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            February 13th

         
 
         Alfie kicks me and I wake up. We are entwined like lovers in the large, warm bed. Alfie likes to sleep in our bed, squashed and hot and horizontal. He’s six years old and should be sleeping on his own. I shiver and open the curtains. It’s grey and dense; the pigeons perched on the television aerials are puffed up in the cold. I am not tired today because it is just me and Alfie in the bed, so there is space to stretch and sleep. Marcus is in Japan and I’m expecting him back some time this afternoon.
 
         Marcus has become both richer in the last year or two and less available. Last week he said that the house looked tired and suggested that I take a sabbatical and concentrate on new carpets and paint. He knows how much I love my work, and how miserable I’d be if I spent all my time buying food and redecorating the house. “How is the house meant to look?” I joked, “Lively?” He didn’t respond with a laugh, as he used to, but merely carried on staring out of the window, looking cross and preoccupied.
         
 
         We live in a colourful, three-storey Victorian house near a park. The downstairs loo is painted pea green and the kitchen floor is yellow. The yellow rubber floor was a controversial choice. Marcus didn’t like it, but I insisted. The floor looks constantly dirty and stained and I spend far too much time sweeping and cleaning it. Occasionally, I can feel depressed about my shabby home; particularly if I’ve just completed an assignment photographing a beautiful and stylish interior story where the bathroom tiles are duck-egg-coloured porcelain, the shower unit looks as though it could fly to the moon and the bespoke wallpaper, based on nineteenth-century Japanese prints, depicts tiny exotic birds perched on twigs.
 
         Alfie and I make our way to the kitchen and I tell him it’s my birthday. He processes this information for a second, with a sweet smile, and then he sits down and eats his cereal, while looking at the writing on the back of the packet. He wants me to tear off the voucher to take him to Legoland or Alton Towers or some other mecca for small children. He doesn’t, of course, read the small print, which says he will get in free if two adults pay the full price.
         
 
         We venture out into the bitter air. The cars have frost on their windows. I am gloveless and after five minutes my hands are freezing.
         
 
         It’s not as cold as last December when I was in Moscow taking photographs of an apartment designed by my friend Gaban. In Moscow it was cold enough to make the hairs in my nose freeze up, my eyes water and my hands turn numb inside my gloves. This London cold is different; damp and pervasive, creeping into our bedroom and blowing through the fireplace.
         
 
         After dropping Alfie at school, my mother friend, Emma, and I, walk towards the bakery, where we usually stop to buy bread and croissants. Today I buy a small cake. Emma asks if I am shooting, but I’m not and that is why I have a little time to linger. Thankfully I don’t shoot birds. I am a photographer and shoot houses mostly, and furniture catalogues and shops. Emma asks me if I’m lonely spending so much time on my own, with Marcus constantly abroad.
         
 
         I think about this while I walk briskly back to the house. Marcus has been away so much this last year and the days are fine but the evenings are quiet and eerie. I make another cup of tea and help myself to a snack. At this point, ideally, it would be an apple, but instead I eat a cereal bar smothered with chocolate chips. I wander up to my study, where I sit and look blankly at my computer screen. I have to master some files on a story I shot for a designer. The photographs are interiors of offices she designed for a hedge fund company and the furniture and fittings are brightly coloured, surprising and unusual. The photographs flash up on the screen and I clean and dust the scratches. When I’ve finished I adjust the cropping and hone it by changing the colour and contrast and then, perhaps most importantly, the sharpness. The time passes quickly because I enjoy this kind of work.
         
 
         At about two, a withheld number rings on my mobile. I pick it up.
 
         “Happy Birthday.”
 
         “Sam?” I recognise his voice. He always sounds as if he is on the verge of laughing.
 
         “Yeah. Hi, beauty. It’s me.” It’s strange and exciting to hear from him. We haven’t spoken for a long time.
 
         “Sam! How long has it been?” I am aware of my voice, of each word I am saying. I sound light and coquettish.
 
         “Too long,” he drawls.
 
         “How did you remember?” My voice is a little too high.
 
         “I remember, birthday girl. I always remember.”
 
         “Where are you?” I lean back in the rocking chair and point my toes.
 
         “San Francisco.”
 
         “How are you doing?”
 
         “Good,” he pauses and takes a deep in-breath. “Great. But…” 
         
 
         “But?” I prompt him.
 
         “I’ll tell you another time,” he laughs at last.
 
         “What?”
 
         “Don’t worry. Listen, Dad owes me a favour, so he’s offered me a week at his house in Italy. I was wondering if you guys would like to come? It’s a week in August, I’ll have to check which week.” His accent, once British, now has a faint American tone.
         
 
         “Wow! How amazing. Where is it?” I draw a heart on a yellow pad.
 
         “Umbria.”
 
         “That sounds lovely. Let me get back to you after I’ve spoken to Marcus.”
 
         “Get back to me,” he says, “and have a good day, kid.”
 
         “Thanks Sam.”
 
         I put the telephone down and tilt back my chair. How strange to hear from Sam. We haven’t been in touch for a couple of years. I sometimes remember moments from our time together in Rome. We were always laughing, or talking, or zooming around on his Vespa. I was working as an assistant to a Swiss fashion photographer, and we travelled all the time, but when we weren’t shooting we were based in Rome. Sam was there on a scholarship from an American college, where I was doing a part-time module in philosophy. He worked in the student bar on Tuesdays and Fridays, so after my Tuesday evening seminar, I always stopped at the bar to see him.
         
 
         When he wasn’t working, we would meet in the Piazza Navona, near where he rented a room. We were just so thrilled to be in Rome, amongst the statues and beautiful buildings. If we weren’t actually seeing each other we would talk on the telephone. He sometimes mentioned a girlfriend, who lived in England, but the details were vague and I told myself he didn’t really care about her. One weekend he disappeared and I later found out she had been to visit. I was surprised at how jealous and betrayed I felt. I was irrationally possessive of him. Knowing there was a man I could chat to every day filled some need in me, though I wished that Sam would kiss me. I remember one evening, an ex-boyfriend who was visiting Rome took me out to dinner. It was the night I usually visited Sam at the bar and I told him I wouldn’t be coming. When I got home there was a handwritten note, posted through my door, asking me to call. I didn’t call that night, partly because I wanted him to think about how much he missed me.
         
 
         Sometimes those celebrity questionnaires ask: What was the best kiss of your life? Mine was the kiss I eventually had with Sam just days before he left Rome for good. We were in the Piazza Navona, drinking coffee after a long dinner in our favourite restaurant. We really liked the restaurant, because the food was simple and delicious and cheap. It was tucked away, hidden from tourists, and the patron always gave us a glass of a dark medicinal-tasting liqueur on the house. I had finished my coffee, when he suddenly leant forward to wipe something off my face and then he kissed me.
         
 
         At first we giggled at the strangeness of kissing each other, but soon we were kissing with depth and meaning, oblivious to the people who sat around us. The kiss made me giddy and light-headed. We went back to his top floor apartment, five floors up without a lift. We sat side by side on a white chair, and kissed again, until we fell onto the floor and rolled on a tatty rug. He kissed my neck and my arms and then finally, he led me to his bed. He took off his shirt and I took off mine and we lay side by side. We kissed again and then made love for a long time, on and on. When it was all over, I cried and so did he. “It’s all right, baby,” he whispered before falling asleep. I lay on his chest for a while, before turning away, curling up and trying to sleep. But I stayed awake thinking about what had happened and remembering how pleasurable it had been. I dared to hope that we would go further and be together.
         
 
         In the morning, I wanted him to stroke me, or kiss me, or hold me some more, but he rushed around, joking with me, pulling on his jumper, gathering his books together and cleaning his teeth. We went for a coffee and a croissant at a stand-up bar, and then he kissed me goodbye, as he always used to, before we had slept together. After he left, a sickening, heavy wave of grief descended on me.
         
 
         Later that day, as I was preparing to leave for Milan he telephoned and asked how I was, but he didn’t mention what had happened the evening before. It was as though all the brightness had been taken out of my life. Everything, everybody, seemed dull to me. We no longer talked nearly every day as we used to; there was no call from him for a very long time. I missed him. I spent that Christmas in India with my mother and brother and was distracted by the smell, the colours, the filth and gnawing poverty, but returning to Rome in January was bleak. He was back in London as he’d graduated, and I had never been so alone. He sent me a few postcards, and we saw each other occasionally when we were both living in London, but our friendship was never the same. Now, all these years later, I sometimes wonder what he is doing, or remember something about our time together. Hearing his voice brings back fragments of those times: his smile, his laugh, and his bedroom. I remember the sound of a piano playing the evening we made love. Someone was playing scales in minor chords over and over again.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         It’s 3.50 and Alfie and I are blowing up balloons for the birthday supper I have planned for us after Marcus returns this evening. Alfie has made two birthday banners and we have set the table. It’s half an hour before we’re meant to leave and pick up Marcus from the airport when his secretary, Jane, rings to say he won’t be home until early evening tomorrow. I am disappointed and sad, but not surprised. She asks me whether I will pick him up or whether she should send a car for him and I advise her to send a car because I am shooting a lighting catalogue tomorrow. He’s got to fit in one more meeting, Jane informs me in her brisk, unsentimental tone. Jane is not one to chitchat about the weather. She informs me that a birthday dinner has been booked for tomorrow anyway, which is lucky, as she won’t need to cancel. Almost as an afterthought she actually wishes me a happy birthday. A few minutes later, I receive a long apologetic birthday text from Marcus and I’m sure that Jane has taken it upon herself to remind him.
         
 
         After Alfie and I have had tea with a cake and three candles and long after he’s gone to bed, I curl up on the sofa and listen to “Hurt” by Johnnie Cash. It’s a powerful song about loss and people going away. This year Marcus and I have been estranged, not as together and tight as we used to be. I let my mind wander, and wonder what it would be like to be with Sam, now, all these years later. 
         
 
         I should be grateful that Marcus’s business is doing well because it means he will no longer be anxious about money. Isn’t that what I wanted? I remember thinking that if we had more money everything would be all right. When we wanted to save on our gas bill, we used to make real fires. I found it sexy that Marcus could make fires so easily. Now, though, he never has time to make a real fire, so we stick to central heating like everyone else.
         
 
         About two weeks ago when Marcus and I were having a row about the house, he accused me of spending too much time thinking about work but not earning enough to justify it. He apologised pretty quickly and said he didn’t mean it, but it hurt as the money I earn is not what it should be. My salary to myself has not increased for a few years. Editorial rates are low, and the competition for the more lucrative jobs is intense. I have at times been whittled down to the last two in an advertising campaign, but not secured the job. My overheads are very high. I have to spend so much on updating my camera equipment, leasing cameras and lenses and investing in a good-quality computer. There is no freedom to work and to travel as Marcus does, because I am the mother. One of us has to be at home. The truth is that I am known as an interiors photographer and I am trapped as one, even though I am tired of shiny kitchens and beautiful floors, vast windows and perfectly pruned gardens.
         
 
         Now that we have a little financial freedom, I would like to take some time out to work towards an exhibition, but Marcus has other ideas. He’d probably like me to host a dinner party for his Japanese clients, and spend my days pampering and preparing, painting my toenails and making origami-style napkins for the table. This thought makes me depressed, so I put on “Hurt” again, because it suits my mood. It’s frustrating to think of Marcus; he’s like a trifle: somewhere down towards the jelly layer, I know he’s still who he was. He’s a wonderful, kind, funny, weird, original man.
         
 
         The following morning, an extravagant bunch of lilies arrives and a note written by someone else, which simply says, ‘Happy birthday to my wife.’ Marcus and I are not married and the note seems impersonal and cold. The flowers are still in the sink, wrapped and waiting for me.
 
         
             

         
 
         Marcus is home. He sits on the slickly designed kitchen chair; his long, slim legs stretched out in front of him. He’s holding a bottle of lager in one hand and a cigarette in the other. His face is even more craggy than usual after the long flight from Tokyo. His dark blond hair is unruly and hangs at shoulder length, and the laughter lines in his face seem deeper and more ingrained than before. He has the demeanour of a man who is habitually stopped at customs and given a thorough body search, particularly when he’s tired. I keep thinking that now he’s richer, and has higher expectations, he will probably want to smarten up his look, but he hasn’t yet and I am relieved because I like him the way he is.
         
 
         “I’m hungry,” he yawns.
 
         “Would you like a sandwich? You look as though you’re in need of some nourishment.”
 
         “Yes,” he smiles, “bring it on. I never want to see another sushi, sashimi, miso soup again in my life.”
 
         I make him a sandwich with ham and mustard. He is quite particular about his sandwiches. He likes thick ham and English mustard. Marcus is a much better cook than I am, though recently he doesn’t seem to have the time for anything but work. I’m very good at cooking for children. I make perfect spaghetti, eggs, baked beans, (not exactly cooking, more putting things on to boil), but Marcus is far more adventurous. He’s a confident but somewhat haphazard cook and he enjoys entertaining large groups of people, using flamboyant and unusual ingredients; he grates chocolate in gazpacho soup and sprinkles cumin in his scrambled eggs. There was a time when he grated nutmeg in everything but that phase has passed. After the nutmeg it was red chilli. 
         
 
         “I’m knackered.” He yawns again. “I couldn’t get to sleep before four in the morning and they had scheduled me in for breakfast meetings every day. It was exhausting. My neck hurt, my temples throbbed, I probably got an ulcer, but I got through it. I was like Bill Murray in Lost in Translation. Remember the way he wandered around all night in that hotel in Tokyo unable to sleep?”
         
 
         “Poor you.” I massage his neck. He always exaggerates. “I suppose that’s why I could never get through to you.”
         
 
         “Sorry darling. There was so much going on. They seemed to like my presentation. We’ve got the job.” He smiles at me, briefly.
 
         “Well done,” I reply, kissing him. “It’s a huge roof top garden isn’t it?”
 
         “Yes, on top of a bank,” he says, surveying the washing-up. “We should refit the kitchen and buy you some clothes. Would you like that, darling?”
 
         I look down at my perfectly good pair of boot-cut jeans and old tee shirt with the three buttons, and wonder what he would like me to wear now that he is an executive and travels business class. I imagine that he wants me to look more expensively-dressed. I would prefer to use the money to rent a cottage by the sea for all of us to enjoy.
         
 
         Marcus has bought me a gift. ‘Happy birthday,’ he says as he gives it to me. It’s something from As-prey. I open the purple box and inside, amongst many layers of tissue paper is a silver photo frame. He also gives me an envelope with a voucher from Harvey Nichols, just to make the point about the clothes, I think, as I thank him. He’s also bought something for Alfie. It’s a fridge magnet of Mount Fuji and a series of Japanese graphic comic books; the content appears to be far too old for him – slick couples and people falling off roofs and cats with no heads.
         
 
         When Marcus is away the house is quiet. When he’s here, he sings in the bath, clanks around in the kitchen and shouts at the football on television. He also talks and laughs extremely loudly on the telephone. He is full of plans, which change from one week to the next. He is constantly planting and replanting the garden. At the moment, he has an all-consuming passion for bamboo, but I can’t let myself become too attached to it; there will be a moment when he will decide to uproot the bamboo and experiment with something else.
 
         He’s eating his sandwich when I tell him about Sam telephoning and the villa in Italy. He’s only met Sam a couple of times but they had enough in common to get on reasonably well.
 
         “Yes,” he says. “Sounds good. Let’s go for it.” Then he gets up and goes upstairs to have a shower. As far as he is concerned the discussion is over.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         It turns out that Marcus booked my birthday treat four months ago. We are going to Pierre Blanc’s restaurant – The Fattened Pig – and are meeting Dave and Tara there. Tara is one my closest friends; we go back about ten years or so. She got married last summer to Dave in a ceremony at her parents’ house in Yorkshire. Dave is a journalist. He’s dark and attractive. He’s quite good in a crowd, energetic and over the top and complements Tara’s more languorous nature. It rained the day of her wedding, and she took it as a bad omen, but she looked so beautiful. She’s blonde and slim. She’s prettier than I am and smarter and even though she’s 40 she looks about the same age as me. She reminds me of Uma Thurman, or Grace Kelly, or a combination of the two. But she’s been very out of touch since she married and at times her behaviour has astounded me.
         
 
         When I leave a message, she often doesn’t ring me back or if she does, it’s days later. We email occasionally but she makes no effort to meet, or if we do make a date, she cancels. So when Marcus tells me they are coming, I am pleased though aware that I am still angry and upset by her seeming indifference to our friendship. I didn’t hear from her for a couple of months, then four weeks ago, I left three messages and finally she emailed me. The email was in part an explanation about why she had been so elusive. She wrote about Dave and how disillusioned she was after her first year of marriage. She explained that he’s incapable of doing chores around the house and can’t even put a pizza in the oven without burning it around the edges. He locks himself away in his study and she isn’t at all sure whether his writing is any good. She says that she was also unhappy about the wedding. There were too many people and too much rain and she said she would never get over the fact that the food ran out. She wrote that she had post-wedding depression or post-wedding stress, and I felt sorry for her.
         
 
         We are driving to Windsor where the restaurant is situated on the river. Marcus is wearing a suit that he had made for himself recently by a tailor in Savile Row. I am wearing a vintage Pucci dress with the same white shoes I’ve had for years. I am not as slim as I used to be, so the bold patterns disguise the bumps. I used to be very slim, almost too thin. I am quite tall, and my legs are not too bad. I am kind of lanky with limp, long brown hair and big eyes, and quite untidy eyebrows and a nose with a bit of a bump. I am driving while Marcus makes business calls; when he’s finished he leans his head against the window and naps for twenty minutes. We drive around searching for somewhere to park, but we can’t find a single space and Marcus begins to swear. We finally find a place in someone’s private drive; it looks as though the house is deserted.
         
 
         Dave and Tara are waiting for us at the bar. Tara gives me a big hug, then hands me some bath oil wrapped in lavish red paper with a black bow. She seems happy and completely normal, although perhaps she is making a huge effort. We sit down and toast each other with glasses of champagne. It’s hard to get used to this extravagance, which at times seems almost vulgar. Marcus takes it all in his stride as though we have always lived like this. We used to be in a situation where we couldn’t buy a new pair of curtains or mend the dent in the car. Now, of course, he is buying a new car. I wanted a Prius because of the low emissions, but Marcus wouldn’t hear of it.
         
 
         Marcus urges us all to have the tasting menu, which includes snail porridge, cauliflower risotto with chocolate jelly, and scrambled egg-and-bacon ice cream. The snail porridge sounds awful but is in fact rather delicious, savoury but sweet. During a dish called “sounds of the sea” we are given headphones, and instructions to listen to rolling waves crashing on the shore. Tara and I are consumed with giggles and we bend over the table, trying not to laugh, while the rather stiff waiter holds out the jug of chilled water, waiting to pour it into our glasses. Marcus and Dave completely ignore us as they discuss whether to enter the marathon in New York. About two years ago, they did the marathon in Paris together and we all went over to cheer.
         
 
         Pierre comes to the table for one of the pudding courses, and heats up sugar, which is then zigzagged over a spoonful of pistachio-coloured tea-and-mint ice cream. The waiter offers us a selection of unusual mixed berries to accompany it. We are also given miniature puddings to taste – tiny and perfectly formed vanilla rice puddings in eggcups and hazelenut crème brûlées and frozen kiwi yoghurt presented in scooped-out kiwi’s and finally some tiny coffee-flavoured éclairs. Everything is delicious, perfect, but I can’t help wondering, what are we all doing here? Last year we celebrated in the local Tunisian, where you bring your own wine. This seems so ostentatious and I look at Marcus and wonder about him. Who is he trying to impress? Dave and Tara don’t have much money and I suppose this is a treat – in fact, it’s more like performance art.
         
 
         “You’ll never guess who has invited us on holiday.” I knock over a glass as my hand stretches out to fiddle with my knife.
 
         “Sam?”
 
         “Yes. Has he invited you?”
 
         “Yes.” I’m surprised to register how disappointed I am.
 
         “Really!” Tara seems excited. “Did you hear that Dave? They’ve been invited to Italy.”
         
 
         “Good news,” Dave says, smiling widely and flicking his hair with his hand before eating a tiny hazelnut crème brûlée in one mouthful.
         
 
         I fiddle with my miniature mousse and wonder if Dave knows or cares that Sam was an ex-lover of Tara’s. “Why do you think he’s asked us out of the blue like that?”
 
         “I think he has this wonderful house and he just wants to share it with us. Oh, and he told me something,” Tara announces conspiratorially.
         
 
         “What?” I ask.
 
         “He’s just got divorced.”
 
         “Divorced? I didn’t know he was married.”
 
         “Yes.” Tara is triumphant now. “He was married for seven months to this freak and then she one day she just left him.”
 
         The men are talking about the wine list and don’t appear to be listening to our conversation, but I am left wondering why Sam didn’t tell me he was about to get a divorce. It’s becoming clearer why he telephoned his ex-girlfriends. People tend to do that, or at least think about doing that, after a relationship has broken down. I don’t broadcast this thought, obviously, as I don’t want Marcus and Dave to feel uncomfortable, and I’m not technically an ex-girlfriend, just a friend who had a one-night stand with him. I must remember that. 
         
 
         We talk about the holiday and then I drink fresh mint tea. Tara and I fiddle with chocolate truffles, sharing one and then two more, and by the time we have finished, it’s nearly midnight. Tara and I moan in the ladies’ about how full we are feeling and how we will have to starve ourselves for a few days. We don’t touch on the subject of how distant she’s been for the last few months, and now is the wrong time to bring it up. But I am doubtful there will ever be a good time. I find it hard to confront people and hard not to. Tara thanks me for the evening and hugs me tightly, and for that moment she is hugging me, she feels like the best, most treasured person in the world, but the hug won’t sustain me; our friendship is so fragile.
 
         I am driving as Marcus has drunk too much. He leans against the window again and within seconds he is asleep and snoring. I am thinking about Tara. We first met about ten years ago. We were hanging around with the same crowd, and so when I bumped into her at the opening of the Summer Exhibition at the Royal Academy, I introduced her to Sam, who had invited me along. Marcus and I had temporarily broken up and I was going out as much as possible to compensate. Sam was a partner in Small Films, a production company that made advertisements. He had earned so much money in the first two years that he had then gone on to invest in a feature-length film based on a literary novel. The film, which had been made for a relatively small budget, won an award at Sundance. He was happy and he glowed. I went to buy some postcards and when I returned my whole body cramped and twisted as I saw that they were locked in a cluster, chatting. My reaction shocked me. Sam took Tara’s telephone number that afternoon, and called a week later to invite her to dinner.
         
 
         When he shared the news that he had started a relationship with her, I was despondent, probably because Marcus and I were still separated. They went to Rome for a couple of days at the beginning of the Easter Holidays and Sam sent me a postcard of the Trevi Fountain: I threw a coin into the fountain and thought of you. Remember all the good times we had? I think I threw the postcard away, or at least let it rot in my bag. A few months into their affair, Sam invited me over to a dinner party with Marcus (we were back together by then), and I was happy for Sam, happy for both of us because we had found love, but it was hard to watch him being so attentive to Tara, the way he hovered near her and touched her all the time.
         
 
         Then Tara telephoned me one afternoon and it was strange to hear from her because she had never called me before. She was frazzled and upset because Sam had gone to Paris for an ex-girlfriend’s thirtieth birthday party, and he hadn’t returned. He had said he was going for twenty-four hours, but two days later there was no sign of him and he hadn’t called. She said it was heartbreaking, because up until that moment, they had done everything together and she had trusted him. It was hard to respond because I was in the middle of a shoot – in those days I was photographing products for supermarkets, and schedules were tight. I returned the call the next day and she sounded small and flat and empty. He was coming back that day she said, but she was unsure whether she would see him.
         
 
         I heard from Sam a couple of weeks later. He said that Tara had ended the relationship and he asked if I would be his envoy and try to persuade her to have him back. I asked him why he hadn’t taken her with him to Paris and he said something about how she hadn’t been invited and that things hadn’t ended that well with his ex, and he thought that bringing along Tara would have been provocative. He had stayed on in Paris to think things through, he said. He wanted a bit of distance from the intensity of the relationship and he’d been busy with meetings. But he said he loved Tara, and on reflection, he realised he hadn’t handled the situation very well. He really wanted her back. He persuaded me to have dinner with her, although I really didn’t want to.
 
         Tara and I talked a couple of times on the telephone and she agreed to meet me in her local Indian. She arrived ten minutes late, with a wisp of an apology. She said she was tired, and she yawned and took off a Russian-style fur hat. She was beautiful as a wronged lover, pale and forlorn and vulnerable. We ordered modest starter dishes, and a bottle of wine. She confided that Sam was dynamic and interesting and that she had loved him but she said, in the end – and I remember her saying those words, “in the end”, or “at the end of the day” – he had a real problem with commitment. I was strangely elated to hear her say it because it helped explain why he had rejected me, and I clung onto that explanation for many years.
         
 
         Tara thought that he found it hard to be close to a woman because his mother had left when he was a few months old. I knew that his mother had abandoned him, because Sam had told me about a dreadful conversation he’d had with his father, when he was eight or nine. His father had taken him around the garden and explained that the woman he’d thought of as his mother was in fact his stepmother, and that his real mother, the woman who’d given birth to him, had left when he was a few months old, as she hadn’t been able to cope. Sam was enraged by the news and had run to his room where he’d lain on his bed and sobbed. He said at that moment he hated everyone. He hated his father for not telling him before, he hated his stepmother for lying to him, and he hated his stepsisters  for having a real mother. His stepmother had come to his bedroom and said she loved him like a son, but he’d shouted at her and told her to go away. He told me he felt like an outsider in the family and just so bewildered and sad. Gradually, though, he began to accept the situation because he loved his step-mother and the only one he hated was his own mother, for leaving. He didn’t want to betray his step-mother by looking for his birth mother and so he never had. His real mother, Beth, had once sent a letter to an old address, which had been forwarded to him. He was fifteen years old at the time and didn’t reply; in fact, he threw the letter away and later, when he went back to retrieve it, the rubbish had been taken away and he was both disappointed and relieved. He carried on with his life. We ordered mint teas and I told her that Sam wanted her back.
         
 
         She made the point that she wasn’t strong enough to return to a man who had hurt her so much. She said she had been doing some thinking. She confided that she didn’t have enough verve and panache for Sam. Sam wanted her to be a little more vibrant and she couldn’t be that person. “I don’t have the ambition or the energy to be with a man like him,” she told me.
 
         “But maybe he doesn’t want a girlfriend like that,” I said. “He really loves you. He was persuaded to go to Paris against his will, really. He was weak: I don’t know why he did it.” As soon as I spoke, I wondered why I was trying to persuade her to go back to a man who had hurt me so much.
         
 
         “Polly is a model,” Tara said, “and that’s the kind of thing he’s into. Believe me. He likes glamour. I’m sure he slept with her in Paris and that’s why he stayed on.”
 
         She was probably right and I didn’t bother to deny it.
 
         “I just don’t trust him any more,” she finished.
 
         I reported back to Sam with the news that he had lost her and secretly I was relieved that it was all over. Sam spent another few months in London, before packing up and going to live in San Francisco. I got on with my life, and moved in with Marcus. Sam and I didn’t see each other again until two years ago, when he was in London on business and he called me to invite me for lunch. It was late autumn and we met in the Café Anglais. He was as handsome as he had always been, perhaps a little thinner in the face, but still attractive and funny and sweet, and we lingered over coffee until the secretary from Alfie’s school called to say that Alfie had hurt his ankle in football and asked if I could pick him up. I was heady and confused after leaving, and more than a little sad. But when I next spoke to Tara, she said she had seen him too, that evening for a drink. It was the first time they had met in years. I was disappointed that he had shared out his time with both of us and I tried once again to forget him. Marcus is exhausted as Tokyo is nine hours ahead; he falls asleep within seconds of rolling onto his side. Every night before going to sleep, I thank God or the universe – I’m not completely sure who to thank – but feel that it is important to remember to thank someone. I remember my single days and most of my childhood with dread. Before I met Marcus, I spent all my time recovering from one passionate relationship or consumed by another, and most of my childhood wishing I was older so that I didn’t have to feel so powerless all the time. I am grateful that I no longer have to live my life alone. I am not a person who is good at being single. I started the nightly ritual of thanking the universe about a year ago, and now I’ve started I can’t seem to stop. It’s as though if I stop thanking someone, my life will fall apart. Some days I forget to say thank you and then I worry that something dreadful will happen that will throw me off balance, or tip me over the edge.
         
 
          
 
         Marcus is drinking coffee and yawning. He’s standing up, poised to go. It seems he can’t take the time now to sit down and eat breakfast. He’s ruffled Alfie’s hair, and kissed him and given him the present, but his mind is somewhere else. “Listen, guys, I’ve got good news and bad news. Which do you want first?”
         
 
         “Good!” Alfie says. 
         
 
         “The good news is I’m home, the bad news is that I’m not going to be able to make the holiday at half-term.”
         
 
         “What? Why not? We’ve paid for it.”
 
         Alfie’s face twists and falls. I think he may cry. We booked a couple of nights at Disneyland in Paris a few months ago and the date coincides with Alfie’s seventh birthday.
 
         “I’m sorry,” he says, “I’m just too tied up with this new contract. Believe me, I’d rather be with you.”
 
         “It’s a couple of days over a weekend,” I persist, racking my brains at the same time about who I can invite in his place. I’d been so looking forward to the three of us spending some time together.
 
         “I’m sorry,” he repeats robotically. “There’s nothing I can do. I’ll make it up to you, mate,” he says to Alfie. “Maybe we can go to a football match together. I’ll get Jane to look into it.”
 
         He kisses me on the cheek. “I’ll be home late,” he says. “Business dinner.”
 
         There is nothing to say.
 
         “Bye,” I call out.
 
         I am smiling but raging inside. Is this the price to pay for being together with a man who is enjoying success? I drop Alfie at school and then take the bus. I stare out of the window as great plops of rain begin to fall on the dirty grey pavement. I am so disappointed  that when I get home, I go straight to the fridge and pick out some carrots and hummus and oatcakes. Then I help myself to a slice of my birthday cake. The rain slashes down on the windows, and in my bedroom I find my window open, and a small puddle on the floor.
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