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Sense and Sensibility: 
Alison’s The Sensible One
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One

The ten year anniversary of her father’s death was not what Alison had expected. Among the mourners were those who had never known him during his life including her mother's partner and his son. Their presence made sense in a roundabout way; both loved the widow Dash, as much as she had loved her late husband. They were so central to her life it would have been strange if they hadn’t been there.

The current great tragedy of the widow’s life, now that her husband was dead and buried a decade, was that her partner—never boyfriend, that sounded too much like they were in high school—that her partner’s name was John. 

“Such a fine specimen of maleness should have a more illustrious name fitting to his romantic soul,” she stated, thankfully after the speeches.

Edward, the aforementioned son of this romantic soul, spent half an hour convincing the tipsy widow that John was much more refined than Jay. Alison watched with amusement from their table as her mother gesticulated and the last of the dessert dishes were cleared away.

“You are so good with her.” Alison smiled at Edward as he sat back down, having finally convinced Mrs Dash that there was no need for John to change his name.

“Do you think they'll ever get married?” Edward asked.

“What, our parents? I doubt it. Mum likes playing the grieving widow too much. Not that she’s been much of a grieving widow since she met your Dad but it gives her a consequence she feels is appropriate for a woman of her age. Besides which your mother would likely throw a hissy fit so let’s hope it doesn't happen.”

“She reminds me of my mother—apart from the hissy fit,” he conceded with a nod. “Except she's more—” he rolled his hand like he was conducting an orchestra as he searched for the word “—solid.”

“Are you saying my mother's fat?”

“No, no.” His hand landed back on the table. “She's more—you make her more, you're more—”

Alison reeled back in mock horror. “Are you saying that I'm fat?”

“No—no. I mean you're—you have all the right—you...” Edward trailed off as Alison laughed.

“It's OK. I do know what I look like.” She slid her watch up and down her forearm, sobering. “I'm not under any illusions here. So what were you actually trying to say about Mum?”

“I don't know.” He frowned, then his face cleared. “Oh yeah. You give her a grounding which my mother lacks.”

“I bet you do a pretty good job at grounding her. Huh, that sounds like you were sending her to her room.”

“If she'd listen to me I would,” he sighed then added, “on both counts.”

“But she doesn't?”

He toyed with a spoon on the table. “To her I'm just a younger version of my Dad.” Edward glanced across the room at his father, John.

“That must be hard.” Alison shifted her eyes from his face and followed his gaze instead.

“Yeah, she and my sister have like, this little secret club—and Robbie too! It's hard not to feel like the odd one out.”

Alison nodded as he mentioned his siblings then tilted her head towards her sisters. “Well, there's a bit of a girl’s club on my side of the fence too.” 

He looked at her and she turned to watch her sisters dancing with a group of people across the room. “You're not exactly like your sisters, are you?” 

“That's a bit obvious.” She waved her hand down her body, a good two sizes bigger than either of her sisters. “Maybe they need to do a DNA test to see if I qualify for inclusion.”

“That's twice,” he said in a stern voice.

“Pish.” She turned back to him. “I don't even realise that I do it. It’s just, you know, current circumstances—single, living with my family—and I mean, well, look at them.” She gestured towards her sisters. “I look like them, well, enough like them to notice the differences at least.”

“Could I have a conversation with either of them? Would I want to?”

“They aren't that bad.” She fiddled with the stem of her wine glass.

“You're not a guy.”

“Are you though?” She arched an eyebrow at him. “Aren’t guys meant to be all about the physical rather than the conversation? I mean, shouldn't you be over there drooling all over them instead of talking to me?”

“Mary-Anne maybe. But she has a boyfriend—”

“Who isn’t here,” Alison interjected.

“Who isn’t here.” Edward agreed. “But Margaret? That's just creepy, she’s only a teenager. Besides the fact that they're like my own sisters, I like a more mature woman.”

“Like my mother?” Alison grinned.

“You had to go there!” He threw up his hands.

“You do handle her very well. Who knows, you might share the same type as your father.”

“No thank you. Like I said, mature women,” he emphasised each word, drawing it out, “and I don't just mean age.”

“One day my sisters will get there....not sure about my mother though.” Alison wondered whether she should feel guilty about saying that.

“One day my siblings will get there too,” Edward said with a sigh. 

They were comrades in arms; no need to feel guilty.

“Amen to that sister.” Alison raised her glass in salute. He raised his in response.

The glasses made a satisfying clink as they met.


Two

The Dash home was a 1920’s villa; originally three bedrooms, what had once been a sunporch was transformed into a room for the youngest, Margaret. The carpet soft beneath her feet, Alison felt the give of the floorboards as she walked down the main hallway past Margaret’s room. 

She tapped on her other sister's bedroom door. “Mary-Anne? You need to get up.”

No answer. Mary-Anne had requested, but insisted she wouldn’t need, waking up in the morning when they had come home last night. 

“Better you than me,” John had said as she’d left the kitchen and their morning coffee ritual. His words echoed in her head as, stifling her frustration, Alison pushed the door open.

“I’m coming in so you better hide any boys that are in there. Mare?” She snorted at her unintentional rhyme.

Mary-Anne’s room looked more like a teenagers’ than Margaret’s; posters on the wall, clothes on the floor, nail polishes littering the top of a set of drawers, the tiny iPod dock was silent for once. Mary-Anne had a sort of nervous energy which required almost constant stimulation.

A muffled voice came from beneath the covers. “Of course there aren’t any boys in here. Will and I haven’t—besides he’s busy.” Mary-Anne flipped the covers back and continued in a rush. “Speaking of boys, you and Eddie seemed pretty close last night.” She yawned and settled the duvet over her shoulder.

“He's our brother, Mary-Anne.” Alison grasped the duvet and attempted to pull it from her sister. It was a familiar game, perfected through years of high school, Alison hadn’t thought she’d have to play again.

“Our step brother, Alison,” she mocked. “That step is important.” Her fist clenched around the duvet edge, holding it in place.

“Yeah, cause it keeps you a step away from incest,” Margaret said from the doorway.

“Margaret!” Alison and Mary-Anne cried in unison. Both dropped the duvet, turning to their little sister who, although completely inappropriate, was at least able to get herself out of bed.

“What? It's true. If he was actually our brother boning him would be incest.” She said it as though this were the most reasonable thing.

“Boning?” Alison shifted, her eyes on the duvet, straightening the wrinkles. She wasn’t sure what kept her eyes down; her mind skittered away from imagining sex with Edward. She was just uncomfortable talking about sex, or talking about sex with her younger sisters. Surely she’d be fine if she were speaking to her friend Charlotte.

“Boning,” Margaret repeated with nod. “Like George was doing with Lydia.”

That brought her head up. Alison looked aghast at her youngest sister. She couldn’t believe that the second-most devastating event in her life could be dealt with so flippantly.

“Oh god, Marg, really? Just leave her alone, OK?” Mary-Anne threw the covers back and rose.

“I was only trying to help,” Margaret whined as Mary-Anne pushed her out of the room.

“Don't listen at doors.” Mary-Ann closed the door.

“I'm not a kid anymore.” Margaret’s petulant tone filtered through the wood, her thumping down the hall followed.

“I wish she hadn’t been here that day.” Alison shook her head. “I wish I hadn’t told her. I wish—God.” She buried her head in her hands.

“It’s not your fault, you were upset. It wasn’t anything that you did. How George behaved isn’t your responsibility. And...we’re happy to have you home.”

“Thanks, but moving home at 24 doesn’t feel so great. And I shouldn’t have said anything to Marg. She’s far too young.”

“You realise she can legally have sex in two years, right?” 

Alison baulked at the idea of her baby sister turning sixteen, of her having sex, ever. 

In a firmer tone Mary-Anne said; “I shouldn’t have let her drink last night, it gave her an inflated sense of her importance. Was I that bad at her age?”

“Worse.” Alison smiled. “I think you spent that entire year locked in your room listening to excessively loud music and wearing too much black eyeliner. You said music spoke to you and,” putting on a dramatic voice, “was the only true form of communication.”

“I was a delight.” Mary-Anne grinned and hugged herself. “I still am. Admit it,” flinging her arms wide, “you find me adorable.”

Alison arched an eyebrow. “I find it adorable how you try to change the subject.”

“We never did talk about it Ali.” She sat on the edge of the bed, suddenly earnest. “I didn’t think you’d want to.”

“No. I meant you getting out of bed and being a good girlfriend and meeting Will's sister. We managed the first part thanks to Margaret. Now on to the second. Well, third.”

Mary-Anne groaned in response and buried her face in the duvet.

“You aren’t hungover, are you?”

“No. I was keeping pace with Marg. I wasn’t about to let her get drunk. I just—” Mary-Anne took a breath and then burst out with “What if she doesn’t like me? What if Gina doesn’t think I’m good enough for her brother? What if I wear the wrong thing? What if I’m overdressed or worse, underdressed? What if Will decides he doesn’t like me anymore? What if—”

“What if you breathe? OK. Just breathe. Gina will like you, I’m sure, and I’ll help you find something to wear.” Alison opened the wardrobe door, reflecting that she wasn’t so bad at changing the subject herself. It never occurred to Mary-Anne to ask what Alison had been like at 14. Had she thought about it she may have realised that was the year their father died.

“But what if she doesn’t?” Mary-Anne whined.

“Mary-Anne Elizabeth Dash you are getting out of bed and you will meet Gina. Don’t think I don’t see you trying to creep back in. You will be perfectly nice and she will like you.”

“OK,” she grumbled then brightened. “I can tell you all about it at family dinner tonight. We can compare notes. You met her once, didn’t you?”

Alison didn’t turn around. She had, several months ago, then she’d broken up with George. “There isn’t family dinner tonight.” Coat hangers clacked against each other.

“What? Why not?”

It was an effort but she didn’t sigh. “Because we were all together last night. And Mum and John are leaving early in the morning. And I have to get up at 4am to drive them to the airport.”

“What about Eddie?”

“What about him? Here.” Alison dumped a pile of clothes on the bed next to Mary-Anne who picked up a dress and held it against herself, moving towards a mirror.

“What would I do without you?” Mary-Anne smoothed the skirt, her eyes on her reflection.


Three

“Bye love.” Alison’s mother hugged her tightly. “You’ll be OK, won’t you? I’m just so excited! John never wanted to leave the girls alone. I’m so glad you’re home so he can’t worry. Don’t miss me too much.” She wanted plenty of time to look through Duty Free so headed for the gate. 

John wanted a coffee and a paper but he waited behind to thank Alison for driving them and added, “I’m sure you’ll take care of everything while we’re gone. Make sure Mary-Anne goes to uni. Margaret has a couple of assignments coming up. I should be able to deal with any bills when I come back. Edward will be around if you need any help.”

“Everything will be fine John. Just enjoy yourself...and look after Mum. I’ll manage the others.”

“We couldn’t have gone on holiday without you here to look after your sisters. I know it’s been hard on you, these last couple of months but...” He cleared his throat. “You call me if you need anything.” John patted her shoulder then departed to join her mother. 

After dropping her parents off Alison had only managed another hour of sleep before she was up to shepherd Margaret to school. Mary-Anne didn’t have lectures till that afternoon and would likely wake herself. Alison made a mental note, as she approached her office, to check in later.

Burke Consulting had been long established in Wellington. The office was small, occupying half a floor on the Terrace. The lift broke often and the paint in the lobby was chipped, but the Burke offices were a beacon of functional beauty, run by Alison and managed by Katherine Burke, no paint was allowed to chip here.

The original Burke died many years ago, and his wife, the formidable Katherine, had stepped into his shoes. She ran the business on the bones of her late husband’s efforts. 

Times, they were a-changing, Katherine had finished on Friday, Susan Vernon, who would be replacing her, was starting today which meant Alison was in the office early despite needing more sleep. She wished that Charlotte was there, at least for the first day with her new boss. But Charlotte was overseas for another week and a half. 

As expected, the break room needed cleaning from Katherine’s farewell drinks on Friday. If Charlotte were there they’d have cleaned together, laughing about others’ drunken antics. 

Katherine had left her office spotless but Charlotte’s desk, the closest to the party, needed a wipe down. Notes for the person who would be “babysitting” Reggie were numbered on a pad next to the keyboard. Reggie’s desk, as always, had piles of papers everywhere despite his being away for a week. Alison avoided going in there.

An email from Charlotte awaited her when she reached her own desk, it ended with “please take care of Reggie for me.” Smiling, amused that her friend was more worried about her boss than her daughter who was no doubt being well looked after by her grandmother, Alison began her reply. She was immersed in the email when a woman appeared.

“Hi. I’m Lucy Steele. I’m supposed to be starting work today?” It was a statement but her inflection made it sound like a question.

The babysitter had arrived. Early.

Lucy was model thin in a shapeless dress that would have looked like a sack on anyone else. Her thick textured hair fell almost into her heavily made up eyes. Every part of her was intimidating.

“Hi Lucy.” Alison stood, tried not to feel frumpy, and forced a smile. “Nice to meet you.” She extended her hand. “Alison Dash, and before you ask, no I’m not a runner.” She’d heard that joke too many times.

“Oh! That’s so funny because your name is Dash. I’m not steely or made of steel or something ha-ha-ha. No, no of course I know who you are!” This sounded forced, as if Lucy had just remembered something bad she’d heard about Alison. “I feel like I know you already. Oh, Alison I’ve wanted to meet you for so long.”

Alison blinked. “Really? But you just started today. Anyway,” she rushed on, eager to avoid whatever trap that was, “let me show you around. I look after Susan Vernon. She’ll be just through the glass wall. It’s her first day too.”

“Oh no! I’ve known all about you for years.” Lucy continued as though Alison hadn’t spoken. “I feel like I know you already.”

What the hell? “Right, so your desk is—” 

She wasn’t out from behind her desk before Lucy started again. “Your mother lives with a man called John, right?”

“Um, yes...you’re just over the partition. And across from me is the records room.” She had finally got out from behind the desk. “It’s locked, our records manager is one of our consultants and comes in once a week to check on things. The next door, just across from you is the server room, the IT guy is one of our consultants too, same arrangement.”

“You, Susan, records, IT, me.” Lucy pointed at the desks and doors in turn. “I am right. I knew I was. You’re just like he said.”

“Like who?” Alison faltered for a moment, a strange feeling twisted in her stomach, before recalling the earlier question. “Do you know John?”

“Do you know John’s ex wife?” Lucy countered.

“I’ve met her a couple of times but I wouldn’t say we know each other well.” She frowned but ploughed on with the tour. “Behind your desk is Reggie’s office.  You’ll be looking after him. He’s been away for a week so I’m sure he’ll have lots -”

“I haven’t met her yet and I’m terrified about it, you can’t imagine.” 

“Terrified.” Alison’s voice came out squeaky.

“She doesn’t visit much but I’ve always managed to duck out just before she turns up even though I’m dying to meet her after all this time, such an interesting woman and affectionate mother.” Lucy was watching her face far too closely.

“I’m sorry.” Alison couldn’t stand it anymore, and asked in as measured a tone as she could manage, “How do you know her?”

“Oh didn’t I mention that part?” Lucy was acting too innocent. “I live with her son.”

“I’ve only met Robbie a couple of times—”

“Oh no! Not Robbie silly. Eddie.” There was triumph in Lucy’s voice, they had finally reached the part she was waiting for.

“Ed—Edward.” Alison attempted to collect herself, bracing her hand on Charlotte’s—Lucy’s—desk, her watch slid down to meet her hand. “You live with Edward?” She was impressed how calm and disinterested she sounded.

“Oh yes, I’m sure he talks about me all the time although maybe not in front of his father being how he’s not a fan of men and women living together unmarried.” This made no sense. John was living in sin himself and hadn’t worried about Alison living with George.

There was a pause while Alison thought how to answer this. She shoved her watch back up her wrist, raised her arm towards the kitchen, opened her mouth and—

“You knew Ed when he was a teenager didn’t you? You can tell me all about his awkward phase.”

“Maybe some other time.” Like never. Alison gestured around the office and then indicated that Lucy lead the way.

“Oh! Of course.” She started walking backwards, Alison wished Lucy would turn around or just go the hell away. “Work, work, work. Ed tells me how dedicated you are to your job. Can you help me though? I really have no idea what to do.”

“Charlotte’s left a deskfile. This is the kitchen and the boardroom is across the hall. It’s hardly ever used. There’s usually just the four of us here. A varied roster of contractors pop in from time to time but mostly they’re on assignment outside of the office.”

“Like building contractors?”

“Like finance, policy and strategy, legal, you name it. Katherine has, um, had, the perfect person who was willing to drop whatever they were doing to work for her.” Partly from respect, partly from fear, partly from the inability of anyone to say no when she asked.

They ended up back at Lucy’s desk. Charlotte's list was missing but a short search found it in a drawer.

Alison escaped from Lucy fifteen minutes later by the expedient of going to the bathroom. Friday, her life had been so different. She had called the venue and the caterers to check that everything was ready for the party. She’d helped toast Katherine. She was busy, she was happy. On Friday there were exciting things in the future. Today, she felt lost. The bottom had fallen out of her world. She wanted to cry and scream and kick things but in five minutes she’d have to go back out there and play nice. She didn’t think she could manage both.

She took a deep breath and met her eyes in the mirror. There were bags under them from a busy weekend and an early morning. Had she always looked like this? She couldn't remember the last time she’d looked in the mirror, examined herself. There were always too many other things to think about. Presenting herself as capable was more important than appearing attractive. Edward, who she’d thought was above such things, had chosen a woman based on her looks because, let's face it, there apparently wasn’t much else to her. 

Realising she was staring at herself in the bathroom mirror she smiled at her reflection. Brown hair, brown eyes, just average. Not small enough for the guys that liked “normal” girls; not big enough for the chubby chasers. No. Her smile faded. She would have chosen Lucy over herself too.


Four

“You can’t judge a book by its cover.”

Alison looked up, startled. How long had Margaret been there? Were they in the middle of a conversation? 

“It’s the title of my English assignment,” Margaret continued, unaware Alison was trying to pull herself back to reality. “I have to critique a cover of one of the three assigned novels and design a new one. I was thinking maybe you could help me. You used to do art, didn’t you?”

Alison had started drawing Lucy without realising, lines on a page had became a jawline, a cheek bone, she had excellent bone structure. A pen wasn’t satisfactory so she’d found a pencil in the stationery cupboard. It felt better in her hand, more solid—she could shade and smudge. The pencil had migrated home with her. 

“I haven’t,” Alison replied, pushing her sketch away, “—not since I left high school. But sure, I’ll help you.”

“I was thinking maybe I could design it and you could draw it for me? It’ll be so much better than everyone else’s - they’ll be making them on the computer. But this will be something real.” Margaret examined the picture of Lucy. “This looks real. Who is she?”

“No one.” Alison flipped the sketch face down, it was a good likeness. “I might be a little rusty. I’m not sure if it’ll be much good.”

“I think that was good.” When Alison didn’t say anything she added, “You used to draw for me. I remember.”

“You remember that?” Alison was touched.

Margaret nodded. “Before I started school. I’d paint at kindy then I’d come home and tell you about what I’d painted and you’d draw it for me. Sometimes right on top of my painting. I thought it was magic.” 

Alison didn’t know how to respond. Margaret was looking at her, expecting an answer. She remembered a small child’s smile, the feeling of creating something together.

“I want a woman for my cover,” Margaret said finally. “That’s as far as I’ve got.”

“I’ll go look for my sketch books,” Alison said, running away from her sister’s open admiration.

It was lucky that when Alison had returned home, several months earlier, her room was just as she left it. She had moved her things back—the bookshelf and the books it contained, her clothes; the bed had remained. No posters had ever graced the walls, the closest had been a study schedule, first for high school then university. The walls were neutral as they were throughout the house to make a cohesive space, the curtains were blue on the solitary window.

On the top shelf at the back of her wardrobe she found them. The books were filled with sketches of her father. Alison selected the portfolio containing her various attempts at portraits; miniatures, half-lengths, whole-lengths, pencil, crayon, and watercolours had all been tried in turn. She had always wanted to do everything, the creativity pulling her along several paths at once. No great variety of faces as she had only her own family to study. There was her father—another of her father—again, and again, and again. He would sit whenever she asked.

She moved the pictures of her father to one side and sorted through the rest. She would look again, later, when Margaret wasn’t waiting for her. 

As the week progressed, and Alison spent more time with Lucy, drawing her became an obsession. She would hardly listen to the things coming out of Lucy’s mouth, sketching the movements in her mind, reducing her to pencil drawings. Unintentionally she realised that Lucy was the woman on the cover of Margaret’s book. You couldn’t see her face but the body shape, the way she stood, was all Lucy.

Margaret was exacting. “Not so skinny. I want her to look like a real person who could just walk off the page, none of this idealised stuff everyone else will be doing.” 

Alison smirked and decided there was no point enlightening her sister that the subject was a real woman.

“It’s a shame that Edward doesn’t like art.”

Alison paused. Margaret couldn’t know who she was drawing, there was no way she could know. “Doesn’t like art. What makes you say that? He doesn’t draw or paint, but he likes seeing others work. I think he would’ve drawn well, given the chance. He distrusts his judgment so much, that he’s unwilling to give his opinion on any picture.”

Margaret hovered but said nothing else.

“I hope, Marg,” continued Alison, “you don’t think he’s completely devoid of taste?”

“I don’t know him as well as you do obviously. I know he’s a good,” she struggled for an adjective, “... kind person.”

Alison snorted. “That’s high praise, especially from you.” She bent back over her sketch, a new shape forming. “He’s just shy and Mary-Anne talks so much she monopolises the conversation around here. We’ve spent a lot of time together over the years; he’s intelligent and funny, he reads a lot.” She was rattled, trying to absorb herself in her drawing to avoid the conversation, she didn’t think how these words could be taken.

“He’s even kind of cute, don’t you think?” Margaret asked.

“I’ve never really thought about it,” she said dismissively, trying to focus, hoping to end the topic.

“I think you think he is.”

Alison started at this declaration. She looked up but Margaret had her eyes fixed on the picture Alison was drawing. She looked down. It was Edward.

“I like him.” She wished she could turn the sketch over. At least this wasn’t the final. “I love him, as—as a brother.”

“As a brother.” 

“What was it you said the other day about incest?” Alison rallied. “Believe what you like Marg. He’s been part of our family for eight years, it’d be awkward and don’t you think that if something were going to happen between us it would have already?”

“Anyone can see that he likes you.” Margaret was eager. “Mary-Anne has a theory that the two of you have been continuing on behind our backs.”

Alison was tempted to ask when Mary-Anne had said this as she'd locked herself in her room all week.  Instead she laughed along but she was far from convinced of Edward's liking her, though her sisters considered it certain. The more time they'd spent together, the more she doubted his feelings; and sometimes, for a few painful minutes, she believed it to be no more than friendship. Now she didn't know what to believe.

Alone in her room she laid the pictures of her father across the bed. The images tracked the course of his illness; he became thinner, cheeks hollowed, shoulders curved. She sorted them chronologically. There he was well, and well again, then he looked somehow less himself, they continued on. His watch, the one she now wore, became looser on his wrist. She had kept every picture of her father, he looked alive even when he was dying.

The burden of knowing about her father's illness, of being the only one who knew, of sharing the secret with him, had eaten away at her as surely as the cancer had eaten him. There were days when she wished she didn’t know, when she knew that ignorance was bliss. She had silently grieved for him as she supported him through the process and when he finally succumbed to the cancer ravaging his body her grief remained silent. Her mother and sister fell apart—she had to be the strong one. Once, Mary-Anne had accused her of being heartless. Mary-Anne who right now was shut up in her room, refusing to talk to anyone or tell them why.


Five

The hint of body spray, lightly applied. Beneath that, clean flesh. On the edge of her senses, something she’d missed. A real man. She wanted so many things—to breathe him in, to press him to her, to remove the layers of clothing between them, to devour him. Her breath sped up, her brain fogged. Her body wanted one thing; to be closer to him. Her mouth wanted to touch that skin.

The months without him stretched behind and in front of her. 

The thud of the headboard made them pause. They wriggled down the bed. The last thing they wanted was for anyone to know what they were doing or leave a permanent reminder on the wall. The movement started up again no-one-can-know, no-one-can-know. It doesn’t matter what her head is saying because the rest of her is singing; she is close to reaching crescendo.

The ringing phone woke Alison. 

She groped for her trousers and pulled them towards her. She retrieved the phone from a pocket, pressed the screen and put it to her ear in one motion.

“Hello?”

“Ali, where are you?” the voice on the other end demanded.

She sat up on the edge of the bed and swore silently. She should have checked who it was before answering.

“Oh. Hi, Will,” she tried to sound normal. The last thing she wanted was for Will to know where she was, what she’d been doing.

“Are you OK?” concern coloured his voice.

“Yeah, yeah. I'm fine. I just...woke up,” she finished. “Is Mary-Anne OK?” Had they fought, was that why he was calling her? To explain why Mary-Anne had hidden herself away.

“No, she's fine,” he replied. 

“Really? She’s been a bit weird this last week. Did something happen?”

“No—no. Everything’s fine. Um, you do realise that you’re late, right? For Katherine.”

Oh god. This had nothing to do with her sister's love life. She was meant to be meeting her formidable old manager, Will’s grandmother.

“I was looking for that scarf she got me and I guess I got tired and I just...” Alison clamped down on her babbling. “Is she mad?”

“Surprisingly no. I was just worried when you didn't turn up. She wanted me to see you too.” Katherine probably knew that they hadn’t talked in some time, she knew everything. “But I guess you needed that sleep, huh?”

“Yeah, I guess I needed it.”

There was a noise behind her which sounded suspiciously like a laugh, she resolutely ignored it.

“I didn’t realise you were going to be there too. It’s been ages since I saw you.” She kept her eyes straight ahead as she fumbled for her things. 

“I actually have to leave now so you won’t get to see me. When do you think you’ll get here?”

She picked up her father’s watch from the nightstand and examined it. She calculated how quickly she could get there if she didn’t get held up again.

“About half an hour?” She slid the watch over her hand. “Please apologise to Katherine for me.”

“I will. Talk soon?”

“Yes.” She nodded although he couldn't see her. “Bye.”

“Bye.”

Alison pressed the screen of her phone and dropped her hand into her lap.

She couldn't avoid him anymore. She turned to face the other occupant of the bed.

George reclined like a model, head resting on his hand, sheet around his hips revealing excellent abs that could have been chiselled from marble.

“I guess you needed it,” he said with a smirk.

“Nope, nope, no.” She fumbled with her clothes, trying to regain some composure. “This did not happen. It didn't happen if I don’t talk to you about it.”

“Alison, thank you for coming. Tea?” If Katherine was irritated at her being late she masked it well.

“Yes. Please.” Alison took the seat Katherine indicated and sat ramrod straight. She tried to slow her breathing and remember what else she was meant to say. “Thank you for inviting me.” That was it. She smiled.

“You are most welcome. I do hope we’ll stay in touch now we aren’t working together. How is your friend Charlotte?”

Was this a trap? Katherine had never made small talk. “She’s good. Thank you for asking.” Alison tried to remove the sound of suspicion from her voice. “She’ll return next week from the UK. She’s been making a tour of churches.” 

“How wonderful.” Katherine acted as though this were a surprise. Alison kicked herself realising that she’d been there when Charlotte left, she already knew this. “I’m certain you’re looking forward to her return.” She smiled and turned to prepare the tea.

Without a focus Alison’s mind drifted back. Had it only been that afternoon? She’d gone back to the flat she’d once shared with George to find a scarf Katherine had given her.

She’d jumped at a sound behind her. “Jesus!”

“Nope, just me.”

She turned. “George what are you doing here? Sorry, what I meant to say was ‘what the hell are you doing here!?’”

“Well, it's good to see you too.” Oh god it was good to see him. “I live here. But you moved out, remember?” He accompanied this with what in other circumstances would be referred to as a charming smile. Damn, he was right.

“Yes, oh I forgot something.” What the hell was it? “I just need um...”

“Need?” he moved towards her.

“Something...” she trailed off breathless.

“I know what you need.”

The rattle of a teacup on a saucer snapped Alison back to the present. Katherine didn’t appear to have noticed her lapse.

Katherine was rhapsodizing about her early days “at the helm” of Burke, illustrating how she had “blazed the trail” for her “younger successor.”

“I held board meetings every week for the first month. I had to get them on my side and keep them on their toes. Has Susan met with them yet?” Katherine paused, for the first time expecting an answer. Now Alison knew what role to play she proceeded to fill Katherine in about her replacement.

As Katherine had many other questions to ask attention was necessary, which Alison thought was lucky; with her mind so occupied, she might have forgotten where she was.


Six

“You know he’s coming to see you right?” 

“No, Mare, he’s coming because John asked him to.” Alison wished Mary-Anne would stop hovering and go back to the kitchen.

“Doesn’t he have better things to do on a Sunday night?”

“I don’t know. Probably.” Not anything I can tell you about. If Mary-Anne was in the kitchen Edward would talk to her when he arrived, giving Alison some breathing space.

It was the first time she would see him since she’d met Lucy. Alison catalogued her surroundings to calm herself. The family room with the two big couches; one for the kids, one for Mum and John. The coffee table scarred from where Mary-Anne had spilled nail polish remover. She traced the pattern with a finger and wondered, now that she’d started drawing again, whether she should try abstract. The lamp her mother had wanted even though there was adequate overhead lighting. The grey carpet, compressed where many feet had travelled. The room smelled warm, if warmth could have a scent. A sort of nothing smell that you’re so used to you only notice it if you’ve been away. It had struck her whenever she visited. She didn’t notice it now, she realised with something like regret. It was comfortable, it was home. 

The front door open and Alison found it hard to breathe.

Mary-Anne moved back towards the kitchen. “Hey big bro,” she greeted Edward as he entered the family room.

“Hey ... little sis.” Edward gave Alison a “What the hell?” look. She shrugged.

Mary-Anne smiled too brightly and departed to finish cooking dinner, leaving them together.

Edward sat down. “What’s up with Mary-Anne?”

“Mary-Anne is just being Mary-Anne. I don’t know, she’s been weird all week.” She wanted to dismiss the conversation and him with
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