again? If she did confront him about her suspicions, of
course, it probably meant she really didn’t have anything to
hide in the first place; otherwise, she’d be drawing attention to
it (whatever or whoever ‘it’ was). The more complicated the
mind games became, the more ridiculous they seemed.

So why erase this one message?

Maybe she hadn’t. Maybe the message had been
deleted by accident. It was possible. Equally, there might be
another quite innocent explanation; though it was a struggle to
think of any right there. He remained convinced she was hiding
something from him, but did it necessarily have to be ominous?

The image of a hand reaching down towards a
helpless flower and ripping it from the soil refused to leave his
mind, however. Could there be someone at work trying to worm his
way into Claire’s affections? Was she being bombarded with a charm
offensive by some over-confident muscle head? Young single men
could be as manipulative and astute as anyone when a mature woman
caught their eye. He was only doing what any decent loving husband
would do, under the circumstances: protect his wife from her own
vulnerabilities as a woman.

He opened his eyes to a man kissing a woman’s
neck in a perfume advert.

That was all well and good, he told himself,
but it didn’t get him any closer to finding out who had sent the
missing text message. And he had to find out. This was not
something he could just shrug his shoulders over and forget. If the
message was important Claire would have called whoever it was back
when she left Geoff alone at the patisserie. It was worth a quick
check of her call log, then, he decided.

‘Darling,’ her voice wafted through the flat.
‘Could you get me a towel?’

‘Sure,’ he replied, tapping the call log icon
with his forefinger. ‘There,’ he whispered.

The outgoing call time was 16:48, when Claire
must have been well out of sight of the patisserie. She had phoned
someone called ‘Maxine’. It was a name he hadn’t heard her use
before, and of course it could be a hairdresser, a new girlfriend
or a trainee at work. But it could just as easily be a false name
for a man.

A man called Max, for instance, a man who
fancied his chances with a more experienced but still attractive
married woman.

And whoever this ‘Max’ was, Claire wanted to
keep him a secret from her husband. Well, she would, wouldn’t she?
Not because she had done anything wrong - yet - but because she
felt embarrassed in an awkward situation. Flirting might be
harmless fun, but fun didn’t always have harmless consequences.

The more he thought about it, the deeper his
conviction grew, and the stronger his instinct to protect
became.

‘I’ll be right there,’ he called.

He took a fluffy cream towel from the airing
cupboard and was about to knock on the bathroom door, when his fist
froze an inch from the wood. The smell of lavender wafted up under
the door into his nostrils. Lavender mixed with something else,
something exotic. It was certainly new. Maybe it was a gift?

From an admirer.

He listened hard, certain he could hear
something between the lapping of bath water and the dripping of a
tap. Yes, there. He could hear it again now, clearly. It was
hushed, more like humming, in truth, but distinctly carefree and
joyful in nature. The sounds someone made without thinking, when
they were profoundly happy. It chilled his blood.

Claire was singing in the bath.


Chapter Three

Barring illness,
Geoff and Claire had a rule that they should never stay home on a
Saturday night. ‘Because that’s when we’ll start getting old,’
Claire explained. More often than not that meant The Three
Horseshoes, often just as a way to kick the evening off; but it
also made a good contingency if nothing else was happening. It was
a free house with a longstanding reputation for providing more than
just basket chips, big screen sports and conventional beers. Once a
month there was a comedy club, plus the occasional open mic nights,
summer barbecues, a mini music festival in August. By nine o’clock
the place was rammed. A mixed ability blues band played old
standards for an hour, before making way for the compere, who
seemed convinced that the naming of various bodily parts in Latin
was a ground-breaking innovation in stand up. Erratum. Claire
bumped into a couple of old girlfriends she hadn’t seen in ages,
and what with that, the music and the crowd Geoff found it easier
to mask his anxieties. He went easy on the lager, despite the
temptation to get plastered, hanging on to his second pint like it
was closing time.

‘You remember Janet, don’t you?’ Claire
shouted as the band started on the second half of their set.

‘Sure,’ Geoff lied.

‘We were at school together,’ Claire
continued shouting in his ear. ‘Then she moved to Chelmsford with
her boyfriend. But she’s moved back in with her parents, because
they’ve split up.’

‘What, the parents?’ Geoff asked, feigning
confusion.

‘Silly!’ Claire slapped his arm. ‘You know
what I mean.’ She went into great detail over how the relationship
had ended. It did little to help him relax. Mercifully, Geoff could
only understand one word in three thanks to an over-ambitious
guitar solo.

Janet was the victim, of course. He continued
to nod in what he guessed were the right places, but he couldn’t
keep his eyes from straying to her handbag. There was no way to
hear her phone in here, of course; but somehow that made his unease
worse.

For all I know, there could be a dozen new
messages waiting down there.

‘Geoff!’ she exclaimed suddenly.

He looked back into her face and saw a grin
beaming across it.

‘I can see what’s on your mind,’ she
continued, thinking he had been ogling her breasts.

He laughed and gave her a quick kiss.

‘You’d better make that pint last if you’ve
got any ideas in that department,’ she said, squeezing his leg. He
doubted she meant it.

When had they last made love? It felt like
weeks. At least they still did it. His mate Dave had told him he
and his wife hadn’t had sex for two years before they finally
called time on their marriage. He wished now he’d asked if their
love life had stopped abruptly or slowly petered out, like a
marathon runner floundering half-way round. Claire grabbed her
drink and disappeared with her friends to the makeshift dance
floor. He truly couldn’t remember seeing her this happy in years.
She beckoned for him to join them, but he went to the Gents
instead.

A man passing the other way saw Claire’s
velvet clutch under Geoff’s armpit and nodded to him, almost in
sympathy. He took himself into the only cubicle with a lock and
shut himself in. If Claire had trusted him with her phone like
this, was there really any need for him to check it? The fact he
had it in his possession with her full knowledge was surely proof
enough that he was worrying needlessly.

Geoff felt the drums thumping through the
wall and straight into his head. He imagined himself heading back
and surprising Claire on the dance floor with a squeeze of her
waist and putting all this nonsense to bed. He reached for the
cubicle’s door catch but hesitated. If he really wanted closure on
this uncertainty, surely the best way was to see a list of messages
and missed calls from his mother-in-law and the likes of Petra,
Diane and Gay Gareth, her male friend from the nail bar.

He opened the clutch. Inside was a basic
supply of makeup, some spare change and a debit card, but no phone.
He snapped the clutch closed again, angrily. She had left it
behind: deliberately, of course.

The thumping of the drums
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