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Chapter One

Greg Beavis lay awake in the dawn light that infiltrated the bedroom. He had an early train to catch and so had set the alarm for 6 a.m. If he hadn’t, he’d have woken at six thirty. But because he had, he was fully alert at five thirty. How did the body know to do this? Greg had half an hour before he needed to get up, thirty minutes in which he could contemplate this irony (if indeed it were an irony and not, like rain on your wedding day, merely inconvenient). Alternatively, he could gently nudge Amanda awake in the hope of interesting her in an early-morning shag. Of these options, the latter was by far the more appealing but by an equal distance the less advisable. Amanda was a woman who valued her sleep and, though she enjoyed sex as much as the next person (and in this instance the next person was Greg, who enjoyed it a lot), something told him she would not appreciate being cheated of her last half hour of slumber. That something was experience.

Still, if the sex were good, it would be worth the grief. And sex with Amanda was always good, often great, even after thirteen years and two children. Greg cast a sideways glance towards her sleeping form. During the night she’d shrugged off the duvet, exposing the rise of her hips. The curve was a little more pronounced than when they’d first met. Amanda had been twenty-three then. Greg had been two years older than her, and indeed still was. It was only reasonable that in the ensuing years her figure should have filled out a bit. What struck Greg as remarkable was just how sexy she was, notwithstanding the gobbet of saliva bubbling on her lower lip.

Greg edged a hand across the no-man’s-land of the queen-sized mattress, bringing it to rest lightly against Amanda’s thigh. Troops in position, ready to commence engagement.

‘And what do you think you’re doing?’

Greg stiffened at the sound of Amanda’s voice, or at least those parts that weren’t already stiff did. He found her staring at him, one eyebrow cocked. This was one of Amanda’s faculties: the ability to go from comatose to vigilant at the flick of a switch. No slow turn of the dial for her. She should have been in the SAS.

‘Nothing,’ he improvised inadequately, withdrawing the expeditionary force that was his hand. He smiled sheepishly. It was this boyish charm that had first attracted Amanda to Greg and even now, as he stumbled among the foothills of middle age, she still found it appealing. In truth, it was not Greg that had woken her but thoughts of the day ahead. It was a Monday. That meant Molly had sport. But did she have a clean top? And where was Lauren’s lunch box? Amanda couldn’t remember seeing it the night before. Chances were their younger daughter had lost it again.

Amanda shot a glance at the bedside clock. No way was she getting up at 5.38 a.m. to look for a bloody lunch box. Twenty-two minutes till the alarm was due to sound: plenty of time for a quickie, and a cuddle afterwards. To Greg’s surprise and joy, Amanda manoeuvred across the cotton sheet and pressed herself against him, resuscitating his diminishing erection.

Greg needed no further invitation. He tenderly traced the outline of Amanda’s jaw, a gesture she interpreted as romantic, but which was in fact a diversionary tactic allowing him to flick the spittle from her chin. Mission accomplished, he redeployed his hand to its earlier bridgehead on her thigh, advancing the fingers slowly northwards, increasing their pressure as they neared the delta. Amanda shuddered appreciatively. But then Greg heard a dread sound: a low rumble far off up the street that subsided then rose, louder, as it drew close. How could he have forgotten? Idiot! But perhaps Amanda wouldn’t notice.

Fat chance. Her thighs tensed, and not in a good way.

‘Did you put the rubbish out?’

Greg was torn between evasion and a flat-out lie. The momentary hesitation was enough to sink him.

‘There’s still time,’ she said.

For a glorious moment, Greg thought she meant for their shag, but this hope was dashed when she shrugged him off.

‘And don’t forget the recycling.’

Greg had half a mind to argue. They could miss a collection. All right, their bin would be overflowing by the next, but there were always households with spare capacity: dinkys, or retirees, or that sad sack at number eighteen who Amanda suspected was a paedo. A week hence Greg could sneak out under cover of darkness and surreptitiously stuff their surplus garbage into their neighbours’ wheelie bins, like a serial killer disposing of body parts.

‘Go. Go!’ Amanda jabbed a heel at Greg’s buttocks with a little more force than was playful. The bin lorry lumbered nearer, the asthmatic wheeze of its air brakes provoking a frenzy of barking from the family’s labradoodle, Jess, who was shut in the kitchen. This in turn spurred ten-year-old Molly and her eight-year-old sister, Lauren, to leap awake in the room they shared, barrel along the landing and, without breaking stride, launch themselves on to their parents’ bed.

There was no way Greg was getting his end away now. Accepting defeat, he gave his daughters quick hugs before hauling himself out of bed and towards the door, bending a little so as to hide the tumescence still apparent in his shorts.

Greg and Amanda lived in Stamford Brook, a characterless enclave of west London favoured by families who aspired to, but couldn’t afford, neighbouring Chiswick. Eleven miles to the north and east, in the moderately leafier suburb of Muswell Hill, Greg’s friend and colleague, Dan Sinclair, was still asleep. He had not had a restful night. Despite going to bed a little after eleven, it had been past one before Dan nodded off. He’d made the mistake of trying to calculate how far short he was of his monthly sales target. Dan was good with figures but, not having a maths degree or Asperger’s, struggled with percentages, particularly in his head. This had contributed to his insomnia, though not 50 per cent as much as the numbers he’d come up with. Three weeks into June, he’d only achieved 65 per cent of his forecast sales. That meant that, in the remaining quarter of the month, he still had a third of his target to fulfil. In percentage terms he needed to improve on his current performance by some … some … It was at this point that Dan had reached the outer limit of his mathematical ability; the answer lay across the border, beyond his grasp. But of one thing Dan was fairly certain: he was screwed.

He suspected Greg had already filled his quota, and this just made matters worse. Because, while the two were mates, they were also rivals. Or perhaps it was because they were mates that they were such rivals. Nine times out of ten Greg came out on top. In fact, in the three years they’d worked together, Dan had only outsold Greg on seven occasions, and never in consecutive months. In the early days Greg had crowed about each of his victories, but this had worn thin with repetition, and over time he’d let the results pass without comment, which Dan found even more humiliating. He longed for a triumph of his own so they could resurrect their competition. Ah, well; maybe next month.

At six fifteen Dan’s clock radio erupted into life, John Humphrys’ hectoring tone jolting him from a dream in which the slides of the Powerpoint presentation he’d been making to the Board had been in the wrong order. Could it really be morning so soon? In a little over an hour he and Greg were due to leave for Infotech 2014, a two-day conference for the UK’s IT industry, usually held in attractive cities like Durham or Exeter, but which this year was taking place in Birmingham. Dan was not looking forward to it, and not just because it was in Birmingham. If there was anything to make him feel inadequate, it was forty-eight hours in the company of colleagues and competitors, all cocksure and confident, or convincingly giving that impression.

He fumbled for the radio’s snooze button, silencing the Today programme presenter. How the hapless junior minister Humphrys was haranguing must have wished she had the same facility. From the en-suite bathroom came the satisfyingly forceful sound of their recently installed power shower. Sarah was up before him. Dan considered confiding in his wife his concerns regarding work, but knew that, in this instance, a problem shared was not a problem halved. Sarah would only worry that he was about to lose his job. And he wasn’t. Not yet, anyway. You needed three consecutive months of missed targets before you were deemed to be in a slump and vulnerable, and this would only be Dan’s second. Still, a trend was emerging. And that’s what Sarah would focus on. Better that she live in a state of blissful ignorance, her mind filled instead with thoughts of … It occurred to Dan that he had no idea what was in his wife’s head.

What was in Sarah’s head was the song ‘Happy’ by Pharrell Williams. It had been on the radio the previous afternoon when she’d collected Russell from swimming practice and it was proving impossible to shift. Still, it could be worse – something by Ed Sheeran or another of those man-child warblers, inexplicably popular nowadays. Stepping out of the shower, Sarah wiped a hand across the steamed-up mirror and considered her reflection. She’d had an hourglass figure in her youth, but now, at the age of forty-two, it was more pear drop, as though the sand had settled at the bottom, causing the glass to warp and buckle. Not for the first time, Sarah made a mental note to resume going to the gym. If only she could attend as religiously as they direct-debited her membership fees.

Sarah checked her breasts for lumps, a cursory inspection, but still more attention than Dan had paid them lately. It wasn’t his fault. She knew he was worried about work. He tried not to show it, but, after sixteen years of marriage, he was an open book. In recent months not a particularly interesting one – nothing that would win the Booker Prize or even make the shortlist. Satisfying herself that the surface of her breasts remained flush, if not exactly firm, Sarah wrapped herself in a bath sheet.

Dan sat perched on the side of the bed as she emerged from the en suite. His pose reminded her a little of Rodin’s The Thinker, had the sculpture been carrying a couple of excess kilos and the weight of the world’s problems upon his shoulders. Poor Dan, she thought. I wish he could be happier.

‘I’ve ironed you a shirt,’ she said, though she doubted this alone would lift his mood.

Dan turned to look at his wife. At five eight she was only an inch shorter than him, but she cut a more impressive figure, he thought. Statuesque. Handsome. His eyes were drawn to where her full breasts met, and where she’d tucked in her bath sheet. A second towel was wrapped around her head, worn like a turban to dry her shoulder-length caramel-brown hair. Dan wanted to desire her, but it’s not something that can be forced. Perhaps if her first words to him on waking had not concerned ironing. Was this what their relationship had become? Mundane exchanges about laundry?

‘Thanks,’ he replied.

In fairness, perhaps this was what a stable and lasting marriage looked like. After so long together it was too much to expect the flames of passion to burn high; enough, surely, that the pilot light was still aglow, providing warmth, if not heat. Dan and Sarah believed that they loved each other, in their own, undemonstrative way. They were content in, if not excited by, each other’s company. And they never had fights, though perhaps this was due more to a lack of emotion than a shared empathy.

Dan leant on his knees and levered himself upright. He felt older than his forty-one years, closer to the end of the decade than its beginning. He sighed. He wasn’t looking forward to the day ahead. Although at least he could face it in a freshly laundered shirt.

Greg picked up a framed photograph from his bedside table and made a pretence of considering it. Taken the year before, during an otherwise lamentable package holiday in Cyprus, it showed Molly and Lauren hugging Amanda, the three of them squeezed together more tightly than commuters aboard a Northern Line Tube. Greg had snapped the picture over dinner on the first night, before they’d realised that Limassol was the Greek word for ‘shit hole’. His daughters’ smiles were brighter even than the camera’s flash. It was his favourite portrait of the three most important women in his life.

Greg shifted his gaze from this facsimile of the girls’ faces to the real things, raised towards him anxiously. The children hung on his verdict, their young brows furrowed in apprehension. What a great age they are, thought Greg; so trusting, so gullible.

‘I don’t think I’ve room in my bag,’ he said, moving to replace the photo on the table and unleashing a storm of protest.

‘You have to take it!’ This from Lauren, although the younger, the sharper of the two, with the keener nose for injustice.

‘You always do!’ chimed in Molly.

‘Please!’ they chorused.

Teasing them like this wasn’t cruelty, Greg mused, not quite. It was a game. They knew that ultimately he’d cave and, until that moment, could revel in the exquisite agony of pretending that some other outcome were possible. It was the same vicarious pleasure that he and Amanda experienced watching a horror movie, safe in the knowledge that the axe-murderer was trapped within the confines of the TV screen. But, enough. Molly looked like she might be about to wet herself. Time to put them out of their misery.

‘I suppose I could make room,’ Greg allowed, stowing the photo in his overnight bag.

The girls’ delighted squeals brought Jess bounding and barking into the room. Amanda leant against the door, watching this scene with wry amusement. She made no attempt to join the fun. This was Greg’s moment with his girls. They wouldn’t see him for the next couple of days; let them enjoy it. Amanda loved being their mother but imagined it must be bliss to be their dad. Talk about unconditional love. With her daughters’ laughter trailing her out of the room, Amanda started down the stairs. She recalled that she still hadn’t found the missing lunch box. Lauren must have left it at school. Again. Irritating bloody child!

Sarah cut Russell’s chicken sandwiches in two, then caught herself before halving the wholegrain bread again. Time was he wouldn’t eat them unless they were in quarters. Now the fifteen-year-old was mortified if his sandwich bag contained ‘kiddy’ portions. Sarah smiled to herself. This must be one of those markers that indicate a new stage in life, like acne, braces or (though not in Russell’s case – hopefully) breasts. She added a yoghurt sachet and digestive biscuit to his lunch box then, as an afterthought, tossed in an apple, hoping that her son might consume it before realising it was fruit.

Dan often gave Russell a lift to school on his way in to work, but today was taking a taxi to Euston Station. Russell was grateful for the opportunity to catch the bus. He found being alone with his dad somewhat tortuous. Neither of them could think of much to say and used the car radio to mask the awkward silence that was intermittently broken by their awkward conversation.

Standing at the front door, Sarah bade her menfolk goodbye. Russell allowed her to brush his cheek with her lips, the faintest touch before he fled, though Sarah was grateful for even this brief contact. She missed the kisses and cuddles they used to share. They seemed such a distant memory now, though it was only in the last year or so, since he’d slammed the door on childhood, that Russell had withdrawn from her. Dan was more forthcoming. He hugged his wife and pressed his lips against hers, but it was inadequate compensation for the loss of Russell’s display of affection.

Sarah closed the front door. She heard the latch take, the sound accentuated by the silence in the rest of the house, and retraced her steps to the kitchen. She had to clear away the breakfast things; there were clothes to be washed and an evening meal to plan – just for her and Russell, she remembered. The rest of the day loomed emptily in front of her. It was a daunting prospect.

It wasn’t meant to be like this. When Sarah first met Dan, they had both been working for an office supplies company. Sarah had been PA to the Managing Director, Dan the new boy in the sales department. They’d started dating and, two years later, had married. When Russell came along Sarah took maternity leave, fully intending to return to work. But after six months she hadn’t felt ready to hand her baby over to a childminder. Dan had supported her decision to stay at home. They could just about get by on his salary, and their financial situation would become easier as his income rose.

Except their outgoings rose faster. They took on a larger mortgage, expecting their family to grow. It hadn’t happened. Sarah fell pregnant three more times, but on each occasion miscarried. Finally, they decided to stop trying. As Dan explained to friends, it wasn’t the disappointment they couldn’t bear so much as the hope. And their continued attempts to expand their family almost seemed like an indictment of Russell, as though he, by himself, weren’t enough. Dan and Sarah resolved to appreciate what they had, not bemoan what they didn’t.

Sarah had thought she might return to work when Russell started primary school, but neither she nor Dan wanted their son to become a latchkey kid. You didn’t need a psychology degree to know that children fared better if they returned home not to an empty house but to a sympathetic ear, a glass of milk and a chocolate Hobnob.

When Russell graduated to secondary school, Sarah had felt her role diminish. He didn’t need his mother as much, nor want her. At last she desired to go back to work, but had discovered that the attraction wasn’t mutual. Her office skills were stuck in the mid-1990s, fossilised like an insect in amber. She could retrain, and for a while had tried. But whether it was down to hormones, age or disuse, Sarah felt that her brain had atrophied. She simply couldn’t learn like she had in her youth. She found simple commands (control, alt, delete) difficult to assimilate and impossible to retain. She had had to face up to the fact that she was obsolete.

The phone rang. It was Veronica Bragg, a sometime tennis partner of Sarah’s.

‘Darling!’ brayed Veronica. ‘I haven’t seen you in forever! We must catch up. Are you free for lunch tomorrow?’

Tomorrow, the day after, the day after that. Sarah didn’t much like Veronica, but in small doses she was preferable to solitude. They made a date for the following day.

‘Night night, sleep tight, see you in the morning light. Night night.’

Greg blew a kiss down the phone and mimed rubbing noses, to the right, to the left, to the right again. There was a strict choreography to his nightly bedtime ritual with Lauren, and Greg knew better than to mess with it.

‘OK, into bed, sausage. Put your mum on now.’

A moment later, Amanda’s voice sounded in Greg’s ear.

‘Hey, you,’ she said. ‘How’s the conference?’

How indeed? Every year it was the same. Greg looked forward to these two days away from the responsibilities of home, on expenses, in a four-star hotel. What wasn’t to like? But the reality was always a let-down. Each year he saw the same old faces, except they were a little older, wearier and more alcohol ravaged. Any influx of new blood simply served to remind him of the march of time: bright-eyed and ambitious youngsters elbowing a path through the crowd, shoving Greg and his contemporaries a little closer towards the exit. At thirty-eight, Greg was something of an elder among the tribe of salespeople (making Dan an eldest, he mused). The two were nonetheless respected elders, working for the British division of a multinational computer manufacturer. Between them they covered Greater London: Greg had the west, Dan the less glamorous and less lucrative east, but still the second most sought-after patch. Like Dan, Greg spent half his time on the road, with only Heart FM and the computer-generated voice of his Sat Nav (Natalie, Greg had christened her) for company.

That’s where Greg would prefer to be now: out in the field, somewhere on the North Circular, the smell of a potential sale in his nostrils. But instead he was in Birmingham, stranded like a beached whale that’s lost the will to live. At least the conference was good for networking. Many of his clients were here, affording him the opportunity to remind them that the next time they upgraded their systems (every two to three years in the fast-changing world of IT), he was their go-to guy. And already he’d made a number of new contacts, though only 5 per cent would ever amount to anything. Of course, Greg reminded himself, you didn’t know which 5 per cent, so it was only in retrospect that you could separate the wheat from the chaff, whatever chaff was – belly-button fluff, something like that. If only the people weren’t so dull. Strait laced, buttoned down. Like Dan, bless him.

Worse than the delegates were the sessions. The titles changed but the speakers remained as boring as ever, evangelising about arcane technological advances that only other geeks could get a hard-on for.

‘I wish I could come home,’ Greg told Amanda now, in a tone that his mother, had she still been alive, would have recognised from when he was twelve and had been sent on an Outward Bound hike in north Wales.

Amanda laughed, which Greg didn’t feel was an altogether sympathetic response. He was right.

‘You say that every year,’ she reminded him. ‘And then you have a great time. Someone has a party in their room, you all get horribly pissed and you can’t wait to do it again twelve months later.’

‘Perish the thought,’ said Greg morosely. ‘I’ll be a year older then.’

Two floors up and three rooms along, Dan was on the phone to Sarah.

‘There was a fascinating session this afternoon – about the future of fibre-optic cable. I bet you can’t guess the speeds they’re talking of in two years’ time.’

It appeared Sarah had no intention of trying, as she changed the subject before Dan could continue.

‘I think you need to speak to Russell when you get home,’ she said. ‘I was on the laptop earlier, checked the browsing history.’

‘I thought he always deleted that.’

‘He must have forgotten. He’s been looking at some fairly dubious websites.’

Oh God, thought Dan. Please don’t let it be too perverse. Not animals. Or children.

‘Like what?’ he asked, not wanting to know.

‘Bondage.’

It was fortunate that there was a phone line and a hundred miles between them, or Sarah would have seen the guilty look that swept across Dan’s face. The night before, he’d been watching a wildlife documentary while Sarah was having a bath. At least, that’s what each had believed the other to be doing. Dan was in fact surfing the net and had happened upon a site he’d never seen before – the homepage of a dominatrix in Santa Fe. He’d been idly wondering what it was about New Mexico that made it such a Mecca for fetishists, when the door to the lounge had been flung open (or so it had seemed to Dan) and Sarah had loomed on the threshold.

‘God, that’s disgusting!’ she’d blurted. Dan was not surprised by this reaction. Even when they’d been in the habit of regular sex – back in the day – Sarah had been conservative in her tastes, regarding anything more exotic than the missionary position as unsavoury or absurd. Dan was, however, surprised to have been caught; he’d thought his reaction, in slamming shut the laptop lid, had been faster even than his broadband connection. It was when he’d looked at Sarah, ready to confess his sin, that he’d realised her eyes were fixed not on the computer screen but their forty-two-inch plasma TV. A cheetah was in the process of ripping a gazelle to bloody, high-definition shreds. Dan had casually laid the laptop aside, intending to delete the browsing history before he went to bed, but this task had slipped his mind. Thank God she suspected Russell.

‘Well, bondage isn’t so bad, is it?’ he asked now, before remembering to add, ‘Assuming the women were willing participants.’

‘No, it was harmless enough, but even so. I think one of us ought to have a word with him. I could, if you like.’

‘No!’ Dan was conscious of sounding a little too insistent; he adjusted his tone to nonchalant as he continued. ‘He’d be mortified if you talked to him about sex. Leave it to me. We’ll have a man-to-man when I get back.’

‘That would probably be best,’ Sarah agreed.

Dan had no intention of doing any such thing.

Spend any time in Birmingham and, before long, someone will inform you that the city has more canals than Venice. Still, you’d rather be in Venice, Greg reflected, as he and Dan strolled after dinner through the evocatively named Gas Street Basin. This city-central marina of narrowboats and barges features on every picture postcard of Birmingham, evidence perhaps of the city’s dearth of scenic sights. But Birmingham is not without other attractions. There’s its rich culinary heritage, most notably that traditional Brummie dish, the balti. Try finding a good curry in Venice.

Awash with Kingfisher lager, Greg and Dan returned to their hotel. Greg hoped that Amanda’s prediction might prove correct, that they would arrive to find the joint jumping, plans for a party being hatched. No such luck. A spattering of suits contaminated the bar, salesmen laughing loudly at their own piss-poor jokes. In one corner, a gym-toned woman in her late forties held court, wearing a tight jacket and tighter skirt, the colour of which matched her strident scarlet lipstick. This was Paula Stratton, a colleague of Greg and Dan’s, but senior to them – a Regional Sales Manager. Were London her turf, she’d be their boss, but her patch comprised Manchester and the north-west – fortunately, from their point of view. Not for nothing was she known as Strap-On. This nickname would have been cruel and sexist had she not coined it herself. She went to great pains (other people’s mostly) to live up to the reputation she’d so carefully crafted. Standing at the entrance to the bar, Greg and Dan exchanged a look. Each quite fancied another beer, but not that much. An early night suddenly seemed appealing. They discreetly withdrew. As Greg had feared, this year’s conference was proving to be a bust.

This assessment was reinforced by the first session the two men attended the next morning. The hotel’s cavernous conference hall was at best a third full; Greg suspected the other delegates must have been tipped off. The speaker was an American management guru who’d flown in from Seattle to deliver the keynote address. Jet lag could conceivably be to blame for his stuttering performance, but not for his complete lack of charisma. Greg, a full English breakfast settling on his stomach, struggled to stay awake as the lecturer monotonously read aloud the slides projected on to the screen behind him.

‘This diagram represents the Johari window, comprising quadrants which heuristically facilitate interpersonal relationships.’

Greg turned to Dan, who sat beside him taking notes.

‘What’s the title of this session?’

‘Getting Your Message Across.’

‘Well, there’s a definition of irony.’

Dan shushed him. Greg wondered if it was too early for a Jack Daniel’s. Quarter to ten. A tad degenerate. A change in the speaker’s cadence drew his attention back to the stage.

‘OK, we’re going to have a bit of fun now; we’re going to play a game!’ Greg hadn’t thought it possible for his spirits to sink any lower but now discovered that it was. ‘I want you to choose a partner, but not somebody you know.’

‘If this involves hugging, I’m out of here,’ Greg muttered to Dan. He felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to find, leaning across from two rows behind, an attractive young woman. ‘On the other hand…’ He mugged at Dan.

‘Hi! I’m…’

‘Liz,’ said Greg.

‘Oh! Have we met?’

‘No. I can read.’ Greg gestured at the name tag she was wearing on her breast. A very shapely breast, he noted. Liz laughed prettily. She was in her late twenties, he estimated. Beside her sat her friend – Lynda, her badge announced – who was making the acquaintance of Dan. Both women were good-looking, though, in Greg’s opinion, Liz, being a brunette like Amanda, narrowly shaved it. From the stage, the speaker’s voice interrupted.

‘Now, I want you to tell your partner something about yourself, something interesting, that very few people are aware of.’

Greg hated party games. But he was prepared to give this one a go.

‘You first,’ Liz said.

Greg considered his options. Something interesting but not widely known. Once, when he was sixteen, his mum had caught him wanking over a picture of Pamela Anderson. No, perhaps not.

‘I can do this,’ he said, pulling his left thumb back against his wrist in a manner that appeared physically impossible.

‘Oh my God!’ Liz exclaimed. ‘That’s repulsive.’

Greg beamed. It was repulsive. And had he not been double-jointed, would have hurt like buggery.

‘Your turn,’ he said brightly.

Liz bit her bottom lip, deep in thought. Full lips, Greg noticed.

‘I’m a Sagittarian!’ she finally declared.

Greg was acutely underwhelmed. He’d been hoping for a more salacious revelation, something juicy, like her lips.

‘That’s not very interesting, is it?’ Liz asked.

Greg shrugged non-committally – agreeing, without the rudeness of actually saying it. Liz resumed the lip biting. She really was very attractive. Greg found it difficult to tear his eyes from the fold of skin trapped between her teeth, and made no attempt. Within his lower regions something stirred. It was not his full English breakfast.

‘It’s hard, isn’t it?’ Liz asked, and for a moment Greg thought she’d noticed. But she meant the task they’d been set.

‘I’m allergic to peanuts?’ It was posed as a question, presumably not as to whether she really did have a peanut allergy (Greg was prepared to take her word for that), but whether he deemed this admission of sufficient interest. It beat knowing her star sign, but not by much.

‘I know!’ Liz’s eyes lit up, and she leant forward, gesturing to Greg to follow suit. Together they bridged the row between them. She brought her bitten lip close to Greg’s ear. ‘When I’m sexually aroused, I purr like a cat.’

There is a poison used by certain tribes in the Amazon rainforest that can render victims instantly paralysed. Liz’s disclosure had a similar effect on Greg. He stood, rooted to the spot, his brain frozen like a crashed computer, unable to send commands to his limbs. Liz leant away but held his gaze. She smiled in a manner that Greg, had he had the power of speech, might have described as feline.

‘If you’ll resume your seats,’ announced the speaker, revelling in his role as game-show host. Greg somehow managed to drop his arse on to his chair. He could feel the heat of Liz’s aura two rows behind him, but dared not look back. The lecture continued for another forty minutes; Greg did not take in one word.


Chapter Two

Can women have it all? It’s a conundrum that is never resolved, and from the perspective of women’s magazines, thank God for that, else they’d regularly be short of copy. But Amanda knew the answer: No. You can’t be both a full-time mum and a full-time worker; the maths just doesn’t add up. She was in awe of mothers who managed to hold down a nine-to-five job. How did they find the time? By having none for themselves, perhaps.

Amanda worked part time, twenty hours a week, but still never seemed to be on top of everything else she needed to do. Take today, for example. She wasn’t due at the surgery until the afternoon. After readying the kids for school and dropping them off, she’d nipped down to Barnes to return a dress that had looked better in store than when she’d tried it on at home. Actually, ‘nipped’ is the wrong word. You don’t nip anywhere in London nowadays, not outside the exclusion zone of the congestion charge, anyway. The morning and evening rush hours had bled into the middle of the day, until they’d joined up somewhere around lunchtime and filled the whole of the working week. Ah, the joy of living in the capital.

It had been Amanda’s plan to take Jess for a walk on the way home. Stuck in traffic, she was ready to nix that idea. But the labradoodle hadn’t been out yesterday, either. Amanda made the mistake of glancing in the rear-view mirror, and caught Jess’s expectant eye. Guilt overcame her. She turned off the main road towards Ravenscourt Park – not the park nearest to their home, but the most pleasant. Often Amanda would spend more time cruising for a parking space than walking Jess, but she came across one almost immediately, newly vacated, close to the park gates. This must be my lucky day, she thought; perhaps I should buy a lottery ticket.

Jess clamoured to be allowed out. Once they were safely inside the confines of the park, Amanda unclipped the dog’s lead. Without a word of thanks, the labradoodle gambolled off, pausing repeatedly to catalogue the myriad new scents since their last visit. Amanda strolled on, compiling a mental note of the chores she still had to complete before going to work. Near the ornamental lake she looked back to check that Jess was within sight, and spotted her a short distance off, making the acquaintance of a St Bernard by shoving her nose up its arse. As a qualified vet, Amanda knew that canine anal glands secrete aromas that give other dogs important information about health, temperament and so on. Even so, she wondered whether Jess mightn’t be a little more discreet, especially in public.

Jess loped over to Amanda’s side, the St Bernard in pursuit, intent on exercising reciprocal rights and conducting its own internal examination. Amanda knelt down to pat her pet’s new friend, but the dog pulled back, eyeing her dubiously.

‘He’s a little neurotic, I’m afraid.’

Amanda turned at the sound of a male voice approaching.

‘Always a bit suspicious of people he doesn’t know.’

‘I’d call that sensible,’ Amanda replied, rising to her feet. ‘I thought perhaps he recognised me.’ The owner of the St Bernard frowned, not following her. ‘I’m a vet,’ she explained, ‘so not a dog’s best friend.’

The guy smiled, accentuating laugh lines framing his hazel eyes. He was in his late forties, Amanda estimated, dressed casually but expensively, like someone trying to give the impression they weren’t hung up on fashion, it just came naturally. I bet he buys men’s style mags, Amanda thought, and takes note of the ads. Well, it’s working for him. He’s attractive, even though he’d say so himself.

‘Which practice are you with?’ the man asked, striking up a conversation Amanda didn’t particularly want.

‘Alexandra House, off Askew Road.’

‘We go to Buxton Lodge.’

Amanda nodded. ‘They’re good,’ she said. ‘We’re better.’

Again the smile. Amanda couldn’t blame the guy. He had a killer smile; it would be a waste not to use it.

‘Perhaps we should switch,’ he said, fixing his eyes on Amanda’s in a way that made her think he might be coming on to her.

‘Our lists are full,’ she replied, which wasn’t true, but best not encourage him. She turned to resume her walk.

‘I’m Ben, by the way.’

The tyranny of manners forced Amanda to stop and acknowledge him. ‘Amanda.’ She felt a little as though she’d been forced to give out this information against her will.

‘Amanda,’ Ben repeated, rolling the sound around his mouth like a good Shiraz. ‘That’s not a name you hear much nowadays.’

Amanda shrugged. ‘My parents’ choice.’

‘Did you know it comes from Greek?’ She didn’t. ‘It means “divine beauty”. It suits you.’

If Amanda had been in any doubt that this guy was flirting, she wasn’t now. She thought it best to leave his remark alone, to run through, uncontested, to the keeper.

‘I haven’t seen you round here before,’ Ben continued, undaunted.

‘And you won’t again.’ The remark came out sounding more brusque than Amanda had intended. The guy meant no harm; it wasn’t like he was a pest. She tried to soften the blow. ‘I mean, we don’t come that often.’

‘That’s a pity. Well, we’ll just have to hope you do. We’re here most days at about this time.’

OK, that’s enough, thought Amanda. She’d tried to be pleasant but now he was pushing it. Time to make something abundantly clear. ‘I’m really not interested in being chatted up,’ she said.

Ben was all innocence. ‘I just meant that my dog seems to have taken a shine to yours.’

It was true. Jess and the St Bernard had progressed beyond the butt-sniffing stage and were playing canine tag, taking turns to chase each other.

Amanda felt herself flush. ‘Oh. Right. Sorry,’ she stammered, embarrassed at her presumption. ‘So you weren’t coming on to me?’

‘Well, yes. Guilty as charged,’ Ben confessed, unleashing that smile. ‘But, in my defence, you’re an attractive woman who isn’t wearing a wedding ring.’

‘And what? No ring means I’m there to be hit on?’

‘No,’ Ben said quickly, before adding with a shrug and a little more honesty, ‘Well, possibly.’

Amanda’s irritation receded. In truth, she was flattered. She was conscious of being an attractive woman who could still turn the head of many a passing male, but since many a passing male most likely wasn’t getting any, this didn’t seem much of an accomplishment. At thirty-six, she did wonder for how much longer she would retain her allure. At what age would she become invisible, like her sister Geri, who, as a forty-one-year-old divorcee, had recently started online dating?

‘Well, I’m spoken for,’ said Amanda, conscious of her antiquated choice of words. ‘We’ve just never seen the need to get married. We’re very happy,’ she added, unnecessarily.

‘And I’m very happy for you. Forgive me if I spoilt your walk.’ Ben tilted his head, a gesture of apology. If he’d been wearing a hat, perhaps he’d have doffed it. ‘Come on, Byron!’

The St Bernard leapt to Ben’s heel. As they took their leave, the dog cast a wistful look at Jess.

‘You didn’t –’ Amanda called after Ben – ‘spoil my walk!’

Ben waved an acknowledging hand without turning back. Amanda watched his broad-shouldered retreat. It was true: he hadn’t spoilt her walk. Quite the opposite.

Returning to her VW Golf, Amanda googled her name and discovered it wasn’t Greek, as Ben had claimed, but Latin. Nor did it mean ‘divine beauty’ but ‘worthy of love’. He had been making it up; it had been a line! She laughed out loud and thought of ringing Geri to share this story. But on reflection she realised that her sister, reduced to trawling the internet for love, might not see the humour. Greg, then. Except he probably wouldn’t, either. Oh well, she would just have to cherish the memory for her own private amusement. And putting the car into gear, she did.

Sarah had expected her lunch date, at a chichi little bistro in Highgate village (is there any other kind?), to be a somewhat dry affair; she had failed to take into account her dining companion’s voracious thirst for alcohol. Veronica was halfway through an initial glass of Pinot Grigio while Sarah was still perusing the starters. As the dishes were cleared for the arrival of their mains, Veronica emptied the bottle. The booze had not had the effect of loosening her tongue; no stimulant had been necessary. Veronica was naturally garrulous and kept Sarah entertained with a slurry of unsubstantiated gossip. Miguel, the pro at their club, who was not in the least good-looking but was twenty-four and Spanish, was giving more than tennis lessons to Melissa White. A sixth-former at Russell’s private school had been suspended for possession of drugs supplied by the art history teacher. And Pippa Scott’s black eyes were not, as Pippa claimed, the result of cosmetic surgery but an abusive husband.

Sarah sat back as the waitress set down her chicken Caesar salad and Veronica complained about her twelve-year-old daughter’s brutal periods. It came as something of a shock to Sarah to discover that menstruation was now common among pre-teen girls, but on reflection it had been at around the same age that Russell had started masturbating, judging by the telltale stains on his bedding. Because she felt she had to offer up some tittle-tattle of her own as quid pro quo, Sarah found herself telling Veronica about the internet sites she’d discovered Russell frequented.

‘Darling! He’s bound to be inquisitive,’ was Veronica’s sanguine reaction. ‘Though, at his age, you’d hope he’d have a passion for football or Game of Thrones, not tying up women.’

Sarah felt a maternal instinct to defend her son. ‘It was all very mild. There weren’t even rope burns.’

‘Still,’ Veronica continued, not wanting to hear anything that devalued the salaciousness of this morsel, ‘you don’t know what other sites he’s been looking at. They may be worse.’

Sarah nearly gagged on an anchovy. It had never occurred to her that a dominatrix from Santa Fe might be the least of it. And yet of course it was a distinct possibility.

‘If I were you,’ Veronica sailed blithely on, ‘I’d keep an eye on him.’

Veronica broke off the conversation to call the waitress and quiz her on the whereabouts of their second bottle of wine. Was it perhaps still on the vine? Chastened, the young woman withdrew.

‘Keep an eye on him?’ Sarah picked up where they’d left off. ‘How?’

‘Oh, there’s any number of ways. Hide a camera in his room.’

‘He’s fifteen. I know he gets up to things I don’t want to see; I’ve smelt the evidence.’

Veronica’s eyes lit up with glee. ‘Marijuana?’

‘No!’ Sarah replied without elaborating. Veronica knew what she meant. But that wasn’t titillating; all boys did that.

‘Then install a program on his computer that will monitor his activity,’ she said.

‘He deletes his browsing history,’ Sarah protested.

‘Of course he does, darling; that’s the first thing they learn. No, it’s called keylogging. It records every stroke made on the keyboard. And the beauty is the little bastards have no idea you’re watching. We’ve done it with Ruby.’

Ruby was Veronica’s fourteen-year-old, the older of her two daughters. Sarah was shocked. ‘You think Ruby might be looking at porn?’

‘I know she is, but it’s very tame. Good job she’s not keylogging me!’ Veronica’s braying laugh resonated around the restaurant, causing other diners to glance across. ‘No, we wanted to check that when she said she was in her room working on assignments, she wasn’t spending all her time on Facebook.’

‘And is she?’

‘On Facebook? Pretty much, yes. That, Snapchat, Tumblr and Instagram.’

The waitress returned with their wine. Sarah still had half of her second glass to go, but accepted a top-up. She didn’t want to be thought a killjoy, though she suspected Veronica preferred abstemious company – all the more for her.

‘You can download keylogging software from the internet,’ Veronica continued; then, on seeing Sarah’s doubtful expression, ‘Or get your husband to.’

Sarah couldn’t envisage either scenario. ‘I don’t think Dan would approve,’ she said. ‘After all, it is snooping.’

‘In your child’s best interest! I mean, ask yourself this, darling: would you allow your son to go to a sex club frequented by perverts and degenerates?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘Well, that’s what the internet is.’

Sarah had never thought of it quite like that, but she could see Veronica’s point. Who could imagine what sort of people Russell might meet online? Certainly not her naive son.

‘Look,’ Veronica continued, draining her glass and pouring herself another, ‘if you don’t feel confident installing the software, I’ll have Tony pop round to do it for you. Dan doesn’t even need to know.’

Wasn’t it Sarah’s duty as a mother to keep Russell safe at all times?

Dan was feeling guilty. Earlier, he had told a lie and, even though it was a small one, white in complexion, he was riddled with regret. During the lunch break he’d considered telling Greg, casting him in the role of father confessor, seeking his absolution, but he suspected Greg would simply laugh and tell him it was no biggie. And even though Dan knew this to be true, it didn’t make him feel any better.

The cause of his guilt wasn’t the lie itself so much as the person he’d told it to: Lynda – with a ‘y’ – the young woman in the earlier session with whom he’d exchanged a little-known but interesting personal fact. In the hours since, Dan had thought of any number of fascinating details about himself. Well, three. But at the time, when this task was sprung upon them, he had frozen. He could conjure no memories of his forty-one years that seemed noteworthy in any way. Just when his vacuity was beginning to embarrass them both, Dan had blurted out that, when he was eight years old, he had walked in on his parents having sex, and as a result had been so traumatised that he had not spoken for a year, and subsequently had developed a speech impediment. He had related all this with a lisp.

Like the best fictions, it had its basis in fact. Dan had indeed once caught his parents making love. But, far from being anguished, he’d been engrossed, and had hung at the door until his father’s shuddering ejaculation. Why Dan had felt it necessary to embellish on what was a perfectly satisfactory story he had no idea. Had he been hoping to impress Lynda? If so, he had succeeded. As his narrative had reached its (and his father’s) climax, her olive-green eyes had moistened. Their sympathetic mien had left no doubt that she could visualise the eight-year-old Danny struck dumb by the horror he was witnessing, and was at his side as he ran to hide under the kitchen table, his vocal cords already starting to spasm.

Lynda was an enchanting girl with a lovely nature and Dan felt that he had mocked her. He had seen her since, across the crowded hotel lobby; they’d exchanged smiles – hers, he’d thought, tinged with compassion. It didn’t matter that they would never meet again. He had caused her distress. Small and soon to be forgotten, yes, but unjustified, based upon a lie, and for that Dan felt a shit.

Like Dan, who sat beside him in another stultifying lecture, Greg was present in body but not mind. His thoughts too had gone AWOL, revisiting the conference session of that morning. ‘When I’m sexually aroused, I purr like a cat’ played on a loop in his head. Greg liked to think he had a knack for reading people – in part, it was what made him a good salesman – but he couldn’t for the life of him work out why Liz would have said such a thing. Had she perhaps been coming on to him? His ego liked to think so. Or did she have Tourette’s and was prone to inappropriate outbursts?

‘When I’m sexually aroused, I purr like a cat.’ Greg replayed Liz’s words, again and again, each time with a slightly different emphasis or intonation. But, however he phrased it, he couldn’t escape the conclusion that she had been sending him an invitation, gauging whether he had any interest. Him! He couldn’t deny it was flattering. ‘When I’m sexually aroused, I purr like a cat.’ This time the voice in his head sounded like Mariella Frostrup. Sexy. He shifted in his chair to release the pressure in his trousers, then resumed his pleasurable analysis.

Sarah was impressed by the speed with which she mastered the keylogging software that Veronica’s husband, Tony, had installed on the family laptop. Perhaps she wasn’t the technological dinosaur she’d imagined.

Tony leant in to show her a shortcut. Sarah reeled from the stench of his armpits. No wonder Veronica resorted to online porn. Not for the first time, Sarah was grateful for Dan’s high standard of personal hygiene.

‘It’s really quite straightforward, isn’t it?’ she said, to give herself an excuse to lean back and look Tony in the eye, out of range of his BO. ‘And you’re sure Russell won’t have any idea that I’m checking up on him?’

‘Not unless he’s looking for it,’ replied Tony, thankfully standing. ‘Would it be something he might suspect? Or think you capable of?’

‘I can’t even download a photo to Facebook.’

‘That’s “upload”,’ Tony said, unsure whether she was joking. (She wasn’t.)

Sarah rose quickly, as he threatened to bend down again. ‘So now there’s just the computer in his room,’ she said.

‘The motherlode!’ The glint in Tony’s eye was just a little disturbing.

As Sarah and Tony were climbing the stairs, Russell was on his way home from swimming practice. He loved swimming because of the sensation of being underwater. It was like a filter to the outside world. Light was diffused and sound suppressed. He felt cut off, unreachable. A few months earlier, while flicking through TV channels, he’d happened upon a rerun of The Graduate, joining the movie at the moment when Dustin Hoffman’s character, Ben, was being quizzed by his parents’ friends about his intentions, post-college. Ben had taken refuge in the family’s swimming pool, sitting on the bottom, breathing through an oxygen tank. The beauty of the image had left a lasting impression on Russell. Never had he felt his own need for solitude so eloquently expressed. He’d subsequently downloaded the movie from the internet so he could watch it from the start, but five minutes in had been bored. God, those old films were so slow! Hadn’t they heard of editing?

His mum and dad had been both surprised and delighted when Russell had announced his intention to try out for the swimming team. Their son and competitive sport? It had seemed an unlikely pairing. But then they were unaware of the real reason for his interest. Josh Trelawney was a boy two years ahead of Russell, on whom he had a crush. In Russell’s mind, Josh was perfect. Everything about him: his confidence, his smile, his swimmer’s physique. Russell wasn’t gay. He didn’t think he was gay. He didn’t want to think he was gay. He just wanted to be the older boy, or, if he couldn’t be him, then be around him. Admittedly, when Russell masturbated, he increasingly (like, always) found himself thinking of Josh: Josh stretching before diving in; Josh hauling himself out of the pool, his triceps tensing; Josh towelling off after a shower. But that didn’t make Russell gay, he told himself. And even if it did, so what? Who cares? Who fucking cares? Fuck you, if you do. Fuck you!

Such thoughts often occupied Russell, and they assailed him now as he let himself into the house. Distracted, he would not have noticed the figures on the landing had he not heard his mother’s voice, betraying a hint of shame as she said, ‘I can’t pretend it doesn’t leave me feeling a little grubby.’

Russell looked up, at the same moment as Sarah looked down.

‘Russell!’ she started. ‘I thought you had swimming.’

‘Cancelled. Turd in the shallow end.’

Russell’s gaze shifted to the middle-aged man with his mother. Sarah noticed her son’s eyes settle on her partner-in-crime. Is this how the so-called ‘plumbers’ felt when their break-in at the Watergate building was rumbled? she wondered.

‘Oh, this is the plumber,’ she improvised. ‘I’m finally getting the shower looked at.’

Russell regarded the man. He didn’t look like a plumber. He wasn’t wearing overalls, but suit trousers and a pale blue shirt that had dark blue patches under the arms.

‘I’ll email you our quote, Mrs Sinclair.’ The guy’s performance was as unconvincing as Sarah’s. Russell watched them descend the stairs. Their expressions were such studies in innocence, Russell was convinced of their guilt. And he could guess their crime. But how to be certain?

‘Can I have some Frosties?’ he casually asked his mother.

‘Sure,’ Sarah replied, showing the ‘plumber’ to the door. Bang to rights! His mum never let him have cereal after school.

It was the last night of the conference. Inebriated delegates, displaying all the discipline of a Beijing bus queue, stormed the hotel bar, baying their demands for immediate and copious amounts of alcohol. The two harassed bartenders, massively outnumbered, fought a rearguard action to hold the seething hordes at bay. It was carnage. Greg had managed to manoeuvre himself close to the battlefront. He stood at the thickset shoulder of a customer being served – a prop forward, judging by his girth. When the guy received his drinks and withdrew, Greg would insinuate himself into the gap and be next in line. He’d already laid the foundation, making eye contact with the barmaid and smiling in a sympathetic manner that said, ‘You’re doing a great job. And you’ve clocked that I’m next, right?’

The rugby player paid for his round and pushed past Greg, slopping beer on the sleeve of Greg’s jacket. But this was no time for recrimination, not when glory was his for the taking. Greg slid into the vacated space.

‘Four pints of Directors, love.’

Greg frowned. That didn’t sound like his voice. And indeed it wasn’t. The order had come from behind, shouted over his shoulder by a Young Turk in a sharp suit, seeking to jump the queue. Greg was outraged, doubly when the barmaid, his barmaid, acknowledged the request and started pulling pints, her eyes washing over Greg like he didn’t exist. Greg’s usurper, a handsome bastard a good ten years Greg’s junior, eased his way to the bar like he belonged there and fobbed Greg off with a matey wink.

Greg
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