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For Joan and Michael




‘The more the people suffer, the more they vote for those who make them suffer’

Eduardo Galaeno




Part One




I.

Martin

IT’S NOT THAT I HATE MY THERAPIST. Not exactly. If I’m honest with you (which doesn’t come naturally), she doesn’t inspire such extremes of emotion. ‘I find her fatally tedious’ would be more accurate. A jolly little dumpling of a woman: round face, round body and cheeks like a hamster on a particularly nutritious seed binge. I always thought therapists were meant to be removed and emotionally detached. But Mrs Buster (‘Please call me Joanne,’ she tells me repeatedly. ‘Mrs Buster makes me feel so old!’) is quite the opposite. She laughs easily, bosom wobbling. Her eyes go glassy when I say something she finds moving.

‘That’s very moving, Martin,’ she says, in case I haven’t noticed how moved she is.

Every week, she opens the door and greets me with such enthusiasm I don’t know how to respond. No one has ever been this delighted to see me, not even my own mother. Certainly not her.

If you’re new around here, you might not remember my mother. Lord knows, I try my hardest to forget. The late Sylvia Gilmour disapproved of any uncontrolled expression of joy. My mother taught me early on that life was meant to be endured and, if possible, mocked. To revel in any part of one’s shuffle through this mortal coil was to get ideas above one’s station. The fact that my father died before I was born – slipping in the icy street one night in December, triggering a fatal haemorrhage – was proof that she was right. She told me frequently how inconvenient it was to be abandoned in this way and how much she had sacrificed to ensure I was fed and clothed and educated. Life was not fun for Sylvia. Life was simply to be got through.

Joanne Buster, by contrast, is naively optimistic about the world. She wears bright jumpers and patterned skirts and has an all-season penchant for a wedge espadrille – the kind with ankle ribbons that dig into her flushed skin. Her therapy room is – like her personality – light and bland, the walls painted magnolia. The pictures on the wall are indeterminate seascapes, designed to be inoffensive and appeal to as many uncritical eyes as possible. The books, too, have been carefully chosen to give an impression of both professional competence and personal approachability. The colour-coded pastel spines reveal such engrossing titles as Why You Should Never Give Up, Who Am I, Really?, 33 Rules for a Life Well Lived and Love Is Not Always Enough.

‘You have to stay in the present, Martin,’ she will say, earrings jingle-jangling. She tends to talk in italics. ‘You have to be kind to yourself. It’s not the destination that counts, it’s the journey. Self-love is everything. The antidote to shame is sharing. Vulnerability is strength, Martin.’

I don’t tell her that every time she says ‘self-love’, I think of masturbation. Come on, it crossed your mind too, didn’t it? Or that when she slings one of these banal aphorisms in my general direction, my intestines shrivel with cringe. No, I keep the real stuff hidden. That’s what I’m writing this for. And what, you might reasonably ask, is ‘this’, exactly? A testimonial? A memoir written in the present? A diary? A clever literary device? I don’t really know, but whatever happens, please, for the love of all that is sacred, let it not be a journal. We have, as my students might say, reached ‘peak journal’. Every time I wander into Ryman I trip over a faux-leather-bound gratitude notebook marketed by a wellness millionaire. But Joanne loves a journal. She says noting down one’s indulgent non sequiturs at the end of every day is ‘good for your mental health’. She is clammy with enthusiasm at the thought of my writing this and, as our sessions are ending soon, I thought I might as well throw her a bone. So here we are.

I don’t know how Joanne would cope if I told her to her face that I’m fundamentally repellent. Unlovable even by my own shoddy standards and incapable of loving others. I had a lot of affection for Lucy, my ex-wife, but to say it was ever anything stronger than that would be pushing it. The only friend I ever possessed betrayed me and, for years, I wished for nothing so assiduously as Ben Fitzmaurice’s downfall.

No.

I don’t tell her this.

I don’t tell her that I find her silly or that she frequently enrages me with her inability to grasp even the slenderest filaments of what might be described as ‘the point’. I don’t let on that her appearance fills me with mild disgust or that I could get most of what she says from Pinterest. Because at the same time as I hold her in the deepest contempt, I also … well, how can I say this? I quite … like her? It’s bizarre. Her cheerful nature is so dementedly simple. There’s no other side to her. Unlike me. I am all sides. A hall of mirrors in human form.

‘You’re like smoke, LS,’ Ben had said to me once, walking through Cambridge Market Square, arm slung across my shoulders. He called me Little Shadow. LS for short. Because I was always there, but unobtrusively so. ‘You take many forms, don’t you, mate?’ He slapped my chest with his free hand. I flinched, then smiled to disguise the flinching. I remember he was wearing my favourite of his rugby shirts, the collar turned up.

‘You can get everywhere – under doors, through window cracks – and then you just slip away – poof! The magical mystery man.’

He meant it as a compliment. At least, that’s how I heard it back then. Now, I’m not so sure.

The truth is, I wouldn’t be here with call-me-Joanne if I hadn’t been forced to come. But the university is insistent I do twelve sessions in order to tackle what they obliquely term my ‘cultural sensitivity issues’, and so, here I find myself, every Wednesday afternoon at two-thirty, staring into Joanne Buster’s irrepressibly jovial face and trying as hard as I possibly can not to lose my temper.

‘So, Martin, what do you want to talk about today?’

Joanne is perched on the edge of her armchair, which is upholstered in a roseate velvet beloved of women who believe feminism has successfully reclaimed the colour pink. On Saturday, Joanne posted a photo on Instagram of a bottle of Prosecco cooling in an ice bucket in her back garden, captioned: ‘Bubbles & babes: getting ready for an evening with #thegirls’. The girls in question were not pictured, but I can imagine them: blonde highlights covering the perimenopausal greys. Chunky statement necklaces and pashminas purchased from museum gift shops. She doesn’t know I’ve found her private Instagram account. All it took was a bit of searching, then I set up a fake profile of my own, pretending to be a female therapist in her early forties, and she readily accepted my follow request.

‘Martin?’ She tries again. I realise I haven’t yet uttered a word.

‘Yes?’

‘Anything on your mind this week?’

‘Many, many things,’ I say.

Joanne laughs.

‘Great. What shall we start with?’

I exhale. My leg, involuntarily, begins to jiggle.

‘I suppose we might as well discuss the incident.’

Joanne nods.

‘Good. I’m glad you’re ready to go there.’

She clasps her doughy hands over one knee and waits.

‘It was such a ridiculous thing …’ I start.

And it really was. Allow me to catch you up, as the Americans say. I’ve been at the University of South Anglia for two years as an art history lecturer and it’s the first time anything like this has happened. I was teaching my regular module on Manet and the Post-Impressionists, clicking through the PowerPoint presentation as I had done dozens of times before. The students were the usual bunch of unimpressed freshers: meaty-faced gym boys and girls sporting velour tracksuits without irony. There were a couple of pale-faced, nervous-looking teenagers who wore their diligence like albatrosses around their necks. These were the ones who read the right books but never proffered an original thought.

The University of South Anglia – USA as it’s known colloquially (the founders presumably not having thought it through) – is one of those institutions bequeathed by New Labour’s insistence on giving almost everyone a higher education. We accepted BTECs and bad grades as long as the students were willing to pay, and as a result, we tended to attract the stupid rich. It was an awful place, really, with a grey brutalist campus built in the 1970s that was now starting to warp and buckle at the girders. Great chunks of concrete would fall off exterior walls with startling regularity but there was never any money for renovations.

Still, one had to make a living. The University of South Anglia was the only place that would accept me when I started applying for jobs. I had no teaching qualifications. I had been a newspaper art critic and pushed out two books because an agent asked me to. The first was a bestseller; the second didn’t sell at all but had gravitas (so often the way). I was desperate for money and my options were limited. Taking this job meant I could stay in Cambridge, which in turn meant I didn’t have to move out of my cottage, bought in an era when I had considerably more disposable income (thanks to regular installments of hush money from the Fitzmaurice family, I had built up a nice little nest egg). Back then, interest-only mortgages were being handed out like Jehovah’s Witnesses magazines. The cottage was wonky with sloping floors and persistent rising damp, but I was fond of it.

I was fond, too, of Cambridge, despite the memories it held for me. I haven’t told Joanne Buster what I’m about to confide in you, but that’s because we – you and I – don’t have to hold anything back from each other, do we? And some of you will already know that when I was an undergraduate at the real Cambridge University, my best friend Ben drunkenly got behind the wheel of a car and killed a girl called Vicky Dillane. I witnessed it all from the back seat. And I took the blame. Said I’d seen a fox and swerved to miss it. The breathalyser registered my sobriety and so it was case closed. The Fitzmaurices did a comprehensive job of sweeping the incident under the carpet, which included paying me off to keep me sweet.

For a few comparatively happy years, life had carried on in this manner. The family counted on my discretion and I foolishly believed my loyalty was being rewarded with something like love. But at Ben’s fortieth birthday party, my wife and I were unceremoniously dumped: cast overboard like sacks of grain from a sinking boat. Our faithful retainership was no longer required, we were told. Ben would be standing for political office and needed to tidy up inconvenient loose ends, of which I was one. When my wife (dear, loyal Lucy) defended me, it all became rather dramatic. Serena said something unforgivable about Lucy’s inability to have children and my wife lashed out. It was, admittedly, unfortunate that the lashing-out involved a champagne bottle making contact with Serena’s skull, but Lucy was extremely drunk and she went to rehab shortly thereafter to repent of her sins. After the briefest period of unconsciousness and a stint at a private hospital, Serena survived with merely the hint of a scar on her forehead.

The police questioned me about the unpleasantness and because I thought I had nothing left to lose, I told them about Vicky Dillane. I showed them what Ben Fitzmaurice was capable of. I had wanted love and proximity and the Fitzmaurices had offered only manipulation and toxicity in return. Any feelings they’d once had for me (or I for them) had dissolved like aspirin. It was over. I wanted nothing more than to destroy them. Or maybe I simply wanted to get their attention.

In any case, my plan didn’t work. Stupid of me to have thought the truth stood a chance. The Fitzmaurices did their usual thing. They pulled invisible strings and pressed the secret levers of power and scratched various backs and then chummily asked their friends the police to make it all go away in exchange for some generous financial assistance. That was that.

I haven’t spoken to Ben since.

A boring little story, if you think about it. The rich getting away with literal murder. A disposable oik ground into the dust by the Fitzmaurice heel. And so the world turns.

For a while, I nurtured my grudge like a pet, determined on seeking revenge. These days, although the knowledge of what they did to me is always present – the canvas upon which my every action is painted – I also try not to think about how much I wanted to be like them; of my own callow desperation. As I approach my fifties, I have discovered a talent for extreme compartmentalisation. If I keep the perimeter of my life small and rigorously guarded, I can almost convince myself I am normal. That my oddness – for I recognise it, now, as oddness – is imperceptible.

At USA, I am seen as a loner. The other members of staff are respectful from a distance and the students, for the most part, are manageable. As a lecturer, I’m a safe pair of hands: neither dull nor inspiring. I get the necessary information across. I do not draw attention to myself. I hide behind a certain remoteness of manner. I wear glasses and knitted ties and jackets with elbow patches and I deliberately cultivate the professorial stereotype. I can make myself disappear behind the two-dimensional imagery of a Renaissance fresco or Cubist portrait.

Art history allows you to do that.

On the day of The Incident, the lecture hall was stuffy and somnolent. It was a hot, late-spring day outside and the students were more apathetic than usual. I pressed the clicker. Manet’s portrait of his friend, the author Émile Zola, came up on screen. I gave my normal preamble.

‘… and you can see here, in Manet’s flatness of colour and static style, the influence of a certain orientalism on his art. You’ll note, I’m sure, in the background, a Japanese print of a wrestler by Utagawa Kuniaki II, and this is just one of the ways in which—’

A hand rose from the far end of the room. It belonged to a young man whose face was shielded by the peak of a Yankees baseball cap he had not bothered to remove for class. I paused, irritated by the interruption.

‘Yes?’

‘You can’t say that,’ Yankee-man said.

The student was sitting next to a window, sunlight hitting the glass with such force it was difficult to make out his face. I squinted. Slowly his features defined themselves: dark eyes, large nose, a beard so feeble it was an insult to the noun. The neck of his grey T-shirt was frayed and gaped to reveal a pearl necklace. A recent crop of male first years had started wearing jewellery – crucifix earrings and skull rings and silver bangles. The trend made me uncomfortable. It was tricky enough to know what gender anyone was these days without the added confusion.

‘I’m sorry, Mr … er …’ I scanned the roll call on my desk to try and identify his surname.

‘Jacob Malik-Edwards,’ he replied. ‘And yes, I do identify as male so it’s fine to call me “Mr”.’

Fuck’s sake, I thought, here we go.

‘Thank you so much for the clarification,’ I said, with exaggerated politeness. ‘Please, do continue. I’m in a state of high anticipation.’

‘You can’t say …’ He struggled for a few seconds. ‘Well … the word you used. It’s offensive.’

‘Which word?’

I wasn’t trying to be obtuse. I genuinely wondered what he meant.

‘The … O-word.’

The other students had fallen into alert silence. No shuffling of paper or stifled yawning or lacklustre tapping of laptop keys now. In the front row, a blonde girl had taken out her phone and was filming the exchange.

‘Could you put your phone away please?’ I said, pointing at her.

She scowled and laid it back on her desk.

‘Mr Malik-Edwards, I’m not clear—’

‘Look, dude—’

I smiled.

‘I’m afraid I don’t identify as dude.’

‘OK, whatever. Mr Gilmour, then. It’s the word you used to describe an Asian influence on this guy’s painting.’

The fact that he couldn’t even remember the artist’s name was aggravating.

‘Orientalism?’

The blonde girl gave a sharp intake of breath. The screen of her phone was active. I realised, too late, that she was still recording.

‘Yeah. That’s really offensive.’

‘In your opinion, maybe …’ I started.

‘No. It’s just wrong. You’re reducing an entire continent of different countries and people to a colonialist stereotype.’

‘Am I?’ I said. I looked at my accuser, slouched back against his chair. Not a hint that he was intimidated by my authority, negligible as it was.

He reminded me of every single boy at school who had ever made me feel inferior, who had looked at me and sneered at my wrongness from the first day of term. At Burtonbury, I had been the scholarship kid who turned up with the wrong kind of suitcase, the wrong shoes, the wrong jeans, the wrong hairstyle, the wrong way of speaking, the wrong way of being. I was the wrong kind of everything until I befriended Ben and the dazzle of his popularity cast its protective shadow over me. Temporarily, at least. Until I’d served my purpose. Until he’d decided his political career was more important than almost three decades of friendship. He’s in the cabinet now. Energy Secretary, no less! I can’t imagine he’s ever recycled a day in his life.

Back in the lecture hall, I felt a brisk tug of anger.

‘I think I’m best placed to know what I mean by using a certain term,’ I said.

The blonde girl in the front row snickered. I glared at her.

‘It’s racist,’ Jacob said.

‘I beg your pardon, Mr Malik-Edwards. That is a very serious accusation to be levelling.’

I tried to keep calm. I wanted to lunge across the room and throttle his scrawny neck but I held myself back. I should have said ‘Japonisme’, I thought, kicking myself. I was normally hyper-attuned to this kind of nuance. Typical that the one time I slipped up, I did it in front of an individual so woke his name crossed several cultural intersections. It was too late to apologise without admitting wrongdoing and running the risk of immediate dismissal by nervous university authorities. The other week they’d been forced to return a sizeable financial donation after the business magnate who’d given it had been accused of assuming the British-Jamaican female Professor of Cultural Studies was a tea lady.

‘I am not racist,’ I protested.

‘You might not realise you’re racist,’ Jacob countered. It was only now that he had the audacity to remove his baseball cap. ‘But, unconsciously, you’re part of an institutionally racist system.’

Smug little bastard.

‘Alright, Prince Harry,’ someone murmured from the back row. More snickering.

Jacob packed up his laptop and his textbooks and slung his rucksack over one shoulder before sauntering, with excruciating casualness, to the door. He turned back and looked me straight in the eye.

‘Do better,’ he said, before walking out.

Better than what? I wanted to shout after him.

The door swung shut behind him. I returned to the class. They were staring at me in a collective gape of amazement. The blonde girl had the grace to slip her phone back into her jacket pocket.

‘Would anyone else like to leave?’ I asked, every word tightly controlled. No one moved. ‘Right then. Back to Manet.’

I had hoped that would be the end of it, but it wasn’t. Jacob Malik-Edwards made an official complaint to the university chancellor and I was summoned to defend myself to my head of department, who spoke to me about the need for anti-racism training and reminded me of the necessary sensitivity to gender identification and the use of pronouns. The footage filmed by the blonde girl – who I later learned was called Blossom (of course) – had been posted on Snapchat and picked up by the local newspaper and then by one of the left-leaning nationals under the headline ‘University Lecturer in Race Row’. Jacob Malik-Edwards turned out to have a powerful barrister father who alluded to legal action. The university suspended me without pay, launched an investigation and issued a public statement saying that it had a zero-tolerance policy on racist language and actions, and that I was attending a twelve-week therapy course to teach me how, in the words of Jacob himself, to ‘do better’.

That really rankled.

So that’s why I find myself here, on an IKEA two-seater sofa in front of Joanne Buster. Doing better. Unless I manage to convince her she has cured me of my unlikeable traits and made me into a functioning citizen and exemplar of cultural woke-ness, I will lose my job.

‘… as I say, it was ridiculous but I do understand that I chose the wrong word and, on reflection, I could have handled it better.’

Joanne’s earrings start to swing as she nods.

‘Good, Martin. That’s really great you’re able to see how you might have altered your behaviour to achieve a different outcome.’

Christ, I think. The gradual creep of business-speak into everyday parlance is a particularly grating modern tendency. The other day I saw a bin on the street with ‘a solutions-focused approach to litter’ written on the side.

‘Mm,’ I say.

‘What might you have done differently, if you could live that moment again?’

I’m still thinking of the bin. I wonder why it’s happened, this talking so insistently of ‘impacting’ and ‘circling back’, as if we’ve all become template computer documents? Maybe it’s because of that awful television programme where cheap-suited, fake-tanned wannabes sit around a boardroom table and eviscerate each other’s moral character until one of them is elected President of the United States.

‘Martin?’

Joanne is looking at me expectantly. I drag her lumbering question from the depths of my recall. Ah yes. There it is. Nestling in the coal-dark of my consciousness like a piece of shiny plastic. What might I have done differently? Well, Joanne, I might never have been born, but I had no control over that. Birth is a non-consensual act of aggression on the part of our parents, given the world of pain we are subsequently born into.

‘I wouldn’t have used the offending word,’ is what I actually say. ‘And if, for whatever reason I had, I would have apologised straight away rather than go on the defensive.’

I don’t mean any of it, of course, but I know what she needs to hear.

‘Great,’ Joanne says and she is radiating a disarming sort of maternal pride. ‘That’s really great, Martin. And why is it, do you think, that you felt so defensive?’

‘He reminded me of the boys at school.’

For a split second, I think I didn’t speak the words out loud. But Joanne Buster has picked up the scent. She is suddenly less Labrador, more bloodhound.

‘Interesting.’ She tilts her head, trying to keep the excitement from her voice. ‘Say more.’

Dammit.

‘I went to a mediocre public school on a scholarship and I never fitted in. All the other boys seemed to know the rules. I attached myself to the most popular boy in my year. His name was – is, I should say – Ben. I became slightly obsessed with him and his family. I think I wanted them to adopt me. Not literally, of course, but metaphorically.’

‘OK. And your feelings for Ben developed?’

I look at her sharply.

‘As they would for any close friend.’

‘So … nothing more?’

‘I don’t know what you’re getting at.’

‘I’m sorry, Martin, I can see I’ve upset you. I want to remind you that this is a safe space with no judgement. I see many clients who struggle with feelings of repressed sexuality …’

‘Well, I’m not one of them.’

‘OK. I hear you.’

‘No. Well.’ I pause to try and marshal my thoughts, now slippery as fish. ‘As far as I know, we’re here to talk about a specific thing that happened and not my wider life and – and – or – feelings.’

I try to imbue the final word with as much contempt as I can muster.

Joanne is quiet for a long time. She just looks at me with a disconcerting gaze for the rest of the session and then says, ‘That’s us for today, Martin.’ She closes her notebook and stands, smoothing her brightly patterned skirt with her hands.

I am disappointed. I wanted something more, I realise. I wanted her to react, to push, to be angry or upset or to contradict me. I think of my ex-wife. Lucy was – is – a good person, but I find I don’t care about what I did to her. Why not? Why can’t I? I have a blank space where there should be … something. I suppose I’m jealous of those young students who can speak so freely about their identities and pronouns and fluidity. But I’m also furious with them. I resent how blinkered they are to their own enormous good fortune. They don’t know what it’s like to have no labels one can reach for to say, ‘This is me.’ Because I have never understood what I am.

Sometimes, when I’m on my own in the evening and staring at my reflection in the darkened glass of the kitchen window, I can’t see myself. And all of this is wrapped up in the person of Jacob Malik-Edwards and his Yankees baseball cap.

After therapy, I walk back home, convincing myself the fresh air will do me good. But the streets are filled with slow-moving tourists and I find myself having to step off the kerb at several junctures to loop past them. Cambridge has changed a lot since my day. More chain restaurants. A confusing one-way traffic system which relies on sliding bollards emerging out of the road like superannuated Daleks any time an illegal vehicle attempts to pass. The students look simultaneously younger and less carefree than Ben and I ever did. The advent of tuition fees has made them approach their degrees with the seriousness of corporate CEOs.

The centre of Cambridge is now overshadowed by a huge John Lewis, which I always feel rather depressed by. Today, the department store window is, as ever, the perfect display of the homogenisation of middle-class taste. There’s a striped deckchair, a watering can painted to resemble an old orange-hued Penguin paperback, and some prissy fake flowers. To one side, a female (admittedly, I don’t know her pronouns) mannequin has been dressed in cropped jeans, a T-shirt with ‘Bonjour!’ embroidered across the front and the same pair of espadrilles Joanne Buster was wearing.

By the time I slot my key in the cottage’s front door, I have been enveloped by a familiar feeling of greying lassitude. I know, from experience, that the best way to deal with this unfurling fog is to acknowledge its presence but not to get swallowed up by it. Distraction and numbness are the antidote. I pick up the Conservative Party leaflets and seed catalogues that have amassed on the doormat and walk straight through to the kitchen where I pour myself a double vodka with the lightest splash of tonic. It’s a relatively pleasant afternoon – cloudy with sparse wisps of sunshine – so I take myself, my post and my drink outside where I collapse into a striped deckchair bought from (where else?) John Lewis. I light a cigarette. I inhale deeply, allowing the nicotine to hit. A few years ago, I made the transition from Marlboro Golds back to Marlboro Reds. It was around the time that everyone else started vaping, a habit I consider irredeemably inelegant. Sucking on watermelon-flavoured pieces of plastic? Pathetic. I want the raw, dry wallop of strong tobacco and this is what I now get as I smoke myself into a pleasingly light-headed daze. My lids half stutter closed. I knock back the drink. I allow my thoughts to settle.

Better.

I light a second fag and allow my free hand to graze along the lawn, which needs mowing. I tell myself I’ll get around to it, although I won’t. There’s a whiskery nuzzle on my palm, followed by the licking of my wrist. The cat is, once again, claiming to be starving even though I fed him just a few hours ago. I caress the back of his head and stroke the length of his body in exaggerated sweeps right to the end of his tail. He starts to purr, the vibration strumming gently against my palm.

It took me a while to give the cat a name. He turned up as a stray one day and refused to leave. It was months before I realised he was a permanent fixture and years before I understood he was also the most faithful friend I’d ever had. It didn’t seem right to keep referring to him as Cat. So I gave him a name as a little joke to myself. I called him Maurice, short for Fitzmaurice.

‘Alright, Maurice?’ I say. The cat responds by walking off and jumping elegantly onto the windowsill, where there is a single remaining patch of sunlight. Maurice settles himself neatly into its outline and rests his head against crossed paws. I watch him doze.

I glance down at the assorted envelopes and flyers on my lap and begin to sort through them. Most of it is junk. One is addressed to the previous resident, a Mr Asmat Greer, who is the bane of my administrative life. I must spend several hours over the course of each year reposting these ‘final demand’ letters with ‘Not Known At This Address’ scrawled across the front. Sometimes I just throw them straight in the bin. But then – unexpected treasure. A thick envelope. Quality paper. The luxurious heft of bevelled card. I haven’t been asked to any event of note for many years, but nor have I ever forgotten the feel of a high-class invitation. In my twenties and thirties, they crowded my mantelpiece with promise.

I slide my finger under the flap, prising it open. I see immediately that the edges are black and when I remove the invitation from the creaminess of its envelope, it becomes shockingly clear. Not a party, then.


In loving memory of Lady Felicity Fitzmaurice 1971–2024

A funeral service will be held on 27 July 2024, 3 p.m. at The Chapel, Denby Hall

Following the service, please join the Fitzmaurice family at Denby Hall for a reception

In lieu of flowers, we would like to ask that any donations be made to Addiction Recovery in Felicity’s name



Ben’s sister. Dead. All RSVPs are directed to Lady Katherine, Fliss’s mother and only surviving parent. Lord Fitzmaurice – George, as I knew him – died some years ago, doddery and infirm, a pale shadow of the power he once represented to me.

Perhaps it’s the vodka, but I am taken aback to discover a moistness in my eyes. As much as I have come to despise the Fitzmaurice family and everything they stand for, Fliss never quite seemed to be one of them. She was Ben’s older sister by four years, and the two of them had a loving but complicated relationship. A younger brother, Magnus, had died of childhood meningitis aged four. This was just before Ben was sent to Burtonbury School, where I met him. Although the tragedy might, one imagines, have brought the surviving two siblings closer together, the family refused to speak of the dead child in my presence.

Fliss had never found her way. Ben got married to Serena, the requisite semi-aristocratic blonde who obligingly popped out four children in quick succession, one of whom is my godson. Fliss, by contrast, travelled the world doing odd jobs here and there: chalet girl, yoga instructor, jewellery designer – the usual evolution of a feckless rich girl who never actually needed to work for a living. Despite our differences, I’d liked Fliss a lot and she had liked me. There had been a time when, as teenagers, she was romantically interested, but I couldn’t pretend to reciprocate. She reminded me both too much of Ben and not enough.

As the years passed, I valued her refusal to conform to the Fitzmaurice standards. She would turn up at family events in patchwork palazzo pants and crocheted crop tops, sporting a deep tan and an armful of beaded bangles. At our graduation ceremony, Fliss had sparked up a joint in the Senate House gardens and ended the night flashing her breasts to the nightclub barman to get us a free round of tequila. She didn’t care what anyone thought of her, which is another thing that wealth and pedigree affords you: self-esteem insulated from outside opinion; an ability to act on whatever emotion you might be experiencing in any given moment. You can see it only too clearly in the behaviour of our Prime Minister, Edward Buller, who runs the country like a greedy toddler. He grabs money and influence like toys in a sandpit and smashes anyone who doesn’t let him have what he wants. No wonder he and Ben are such good friends. The rest of us – the hoi polloi, the plebeians, the great unwashed, the unthinking herd – are straitjacketed into convention. Our misbehaviour is unseemly and criminal. An aristocrat’s eccentricity would be my sectionable offence. When we break things, you and I, it’s riotous looting and not an act of necessary political disruption.

I digress.

Even with Fliss, for whom I once nurtured such hope, the cavalier Fitzmaurice genes showed through. Her lineage was too strong for her to resist. When Ben cut me off, she knew it was happening, did nothing to stop it and dropped me without a backward glance.

And now she’s dead, at the age of fifty-three. I let the card rest on my lap for a moment. It’s odd that I haven’t read about it in the papers. But then, the Fitzmaurices were always adept at keeping inconvenient details out of the press.

I pick the invitation back up, the dampness from the ice-cold glass transferring itself as a fingerprint on one corner. Charitable donations to Addiction Recovery. Interesting.

Clearly, we are intended to draw the logical conclusion that Fliss’s death was the result of dependency issues. But why would they choose to signal that so clearly? Especially given Ben’s senior position in government, thanks to Edward Buller vastly over-promoting his old pal. Is there a reason they want to explain Fliss’s death to us in this way? And – most pressingly of all – why, after such a long period of exile, have they invited me?




II.

Serena

SERENA IS CHEWING. Gazing into space and chewing. Once, twice, three times. Chew. Chew. Chew. The doctor has told her she needs to reach at least fifteen chews before she is permitted to swallow.

‘Or at least until the food is completely fluid,’ Dr Hans said in their first appointment, his Germanic accent lending the words a stentorian tone. He reminded Serena of her father: handsome, with excellent teeth and a broad, lived-in face that wouldn’t have worked on a woman but which served to elevate Dr Hans’s authority.

‘In normal life’ – he pronounced life as ‘lahf’ – ‘we rush our food in a race to finish our meals. Why? Why do we not seek out the pleasure in each mouthful, each morsel? We think we are so important, yes? That the world will stop if we take a moment too long to get to that meeting or the child pick-up or the coffee with a girlfriend, yes?’

He frequently ended sentences with a question Serena assumed was rhetorical, but she nodded just in case. Dr Hans was seated behind a mid-century desk, rising vast as a mountain from the elegant lines of walnut. There was a leather-bound notebook in front of him which he never opened, preferring instead to use it as a prop. He wore a gold ring with a bulbous green stone on one pinky finger. All of it gave the impression of masterful confidence.

He held forth on the benefits of intermittent fasting for several minutes, nodding his head as if in agreement with himself. Serena, uncomfortable in a hard chair opposite him, tried to be likeable. She wanted desperately to please him, to be his favourite patient. This was the way she had been taught to be around men: pliable and pleasant and pretty so they would be captivated by her and she could charm them into submission. It was a game in which one never revealed one’s true motivations; a transmutation of female powerlessness into feminine influence.

‘And so we need to retrain the body, hmm?’ Dr Hans continued. ‘We need to remind our digestive enzymes what they are there to do. We chew. That, after all, is what our teeth are for.’ He broke off to give a wolfish smile. ‘And we fast to give our digestive system time to rest. This is what we do here at the Wurttensee Clinic. You understand?’

Dr Hans waited for her to say something – anything – but the words would not form. Her thoughts these days were foggy and distant. She would have a sentence in mind but when she tried to voice it into existence, the phrase would be swept beyond her reach.

Instead she smiled. It was one of her best smiles, reserved for occasions such as these when she needed to disarm. She had deployed it to get out of everything from school detentions to speeding tickets. Until recently, she had known without doubt she was beautiful – known it as incontrovertible fact, the way she knew that 1066 was the date of the Battle of Hastings – and she knew, too, that this particular smile was a bewitching one. Her face tended towards coldness, and the smile warmed it up.

Dr Hans frowned but otherwise there was no flicker to suggest he was responding to her in the way she was used to. Perhaps, Serena thought automatically, he was gay. But he didn’t seem gay. Not like Martin, who used to hang around her husband with such insistence that they had christened him ‘Little Shadow’. But then if Dr Hans wasn’t gay, it meant he wasn’t attracted to Serena and a sliver of panic opened itself up in her solar plexus. Her attractiveness to men was all she had.

‘Good,’ the doctor said, unperturbed by her inability to speak. ‘Very good. In that case, I will draw up a schedule for you and a diet of three hundred and fifty calories a day. Bouillon in the evenings. You can drink as much tea as you like but, please, no coffee, and please, no sneaking into town to eat a schnitzel or there is no point, yes? I will see you in two days for a full examination. Very good.’

Dr Hans pushed himself out of his seat, revealing considerable bulk beneath his tailored suit and pale blue shirt. He didn’t appear to do much fasting himself. He proffered his hand and Serena shook it, disappointed that he didn’t hold her gaze for longer than necessary; didn’t in any way try to flirt with her. Her Scottish mother would say she was losing her bloom. Had said so, in fact. To Serena’s bloom-absent face.

In the past, Serena had been able to ignore most of her mother’s barbs. Her mother had been a debutante, one of the most feted of her generation, and had never come to terms with the rest of her life failing to live up to this youthful potential. Her resentment was taken out on her daughter, whose extraordinary good looks seemed designed by twisted deities as a personal reproach.

None of it had mattered because Serena’s father had been so obsessed with her. Their closeness was often remarked upon and cloyingly exclusive. She can still recall dinner parties when she would sit on Daddy’s lap as the butlers laid down soup in silver tureens and women with brittle hair and shiny lips would laugh at men’s jokes by candlelight. Serena, in her nightdress, aged seven, would sit on the reassuring heft of her father’s thigh and be patted and praised by him in the gaps between adult conversation.

‘You’re my beautiful favourite,’ he would whisper in her ear. ‘Don’t you forget it, Sissy.’

‘I won’t, Daddy.’

It wasn’t that there was anything sexual to it, of course not. She had friends – more than you’d expect – who had been forced by their paternal figures to perform certain unmentionable acts, but that had not been Serena’s experience. Her father had never left her in any doubt of her pre-eminence. He had taught Serena that her beauty made her fundamentally worthy of attention.

He had died when she was in her early twenties. She’d married Ben shortly afterwards because his fervent declarations of love had felt so paternal. She hadn’t realised for a long time that fatherly and husbandly love were different.

Serena returns to chewing her buckwheat cracker. It is dry and dense against the tongue. Chew. Chew. Chew. She is up to fifteen now, and chews one more time for luck, good girl that she is, then swallows.

She is sitting at a table laid for one, crowded with pill bottles and powdered supplements that Dr Hans insisted she take before every meal. The food is served with decorous aplomb by two waiters in lederhosen, who make a graceful performance of removing lids and unfurling napkins, even though the portions are so small they barely warrant the effort. Today, there is carrot soup, the cracker and a tiny pot of sheep’s curd. Mindful eating is encouraged, which means no phones or books during mealtimes. It also means no chatting to fellow guests, which Serena finds a relief. No small talk. No need for an exhausting trek through the desert of her brain to try and catch those vanishing specks of sense on the horizon.

She hadn’t realised that menopause would be like this. Her mother had never spoken about it. Serena had had no idea that when she hit her early forties, hormones would rage through her like wildfire. That she would find herself staring at a blank television screen for hours. That she would forget words and objects and once, even her children’s names. That the gallop of horses’ hooves across her chest would be labelled by her GP merely as unspecified ‘anxiety’. That she would blaze like a furnace and break into sweats and that moisture would soak through her silk blouses then vanish, clammily, a few seconds later. That she would want to cry all the time. That this sadness would co-exist with an untrammelled fury at all that was expected of her. That her appetite could no longer be suppressed or rigorously controlled. That she would get fatter and mourn the silhouette she once kept while simultaneously being unable to change the body she now inhabited.

She could sense Ben’s distance. He had always been so turned on by the jut of her hip-bones, had enjoyed the girlish tightness of her, the tiny breasts and concave stomach. They still fucked, but she knew Ben was thinking of something or – even worse – someone else. She would spread her legs, the flesh on her thighs jiggling and dimpled, and she would look into his face and see his eyes were closed and that he was biting his lip in concentration, as if the only way he could orgasm was a concerted focus of thought away from her face. He was always preoccupied with work. Politics. The art of changing nothing while pretending to change it all.

He was becoming panicked about money, too, which she found distinctly unappealing. When they had got married, Ben promised Serena she would never have to concern herself with bank balances or bottom lines. He wanted to ‘take care of her’, to ‘treat her like a princess’ and so on. Stupidly, she had believed him. The aristocratic pedigree and country pile gave a convincing impression of wealth, but of course those ancient houses with their creaking pipes and draughty windows and hastily retrofitted central heating systems cost millions in upkeep. After her father-in-law died, leaving Ben as sole heir to his debts, Denby Hall had chewed through their marital savings like rats gnawing through electric cable. Her mother-in-law, Lady Katherine, still resided there in queenly splendour, but contributed nothing. A politician’s salary was never going to move the dial. Ben’s annual stipend as Member of Parliament for Tipworth was a fraction of what he used to make in bonuses in the city. It didn’t even cover the school fees.

Andrew Jarvis had been a great help, of course. Ben’s old school friend had left politics at just the right time and had subsequently risen through the ranks of various financial corporations. He now ran his own hedge fund, Dark Rock, just as Ben had once done. They’d essentially just swapped careers, which rankled. Serena couldn’t help but wish Ben still brought home a salary slip with multiple zeroes attached. It would make things so much easier. Money always did.

Last year, Jarvis had offered the Fitzmaurices a generous loan for an overdue refurbishment of the Tipworth Priory bedrooms. Serena would never have been able to push for the Espalier Square wallpaper she wanted for the master were it not for him. For this, alone, she owes Jarvis a great deal. Every morning on waking, she experiences a shiver of delight at the delicate emerald trellis effect that surrounds her – an effect that, according to the interiors expert they’d hired, ‘gives the all-encompassing atmosphere of fruit trees trained to form tunnels or pergolas in nineteenth-century gardens’.

She had texted Jarvis to say how grateful she was and he had replied immediately in rather a flirtatious tone that had both shocked and flattered her. They’d kept up their sporadic texting over the months that followed. It felt illicit, even though there was – Serena kept telling herself – absolutely nothing untoward about it. Jarvis was one of Ben’s closest friends! She was simply being polite! He was married to loyal old Bitsy! And yet, when she saw his name ping on her phone, it stirred a certain fluttering. She found she was disappointed if she didn’t hear from him on any given day and she didn’t like this version of herself – the one that was weak and dependent on the attentions of a man who was absolutely not in her league. Jarvis was bloated and red in both face and hair. His fingers were perpetually swollen. She didn’t fancy him at all. So why did she care about his fancying her?

Partly it was because it felt nice to be noticed – not just for her looks, but for her opinions, too. Jarvis actually took the time to ask her what she thought about things. At first, he asked for advice about superficial preoccupations – what tie he should wear, whether she preferred tortoiseshell or black-rimmed spectacle frames – and these enquiries would be accompanied by a selfie he’d taken in the clothes shop or the optician’s, his face serious, awaiting her verdict. She was always clear on matters of style.

‘The knitted tie,’ she’d text back, without hesitation and enjoying the feeling of being in charge of his choices. ‘Black frames. Better for your colouring.’

Then Jarvis had started sending her links to news articles he thought she might find interesting. Serena was surprised by how much this meant to her. Ben never spoke to her about current affairs but over the last year or so, opinions have taken root in the soil of her mind and started sprouting with alarming insistence.

Women, for instance. Growing up, she had considered feminism an embarrassing ailment one didn’t admit to in polite company. In her twenties, she had been grateful for reproductive rights and maternity leave inasmuch as these pertained to her own existence. She had taken it for granted that men were in charge and that women were lucky to be invited along. When #MeToo happened, Serena’s initial reaction had been defensiveness. She felt the younger generation didn’t know how good they had it. After all, she’d had a lifetime of public groping and bottom-pinching and sexual innuendo but she had never considered such antics harassment. They were simply the price of admission, the tax you had to pay for being female. Everyone knew that, didn’t they? But the #MeToo movement kept growing and the tweets kept coming and the Hollywood actresses kept ‘opening up’ in magazine interviews and the more women shared their stories, the more Serena realised that maybe the category error had been hers all along. Just because she didn’t believe she’d been sexually assaulted didn’t mean that she hadn’t been. Perhaps it was that she hadn’t been given the language to name it.

#MeToo had been a radicalising experience. She wasn’t marching in the streets in a knitted pink pussy hat or anything (perish the thought) but she was beginning to realise that women, as a whole, are underestimated and overlooked and exploited and abused and that nothing has really changed since she was in her teens. And it was making her very cross.

She had recently driven her almost twelve-year-old son, Hector, back to his boarding school after a weekend at home and he had told her with great confidence from the passenger seat that ‘women are more emotional than men. They’re not suited for leadership roles’.

Gripping the steering wheel more firmly, Serena asked as calmly as she could: ‘Where did you get that idea from?’

‘YouTube. This guy I watch.’

He spoke with no guardedness. As far as Hector was concerned, he was just stating the obvious.

‘Well that’s complete nonsense,’ Serena said. ‘Women make great leaders. And you can’t lump us all together anyway. We’re not all emotional messes, just as not all men are stoic and strong.’

She was quite proud of herself for putting it so well.

‘Women cry more easily, Mummy. They’re weaker. It’s why there are different categories in sport.’

She wasn’t sure what to say about that. It was true that men always played up to five sets at tennis while women only had to contend with three.

‘And,’ Hector carried on, ‘our prime minister is a man. There have only ever been male American presidents.’

‘We had Margaret Thatcher,’ Serena said, feebly.

‘She acted like a man.’

‘Look, Hector, it’s just not OK for you to go around saying this stuff. Women are men’s equals. We deserve the same rights and opportunities. I haven’t raised you to think women are less good than men.’ She paused, then added: ‘It’s anti-feminist.’

‘You’re not a feminist,’ Hector said.

‘Of course I am.’

She had to make an effort to keep her eyes on the road.

‘You stayed at home with the kids while Dad went out to work. You don’t have a job. You live off him.’

He said this dispassionately. She saw that he wasn’t being rude; he was saying what he thought was true, which made it worse. Listening to her son, she was overwhelmed with her own pointlessness. She hadn’t been a hands-on mother – there were always nannies to do the nappy changes and night feeds – but she had been more present than many of her peers. She had tried to teach her children when to say please and thank you, how to shake an adult’s hand and look them in the eye as you did so, how to finish their plates of food and share their toys with equanimity. She had thought they would grow up to view the world more or less as she and Ben did. In the car, indicating right to merge into the motorway fast lane, she understood her foolishness and that it was probably too late to do anything about it.

The creeping disillusion of middle age had made her restless, and coming to the clinic had been her attempt to regain control of herself. Her friend, Violet, had recommended it. They’d met at a private members club located just outside Tipworth. The club was designed to be a facsimile of the countryside, acceptable to a metropolitan media crowd who thought they lusted after cows and fields but who actually wanted a neater kind of nature that included spicy margaritas and walk-in showers and tarmac pathways with sage-green bicycles and sourdough bread delivered at the cabin door each morning.

Serena had joined when it first opened because it was a ten-minute drive from their house and offered a free crèche where she could park the kids while she went for beauty treatments at the spa. Violet, the wife of a film producer, was a weekend visitor who had pre-booked the same spin class as Serena. They found themselves next to each other on the bikes. Violet had started talking to her and although Serena tried to close down the conversation with monosyllabic answers, it had proved impossible. Violet kept coming to the same spin class. Kept talking to Serena. Kept insisting they should have coffee together and one day, Serena grew tired of resisting.

Over oat-milk cappuccinos, Serena found, to her surprise, that she enjoyed Violet’s irreverence and celebrity-adjacent life, while Violet admired Serena’s aristocratic pedigree and co-ordinating Lycra workout sets. They’d got to know each other fairly well over the years, so when Serena had confided over one of their Sunday brunches (avocado on toast for Violet; egg-white omelette for Serena) that she wasn’t feeling quite herself, Violet had told her about the Wurttensee Clinic.

‘My friend Harry absolutely swears by it,’ Violet said, casually dropping the name of one of the most famous actors in the world. ‘He went there to get in shape for a movie and came back one stone lighter. Darling, he was only there two weeks!’

‘Amazing,’ Serena said.

‘You should go. It’s just what you need. Treat yourself. Have some me-time. Honestly, I’d go myself if I could,’ Violet said, leaning back in her chair so that her cropped T-shirt rose up over enviable abdominal muscles. Violet was several years younger than Serena and dressed like a Kardashian.

‘I’ll think about it,’ Serena said, swiftly moving the conversation on to the latest gossip involving an aged rock star recently linked to a minor royal several decades his junior.

She’d brushed Violet’s suggestion aside. But then Covid happened, and the pandemic had been shattering. Their favourite nanny went back to the Philippines; their housekeeper contracted the virus and was hospitalised for months. It was a nightmare to find more employees. After the first lockdown, Ben had pulled some strings and flown them all out to Turks and Caicos where they got vaccinated before anyone back home. He had to return to the UK for parliamentary duties and so Serena had stayed on with all four children and a skeleton staff. For the first few weeks, she had felt more alone than ever. Paradise wasn’t blissful when it felt like banishment. But she quickly slipped into a rhythm: early-morning walks along the beach and then returning to freshly made coffee on the balcony, waiting for each of her children to wake and begin their sleepy shuffle into the kitchen where the chef would have made croissants. She discovered that it was nice to have uninterrupted time. It had been so long since she’d had all four of them under the same roof together and she realised she’d missed their squabbles and their kisses, their humour and their messiness. At four, Bear was still young enough to be babied, held close and cuddled under the blankets while she inhaled the sweet milkiness of his skin. Seven-year-old Hector, freed from the need to perform for the other boys at his prep school, had become chatty and started to hold her hand again. Her girls – Cressida and Cosima – had grown closer, too. There were three years between them and Serena liked to watch them sitting next to each other on the white linen sofas – a nine-year-old Cressida on the iPad; Cosima reading a book – and the sisters’ silence was companionable, for once, rather than attritional.

Ben visited when he could but his presence disrupted the equilibrium. Serena would have to put on mascara and make an effort with her clothes. He’d want to talk about vaccine roll-outs and travel protocols, without ever once asking what she thought, and she’d have to listen and smile and pretend not to be bored. Hector would want his father’s approval and resume his tiresome cockiness; Bear would become shy and hide behind curtains and armchairs; Cressida would pirouette and pout until she had Ben’s attention and Cosima would be angry that he never had enough time left over for her. Ben, who couldn’t see how much his eldest daughter wanted to be loved by him, would dismiss her surliness as teenage hormones. Cosima had started her period the year before and Ben took great pride in knowing about it, believing this made him a modern kind of man. And yet he was seemingly unaware that it couldn’t, logically speaking, always be Cosima’s time of the month when he visited. It was unfair of him to keep bringing it up. Then, after a couple of weeks, he would leave again, sweeping out of the large beach house with an air of importance, and it would take days for the quiet routines to reassert themselves. Serena was relieved when she felt the peace returning to their little household. She began to think she might want another child.

Of course it wasn’t all unmitigated bliss. There were the usual arguments and meltdowns; the sporadic breakouts of rough and tumble and he-said she-said nonsense, but even these fractious moments seemed special to Serena because she was the one who stepped in to find a resolution. This, she understood, was mothering. She discovered she was good at it; that she even enjoyed it.

Then the lockdowns lifted and they returned home and Serena, who should have been delighted, found that her children were once again taken from her by the age-old traditions of the ruling class, and there was very little she could do to stop it. Because, after all, weren’t they the traditions she believed in? Wasn’t that the deal she’d willingly made?

With her children back in the care of nannies and boarding school, she looked in the mirror and saw that two years of her life had disappeared and she was now old, with sun spots on her face and jowls that seemed perilously close to sagging. She realised she’d been silly to wish for a baby. She was past it. Her blonde hair was turning grey and she needed to up the frequency of her six-weekly appointments in London. She tried to grab hold of her vanishing selfhood, to visit the best dermatologists and doctors and holistic acupuncturists, but nothing worked. The bloom lay unreclaimed. She no longer knew who she was. When her eldest, Cosima, had been suspended from school for truancy, it had been the final straw. She had booked into the Wurttensee.

In the dining room, she scrapes the last vestige of sheep’s curd onto a corner of the cracker and gazes out of the window to the green-watered lake and the undulating hills beyond. A thin mist veils the tops of pine trees. As it slips and dissipates, she thinks of Ben.

His infidelity had never particularly bothered her because the objects of his affection were usually insubstantial passing flings. Transient obsessions, nothing more. They have a silent agreement. It is Serena that he returns to; Serena who has always held the power. Besides, she’s had her own amusing dalliances. Men have fallen in love with her a lot, but Serena has always possessed a natural distance, a remove that has made her untouchable. Or so she believed. Over the last few months, a distracting sentimentality has stained her thoughts. Suddenly she wants Ben to be hers and hers alone. But I can’t keep his attention anymore, she thinks, the panic beginning to claw at her insides. She longs for those lockdown days again, where she felt loved and needed by her children (and more than that, capable). Without this sense of purpose, she’s just not sure what she’s for. The thought of Bear, now eight and unhappy at his boarding school, is enough to move her to tears.

She can feel her eyes prickling and is furious with herself for giving in to an emotional weakness she has always disdained in other people. She dabs at her eyes with the corner of her napkin. Without meaning to, she catches sight of the woman sitting at a table opposite. The woman is also a faded blonde, well dressed, with expensive jewellery. But her mouth droops to one side, the tell-tale sign of a stroke. The woman tries to smile at Serena. But her facial muscles won’t allow it. With a lurch, Serena pushes back her chair and rushes out of the dining room.

Back at her room, she is so agitated it takes her three attempts to slot the key into the lock and open the door. She switches on the television. A golfing tournament. She sits on the sofa, trying to watch, but her mind wanders. She turns the TV off and decides, instead, to make herself a cup of tea. There is a lot of herbal tea here, all of which tastes the same. As she waits for the kettle to boil, Serena looks out at the lake beyond the window. Three white-sailed boats are circling on the water. She recalls a sailing holiday with her father, her bare legs wind-whipped, her hair damp across her face. He had patted her upper thigh, lean and tanned in denim cut-offs.

‘You’re getting chubby, Sissy. You have to watch out for that, my darling.’

He grinned as he said it so she wasn’t sure whether he meant it as an expression of love or disappointment. Either way, Serena had never forgotten it. She must have been ten or eleven. She realised, on some unspoken level, that her father didn’t want her to grow older; that he wanted her to stay child-like – at least in the way she looked. The realisation pinched at her the way a new shoe blisters your ankle. She couldn’t shake it. So instead she gave in to it. She became thinner and thinner. At her all-girls’ boarding school, where anorexia was deemed a competitive sport, she ate nothing but six cucumber slices powdered with salt every day for weeks. During the holidays, her father told her she looked like a supermodel. Order was restored. Serena was forever after a willowy blonde with a tiny appetite. But she had lost something along the way. Kindness, perhaps. As her own physical presence shrank, she discovered an innate ability to make other people feel small, especially those she never deemed worthy of being in her circle. Martin, for instance, and his dowdy little wife, Lucy. She had always thought Martin was a man who rose without trace to attach himself to Ben’s coat-tails, while Lucy was judgemental and intellectually superior. Plus Lucy had a terrible sense of style – shapeless denim dresses with pockets and 60-denier tights. Birkenstocks. Swimsuits worn so many times they bobbled and gaped. Awful.

But it was Lucy who had shocked Serena the most in the end. She still has a faint white scar on her left temple where Lucy hit her with a champagne bottle. The pain was so vicious she can only remember the idea of it. Like childbirth.

For a while, Serena had wanted to press charges. It was Ben – always Ben – who convinced her it would be wiser to sweep the incident under the carpet. Given his ambitions. Given what Martin knew about his past. And Serena, back then, had agreed. The Fitzmaurice name had to be protected, she understood that. She understood, too, her role in Ben’s life as he scaled the political heights. She was the wife who looked good in Sunday newspaper supplement photoshoots while keeping all the necessary secrets. A charming host who knew how to table-scape. A breeder. It was what her father would have expected of her. It was what Ben wanted from her. It was what, in truth, she had wanted for herself.

Lately, she’s been reassessing. Being Ben’s plus one no longer satisfies her in the way that it used to. It’s inconvenient to feel like this, but it’s also inescapable. Everyone always assumes she shares Ben’s politics. She’s viewed like a Ming vase: beautiful but empty; a little fragile. This lack of an individual identity never used to bother her. She had long thought of politics as an overgrown debating club and had looked down on it as a ridiculous kind of pastime. Now, the ridicule has calcified into annoyance. Considering all those many, many hours Ben has spent in the House of Commons, and all the sacrifices (financial and personal) they have made for him to sit on those green benches pompously arguing over import tariffs and border controls, it’s baffling how little ever actually changes. Why, when all these powerful MPs claim so confidently to have the answers, are there still mothers going to food banks and children being sent to school on empty stomachs and homeless people huddled on almost every street corner? Shouldn’t things be getting better, not worse? Shouldn’t Ben be doing something? Shouldn’t he at least be asking her what she thinks?

Instead, he is distracted. Shortly before leaving for the Wurttensee, she walked into Ben’s study at Tipworth and found him, well … compromised. She was meant to be in London but had caught an earlier train home, driven by a sudden pang to see Bear before he left for school. She wanted to nuzzle the back of his neck, catching the smell of grass and small-boy dirt while she still had the chance. Ben wasn’t supposed to be there either. It was one of his constituency surgery days, when he would usually be listening to complaints involving illegal conservatory extensions and the infrequency of bin collections while doing his best to appear interested.

She had heard noises coming from Ben’s study and assumed he had left the windows open again. His boarding-school belief in the restorative power of fresh air had more than once led to a broken ornament or rain-drenched book spines. So when she pushed on the heavy wooden door, her attention was at first focused on the windows. She didn’t register the jerking movements on the blue velvet sofa until a few seconds later.

‘Fuck,’ Ben said. ‘Serena. Hi.’

His arms were spread expansively across the cushions, his trousers unbuttoned and pushed down to his knees. His pupils were dilated. Kneeling in front of him, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, was Violet.

Serena, shocked into stillness, remained standing in the doorway as Violet unravelled herself and started speaking in apologetic tones. She was wearing a Lycra co-ord workout set that Serena had given her. It was oatmeal in colour, and she noticed a damp stain just above Violet’s erect left nipple.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she babbled, with the nasal inflection that Serena had always loathed. ‘I didn’t mean—’

‘To inhale my husband’s cock?’ Serena said. ‘No, I’m sure you didn’t.’

It was curious. Her rage felt deathly calm. She watched as Ben zipped himself up and swept his hair back. He wouldn’t catch her eye and she was grateful he didn’t try to say anything. Violet, by contrast, could not stop talking.

‘Oh God, Serena, it isn’t what you think, it’s only been once, well … a couple of times … and we both love you so much, we really do, it’s not that, it’s just sex …’

‘I’d stop talking if I were you,’ Serena said, pushing the door wide and motioning for Violet to leave.

Violet, now struggling to put one of her trashy gold hoop earrings back into the piercing in her lobe, looked frightened. She rushed from Ben without a second glance and was forced to hunch her shoulders to fit underneath Serena’s arm which held the door open. Serena got a mouthful of her oud-scented perfume as Violet clattered down the corridor. Then Serena stepped into the study, letting the door swing shut behind her.

Ben was still on the sofa, head hanging. A posture of shame. She braced herself for the inevitable patter.

‘I’m pathetic, I know I am,’ he said, still refusing to meet her gaze. ‘I’m a terrible person, an awful husband. I don’t know why you put up with me, darling, I really don’t, but you know – you know – it’s only ever been you. This was just a stupid indiscretion. It was easy – she’s so lonely. I’m embarrassed I allowed her to appeal to my sympathy.’

Serena spat out a laugh.

He looked at her with the same brown eyes that Bear now had, which had once been so irresistible to her.

‘It’s true. You don’t have to believe me. God knows, I’ve lost all right to your belief in the things I say. But, the thing is—’

‘I don’t care what “the thing” is, Ben. Why Violet? Of all people?’

It wasn’t that she felt especially close to Violet. Serena never felt especially close to anyone other than her children. But she so rarely had friends, that for Ben to choose to fuck one of them seemed unnecessary. These were the terms of their agreement. No one in their inner circle.

Ben shook his head slowly.

‘I don’t know,’ he said.

It was the most honest he’d been in months.

He rose from the sofa and came across to the fireplace, standing a couple of feet from her. He made no attempt to touch her.

‘Do you hate me?’ he asked, plaintive.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t have the energy.’

There was a flash of something then, across his face. Not quite anger but irritation. They stared at each other, waiting. The silence was broken by the vibration of Ben’s phone.

‘Shit – probably constituency stuff,’ he said, removing it from his suit pocket. ‘Sorry.’

But it wasn’t constituency stuff. It was his mother telling him that his sister was dead.

Serena checks her watch. She has a facial booked for 4 p.m., where the therapist will use a newfangled freezing technique on her cheekbones in the hope that they will look lifted and youthful in three months’ time. There are still hours of the afternoon to get through.

She glances at her phone. No missed calls. No unread messages. She has archived her WhatsApp chat with Violet and blocked her number. And yet, in spite of herself, Serena wants to hear from her. She is lonely, she supposes. How very boring of her.

She should call her mother but doesn’t want to. Her mother will only tell her that she looks tired or drained or old. Instead, she opens Instagram. The first image she sees is a targeted advert from the fitness brand where she bought Violet’s oatmeal co-ord. The model is long and lean, with no discernible stomach, and glares moodily at the camera. Serena looks down at her own tummy with its small but noticeable protrusion, like a mammalian pouch. No number of abdominal crunches can get rid of it. She tries to embrace it, tries to remind herself that this is the body that birthed four children, tries to engage with the current trend for positively celebrating one’s curves and wobbly bits, but she can’t ever fully convince herself. She came of age in the 90s and can’t shake the deep-seated belief that women should be skinny. They should look like Kate Moss in her Corinne Day photoshoot. They should eat one bowl of Special K a day and supplement their diets with SlimFast shakes. They should control their calories and their greed. They should make themselves as slender as possible and then, perhaps, one day they could disappear entirely and let the men take over.

Serena keeps scrolling. A sunset in St Barths. A friend’s modernist holiday home in LA. A fashion show in Milan. A designer she likes is hosting a pop-up in Knightsbridge the week after next. A forty-eight-year-old film star has announced her pregnancy and is thanking God for His Blessings.

‘As if,’ Serena mutters, because she knows such pregnancies are usually the result of highly paid egg donors and surrogates, found through elite agencies in California and New York.

One of her Notting Hill set, the barrister Dominic Malik-Edwards, has posted a picture of his son at a protest, holding aloft a hand-painted sign that says ‘Keep the Body Politic Away from Policing Our Bodies’. She’s not sure it works. Too wordy. Too clever by half.

Dominic’s caption reads: ‘Proud of this one’.

She clicks on Dominic’s avatar and spends a few minutes trawling his grid history. She always had a half-hearted crush on him. He wasn’t handsome but he had presence and intellectual power. Plus, he was tall, which counted for a lot. Although there had been a spot of bother with him and Fliss, hadn’t there? Poor, darling Fliss. She did have a tendency to throw herself at Ben’s friends, with varying degrees of success. For as long as Serena had known Fliss, her late sister-in-law was desperate to be found lovable. In the early days of their relationship, Ben told Serena that he’d stopped inviting his school friends home at the weekends for fear of his older sister making a pass.

‘She gets drunk and just loses all sense of propriety,’ he said – rather pompously, Serena thought. ‘And then she gets kind of … fixated, I suppose, and scares them away.’

Serena had laughed it off as exaggeration, borne out of sibling competitiveness. But over the years, she had witnessed it herself. At Serena and Ben’s annual summer party two years ago (held to coincide with a local music festival beloved of Gen X-ers clinging on to their youth), Fliss and Dominic had been discovered in a state of compromising undress in the kitchen pantry. The rumour spread that a jar of turmeric had been broken in the throes of passion and, for weeks afterwards, Dominic’s cock had been stained orange.

It was awkward. Ben had had to do a lot of smoothing-over. Fliss did her usual thing of apologising and saying it wouldn’t happen again before checking herself into yet another rehab facility. Dominic’s wife, Iso, was told about Fliss’s troubled reputation and had eventually forgiven her husband.

It’s always easier to blame the woman, Serena thinks, even if it’s also a woman doing the blaming. Especially then. On Instagram, she tries to view Iso’s profile but it is set to private. Iso is an American former model who runs an eco-conscious fashion label; a striking Black woman who had always stood out waiting in line at Daylesford Organic. Serena had never spoken more than a few words to her. She had, in truth, been worried about saying The Wrong Thing.

Serena lazily contemplates sending Dominic a message. A casual hello. An invitation to play tennis the next time she’s in town.

But before she has a chance to do so, the phone vibrates. A photo of her eldest, Cosima, flashes up on screen. It’s vanishingly rare for her to call. Serena’s fingers slip and fumble in her rush to answer. There is a simultaneous beat of panic and hope.

‘Cozzie?’ Serena says.

No one answers. Instead, there is the sound of rustling and traffic. A group of teenage-girl voices in the distance, their words overlapping and indistinct.

‘Cozzie? Are you there?’

Nothing for several more seconds and then—

‘Hello?’

Her daughter’s voice, shrapnel-clear.

‘Cozzie. You called me.’

‘Mum?’

‘Who else would it be?’

‘Oh. Sorry. Butt dial.’

‘What?’

‘Butt dial. I didn’t mean to call you.’

‘Right.’

Static silence.

‘Well, as long as you’re alright,’ Serena says. ‘Bye.’

‘See ya.’

The phone goes dead. She should have said she loves her, but Cosima has been difficult to love of late – constantly disappearing from school, forging emails from her parents, lecturing them all on the impending Armageddon and refusing to take long-haul flights because of global warming, which makes holiday plans infuriatingly difficult. She even suggested they give poor Fliss a natural burial in a biodegradable coffin so as to lessen the impact on the environment. As if Fliss hadn’t suffered enough. Washed up dead on a Bali beach. Tragic, troubled Fliss.

Serena shouldn’t have invited Martin to the funeral without Ben’s knowledge, she really shouldn’t. But she’s fed up of being ignored and sidelined. She’s sick of having so little impact on her own life and on the lives of the people closest to her. She’s furious with Ben and his inability to engage with her as the woman she is rather than the girl she once was. And she’s angry with Hector and all the boys like him for lacking the imagination to become anything other than their fathers.

The incident with Violet had been the tipping point. She still had Martin’s address from all those years ago, so she had popped the invite in the collection basket along with the rest of them, ready for the housekeeper to take to the post office. She wasn’t sure what would happen. All she knew was that she wanted to feel something. She wanted Ben to take notice of her, to prod him out of his slumber. And yes, OK, perhaps she wanted revenge, too. Just a delicious little smidge.




III.

Richard

RICHARD TAKE DECIDES HE WILL walk from St James’s back to Portcullis House. He could do with the fresh air. Lunch was a tedious ninety-minuter upstairs in a gastropub with a representative from the Crown Estate. He ate claggy shepherd’s pie while listening to the man drone on about various legal issues affecting the seabed, which – in one of those arcane twists of history that seemed so uniquely British – was actually owned by the monarch.

These were the kinds of things one learned when one was a junior minister for the environment. Not that he actually is a minister any more. Relegated to the backbenches now. After his quote unquote ‘indiscretion’.

The walk will also give him an opportunity to catch up on a backlog of political podcasts. Podcasting is the new mania for Richard’s former colleagues. Any MP who has ever lost their seat or been sacked or resigned on a point of principle (the ‘principle’ in question usually being their own personal career advancement) has become an overnight broadcaster. Almost as soon as they’ve trundled their belongings out of the Houses of Parliament in a wheeled suitcase, they’re ordering USB microphones on Amazon Prime and sharing inane thoughts about the news cycle. Most of the podcasts feature two white men from different sides of the political divide, joshing agreeably while analysing the brokenness of a system they contributed to breaking.

Richard walks at a rapid clip through the park. A swan looks at him with patrician distaste. He scowls back. Swans are also owned by the monarch and don’t they just know it. Superior arseholes. He heads left towards Trafalgar Square where he weaves his way in and out of the gaggle of tourists congregating in front of the National Gallery, almost tripping off the pavement and into the path of an approaching taxi. The black-cab driver beeps his horn and then, clocking Richard’s face, winds down his window to shout, ‘You’re a fucking disgrace!’

Richard gives a polite politician’s wave and an amiable smile.

‘Don’t believe what you read in the papers!’ he shouts after the cab, trying to sound unflustered: a man confident that the truth, eventually, will get out. He shouldn’t have said anything but it’s too late now. Hopefully no one else has overheard the exchange or filmed it on their smartphone to leak to the Daily Mail.

He is already regretting the decision to walk. His shoes are new brogues from Church’s and are pinching his left pinky toe. But he no longer has an official driver. I must be in the melee, he thinks as he heads towards Westminster; I must be with the people. No more elite metropolitan bubble for Richard Take!

He looks up to Nelson’s Column. What is politics if not this – he thinks, loftily – being of the throng and yet also capable of seeing above it to the horizon of a solution? It is important to connect to the everyday concerns of the common man. And woman, he reminds himself hurriedly. And, ah, individuals who do not feel that retrograde and binary notions of gender belong to them. God, it’s all so complicated. One word out of place and you’re cancelled by the braying virtue-signallers on Twitter. Or X, as it’s currently called. Why doesn’t anything stick to the same name anymore?

He plugs in his AirPods and presses play. The lolloping, folksy theme tune of Talking Politics with Jeff and John strikes up. It’s been number one in the charts for weeks. Apparently Jeff now rakes in a million a year. Richard doesn’t really understand why the podcasts are so popular when politicians themselves are so reviled. One minute you’re sitting across from Jeff, discussing European fishing quotas in cabinet while he surreptitiously brushes dandruff off his shoulders, and the next he’s selling out the Royal Albert Hall with live shows, and hawking T-shirts with his custardy face beaming out like the ugly man’s Taylor Swift.

Richard skips to the end of Talking Politics … and presses on with the latest episode of Political Chatter. He grits his teeth as the reedy voice of a former prisons minister worms its way deep into his ear canal to inform him of the fantastic new deals offered by a kitchen and bathroom purveyor.

‘For 10 per cent off your next home improvement, quote CHATTER at checkout.’

Richard hits the fast-forward button and the episode leaps ahead.

‘Today, we’re going to be talking about Ukraine …’

He crosses the street to avoid striding past the gated entry of Downing Street where, just a few days ago, he was forced to make a humiliating exit in front of a barrage of reporters.

‘Have you resigned, Mr Take?’ the most persistent shouted. Some self-important toff from Sky News.

‘I have,’ he said, smiling and nodding like one of those bobble-head toy dogs you see in the backs of vans. ‘I will have more to say in due course.’

‘Were you forced to go?’

Smile.

‘Are you sorry, Richard?’

Nod.

‘Are you embarrassed?’

Smile and nod and walk on by. No ministerial car waiting for him – it was brutal, really, the efficiency with which politics operated – so he had to keep smiling until he made it back to the relative safety of his office. That would be downsized too, now that he was no longer in cabinet.

He approaches the Cenotaph and pauses the podcast as a mark of respect. Richard bows his head. He has never been in the armed forces, but he firmly believes he would have made an excellent soldier and the romantic heroism of the idea appeals to him. He likes a good uniform. He should have been Defence Secretary, really, instead of a minor player in the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. What does he know about the environment and rural affairs? He grew up in Sevenoaks and has only ever listened to The Archers by accident. As for food – well, of course he has an interest in eating it, but there are only so many times you can sit through a committee meeting on emerging pork markets without wanting to chew your own ears off, let alone the pig’s.

Still, he’ll be sorry to leave it behind. It’s all so unfortunate. What red-blooded male hasn’t occasionally been caught at his computer watching a few minutes of consensually filmed pornography? Let he who has not sinned cast a splinter in someone’s eye, Richard thinks. Is that the quote? Or is it about stoning? He can’t recall.

Anyway, it was simply Richard’s bad luck that he happened to be watching pornography on his work computer, in his department office, at the end of a very long day when he had, admittedly, enjoyed a long, somewhat lubricated dinner in The Adjournment restaurant in Portcullis House with Arthur, one of his political advisers. He always forgot Arthur was in his twenties and able to drink more with less noticeable effect. By the time Richard wove his way back to his department, most of his colleagues had gone home. The building was empty apart from a couple of cleaners and security guards. In his office, it was just him and his desk and his computer and it seemed – well, how can he put this? – it seemed that the natural thing to do was to unzip his trousers and enjoy a little post-prandial relaxation. A stress-relieving digestif, if you will.

He’d forgotten about the CCTV. Within days, it had been leaked to a tabloid.

‘It’s not great,’ Arthur had said when he called to tell him the news. Then there’d been the chilling ‘We need to speak’ WhatsApp message from Edward Buller’s chief of staff. He knew he’d have to step down from the front benches. He was told to move out of his departmental office immediately, which made for a logistical nightmare. Terri, his constituency office manager, had offered to come down from Alderhead to help co-ordinate the move and although he disliked Terri and the feeling was abundantly mutual, he had said yes in a state of desperation.

Richard’s wife had not been understanding. Hannah Take (nee Collins) had graduated top of her year in law from Exeter (the university, not the Oxford college, as she was fond of pointing out) and had neither the time nor the inclination to suffer fools gladly. Richard was always slightly shocked that he’d persuaded Hannah to marry him. She’d been in her late thirties when they’d met at a networking event at a corporate law firm. Plastic name badges and bowls of sumac-coated nuts. Hannah had come striding across the room, making a beeline for Richard in a way no other woman had made a beeline before or – now that he thinks about it – since. She was tall, with auburn hair and fearsomely broad shoulders and her black tailored jacket flapped across a cream shirt as she moved.

‘You’re Richard Take,’ she said, thrusting out her hand to be shaken.

‘Yes, I mean …’ He was immediately flustered. ‘Yes, I am.’

‘You don’t seem very sure.’ She spoke without smiling. It was outrageously sexy.

‘No, I am. Promise. Ha ha.’ And then, without knowing why, he formed fists with his hands and pummelled his chest and in the manner of what he imagined to be an African chieftain said, ‘I be Richard Take. It be me.’

The small group of corporate lawyers to whom he had, just a minute earlier, been talking about cheese factories and the preservative merits of potassium sorbate were shocked into silence. One of them dropped their paper napkin. It fluttered to the carpet. Hannah fixed him with a laser-like gaze.

‘That’s racist.’

‘No it’s not,’ he spluttered.

‘It is.’

‘You’re the one who has made the inference that I am mocking some particular race,’ he said, warming to an argument he now decided he believed in. ‘In fact, I was doing an impression of … of … a family member.’

‘Who?’

‘Who?’ he repeated.

‘Yes. Which family member?’

‘My grandmother.’ He didn’t know why he said it. He could only blame the four glasses of Prosecco he’d drunk on an empty stomach. ‘May God rest her soul.’

‘Really.’ Hannah crossed her arms. ‘What was her name?’

‘Phyllis.’

There was a sharp, barking sound. He realised, when he looked up from his shoes, that Hannah was laughing.

A year later they were married, in the village church near his parents’. Hannah wore a voluminous dress that surprised him with its convention. They’d had a reception in a marquee in his childhood garden. His best man had made a terrible speech referencing acts performed with dead sheep. Their first dance was to something by Robbie Williams. All very conventional. All very middle class, middle England, middle-aged.

They’d continued in this vein for the first few years – moving to Pimlico, Waitrose red wine with dinner, the odd night at the theatre, a twice-yearly minibreak in a country house hotel with spa – and it had been comfortable and easy. Or so Richard had thought. They’d never had children, that was a sadness, but Hannah faced infertility in the same brisk, straightforward way she dealt with everything else: she simply steamrolled through, shoulders back, head held high, a ‘let’s get on with it then’ attitude that was always what he thought of when he spoke mistily in political speeches of ‘the very backbone of Britain’.

Were they in love? Well, to paraphrase King Charles, what did that really mean? It was the right time for both of them to settle down. He was in awe of Hannah and she was amused by him. It seemed to work. She was a workaholic and was made partner at her Magic Circle law firm well before she turned forty. She didn’t mind his long hours or the midnight votes. Her fat salary subsidised his politician’s wages. His MP contacts and political gloss were helpful to her clients. They rubbed along nicely.

The sex was fantastic. For Richard, at least. He never stopped finding his wife a bit terrifying, which brought him to orgasm with chaotic rapidity. As a boy, he’d had a newspaper photograph of Margaret Thatcher Blu-Tacked on his bedroom wall and the sexual frisson he enjoyed with Hannah was not unconnected. But over the years, Hannah’s interest in sex had diminished and Richard could never bring himself to ask why. On the rare occasions he could persuade her into bed, Hannah would lie back with her eyes squeezed shut.

‘Oh do get on with it,’ she had said the other month, just as he was about to come.

What was a man supposed to do if his wife no longer showed any sexual interest in him? He had no answers and nowhere to turn to ask the question. His father, a Mancunian accountant, remained both emotionally and geographically removed. Richard’s friends tended to talk exclusively about rugby, cars, kids and encroaching physical ailments. His closest ally in Parliament, Ben Fitzmaurice, might have been able to help, but Richard was too intimidated by Ben’s poshness and governmental seniority. They were part of the same intake but whereas Richard had languished in mediocrity, Ben had been parachuted into a safe seat by Edward Buller and speedily made Secretary of State for Energy Security and Net Zero by his former university chum. Now that Buller was rumoured to be stepping down, Ben was being talked of as a frontrunner to be his replacement. He had the backing of his former parliamentary colleague, Andrew Jarvis, who ran a hedge fund and was a prominent Conservative Party donor. Richard had met Jarvis once in the Strangers’ Bar and been struck by both his girth and his vacant, assessing stare – a bit like Henry VIII without any of the charm.

Richard felt no bitterness at Ben’s seemingly frictionless ascent. It was simply the way things were, the way things had always been. Ben was upper class; Richard distinctly middle. No matter how hard he worked, the chasm between them would remain. This, in spite of the fact that he’d been an assiduous student at his grammar school: one of the only sixth formers to work his way through the entire history A-level reading list.

‘But it was only suggested reading,’ his teacher had said accusingly, when Richard asked for more material to prepare for his Oxford interview (he didn’t get in and went to Durham instead, where his abiding memory was of the dark).

He approached PornHub with the same conscientiousness, first watching videos with higher percentage ratings from other users, then, when that didn’t fully align with his tastes, going through each alphabetical category one by one. Pornography seemed a more moral choice than having an affair. Besides, it was so easy these days – a swift click on incognito mode, a shortcut to PornHub, and there you had it – thousands upon thousands of free videos. Fake taxis. Nubile. Orgy. Squirting. Stepfamilies. He hadn’t meant to become addicted, but there was just too much of it to watch and he was a completist. So, in the absence of anyone to turn to over his marital anxieties, Richard had taken matters into his own hands. Literally.

On the night that had marked his political and personal nadir, his drunkenness had made him less cautious than usual. The browser hadn’t been in incognito mode after all. The CCTV camera had been pointed almost directly at his desk. His penis had to be pixelated when the footage was replayed on the evening news, with what had felt like an unnecessary trigger warning from the anchorwoman that ‘some viewers may find this distressing’. The Sun had a high old time coming up with puns. ‘Dick Take Out After Taking Dick Out’ was a particular low point.

Hannah had packed her bags the same night. She came home from work early, something she had never before seen fit to do, not even when their whippet had died the previous year.

‘I can explain, Hannah,’ he had said, addressing her back as she removed swathes of black from their wardrobe – black dresses, black jackets, black trousers, each one as formless as the last.

‘No need,’ she had replied. There were no histrionics – that wasn’t her style – but there seemed to be no emotion either. Not even anger, which surprised him.

‘It was a moment of weakness, a lapse in judgement.’

‘Please. Save your resignation speech clichés.’

‘I didn’t mean it … I …’

She stopped then, turning to look at him while holding a pair of black shoes in one hand. It had been raining and her hair had become frizzy at the roots. A vertical frown line ran deep between her eyes. She was getting a double chin. And yet he felt hopelessly in love with her still. He was about to tell her so, when—

‘I’m not in love with you, Richard.’

‘I don’t think—’

‘I haven’t been for a while. I don’t mean to upset you, but I’m not sure we ever really were. In love, I mean.’

His insides folded.

‘It was convenient and … nice for a while,’ Hannah said, zipping up the matching cases, lifting them off the bed with one strong arm and tipping them neatly onto their wheels. ‘But I think we both know it wasn’t going anywhere.’

She would get a colleague to deal with the divorce, she said, going to the bathroom and making an efficient sweep of her toiletries and toothbrush. She even remembered to take her disposable razor, left on the side of the bath.

Within the hour, she had marched decisively out of their Pimlico house and into a waiting taxi (of course she had a cab waiting, and he would mull over this detail for days – had it been booked with premeditation or ordered on her phone while they’d been talking?). All that was left of her were the framed photos, a half-eaten jar of crunchy peanut butter and an imprinted grey wave of leg stubble ringing the bath. He had turned the photos to face away from him. It seemed silly, now, how much he had believed in their false advertising.

On the Political Chatter podcast, the former Prisons Minister is now talking about his new book: ‘… it details the terrible situation our democracy finds itself in and posits some possible solutions. You can pre-order it now and you’ll automatically be entered into a competition to win a Political Chatter mindfulness journal.’ He stops listening in disgust. Fucking mindfulness, he thinks. A well-dressed elderly woman looks at him in horror and he realises he’s muttered it out loud.

‘You’re Richard Take,’ she says in a plummy voice.

‘I am. I – gosh – I’m so sorry …’

She looks at his crotch with rheumy blue eyes.

‘Why couldn’t you keep it in your trousers?’

For a moment he thinks she might be about to spit at him, but then she turns on her heel and stalks off. He sighs.

The neo-Gothic stalactites of the Houses of Parliament rise before him. Big Ben, shiny and spruced up after a refurbishment that had cost many millions of taxpayers’ money, smugly informed him it was ten minutes to three. His colleagues have, like Hannah, deserted him in their droves, with a few notable exceptions. The MP for Ashton-under-Lyne, Claire Killarney, who organised the yearly parliamentary ski trip, had called him. Ben had sent a nice text. A couple of Lib Dems had reached out, but everybody knew Lib Dems didn’t count.

Richard presses his way through a group of tourists in overpadded anoraks and in Caffè Nero orders his regular one-shot cappuccino. The barista does a double take (the Mirror had run with ‘Double Take: Is That Who You Think It Is?’). Her cheeks redden and he has to fight the urge to shout ‘I’m not a monster!’ but he opts for retaining the last filament of his dignity and stays silent until his coffee is ready, whereupon he takes a sip immediately and burns his tongue.

His jacket pocket vibrates. He flails around trying to retrieve his phone and in so doing, spills milky froth down his jacket. He presses to answer, and only then realises he is still wearing his AirPods.

‘Yes, hello?’

‘Richard.’

‘Oh, hi Terri.’

‘I was expecting you back by now.’

Terri is terrifying. Nominative determinism at its finest. He must insist she goes back to the constituency as soon as possible.

‘Moments away, Terri.’

‘Right.’ He can hear her gel nail extensions clicking on the keyboard. ‘We’ve got a fair bit to get through, so, you know, chop chop.’

She hangs up before he has a chance to remonstrate that Terri mustn’t speak to him like this.

He rushes through the rotating doors and the security at Portcullis House, head down, trying not to catch anyone’s eye. He takes the stairs, as he always does, to get his daily step count in. The corridors of Portcullis House look exactly the same whatever floor you happen to be on: same green carpet, same brown walls, same smooth wooden panelling leading into infinity. He reaches his new office without anyone wanting to offer him sympathy or censure, which is a relief.

The office is poky, with sloping ceilings, small windows and a cluster of unpacked boxes. A red bucket has been placed underneath the eaves after a recent rainfall caused a leak. There is room for a desk, two dark blue armchairs and two metal bins – one for recycling and one labelled ‘General Waste for Incineration’, which feels aggressive.

‘Terri,’ he says, as he takes off his coat. He looks for somewhere to hang it but there are no hooks, so he throws it onto one of the armchairs. ‘Shall we get on with it, then?’

He rubs his hands, hoping to demonstrate the good-humoured capability of a beloved headmaster or family doctor.

‘About time,’ Terri says as she gathers up her notebook and pen and comes to sit next to him. ‘OK, so, you ready?’ Terri raises one of her tattooed eyebrows. Her face has a strangely concrete quality that Hannah once told him was the result of ‘too many fillers’. Terri’s forehead is tight and shiny, her cheeks enlarged like a squirrel storing nuts for winter. Her mouth is outlined in a permanent pinky-brown that is one shade darker than her lips.

Richard sits on the sofa.

‘Sure thing. Go for it.’

‘You might want to take notes. There’s a lot to get through.’

‘So you said. Thank you. I’ll be able to retain the necessary information.’

He takes a sip of his cappuccino, now at a temperature marginally lower than the surface of the sun.

‘First off, Gary Brotherton has been in touch and says he has some offers. He wants you to call him.’

‘Ah. Great.’

Within two hours of the porn story breaking, Richard had received a call from an ex-tabloid editor called Gary Brotherton. After quitting his job during the Leveson Inquiry into illegal phone-hacking, Gary had set up a crisis PR company called Rope Inc. (‘because if you’re on the ropes, you want to give your opponent enough rope to hang ’emselves with,’ he had explained). Gary had offered Richard his services, insisting he’d be able to ‘maximise media opportunities’ and ‘resurrect your reputation’ and that he’d be willing to waive his usual retainer for the first three months, taking only a very modest 20 per cent cut of any fees he negotiated on his client’s behalf. Arthur, who generally handled comms, wasn’t keen but Richard, who felt the need for fresh blood, had overruled him.

‘So you’ll do that, will you?’ Terri asks.

Richard nods.

‘Right. Next up. Ben Fitzmaurice has sent you an invitation to his sister’s funeral.’

‘What?’

‘I said: Ben Fitzmaurice has—’

‘No, no I heard you. I just … well, I didn’t know he had a sister.’

Terri makes a great show of lifting the invitation up to the light and re-reading it.

‘Says he did here. Lady Felicity Fitzmaurice. Funeral. 27 July. Denby Hall. You can make it if you leave the opening of the school vegetable garden by 11 a.m. There’s a train from Paddington that gets you there at …’

Richard loosens his tie. He finds himself simultaneously thrilled that he’s been invited to such an intimate society event and aghast that Ben has lost such a close family member. When he’s caught between jostling thoughts, Richard is never sure how to act. He feels like a salmon trying to leap upstream but being pushed downstream by competing currents. On the one hand, Ben has invited him to an intimate family gathering (upstream!). On the other, why hadn’t Richard known that Ben had a sister, and did this mean he wasn’t in his inner circle (downstream)? He’d seen Ben in the tea-room only yesterday and Ben had been his usual charming self; not a hint of anguish and no mention of anything even mildly awry.

‘Poor Ben,’ Richard says distractedly. It’s the sort of thing he knows he must say, rather than being a thing he actually feels. Hannah used to tell him he had no emotional intelligence. Which he thought was a bit rich, coming from her.

Perhaps, he thinks, that was simply Ben’s way of coping? Stiff upper lip and all that. Still, it does rather put into perspective his own woes. Although … he can’t help his mind wandering … grief is rather ennobling, isn’t it? He’ll get a lot of press sympathy for that if he plays it right. Unlike—

‘Richard.’ Terri brings him sharply back to the present. ‘Shall I say you’ll go, then?’

‘Yes, yes, sorry.’

‘They’re asking for charity donations instead of flowers.’ Terri’s voice drops to a whisper. ‘Addiction Recovery, so we can all guess why she carked it, can’t we?’

She gives a nasty little smile.

‘Send £250,’ he says. ‘And be sure to declare it.’

‘No doubt Andrew Jarvis will be there,’ Terri says. ‘Randy little sod.’

‘Is that so?’ Richard knows Jarvis has a reputation for being a bit of a blowhard, but he hasn’t heard this particular nugget of gossip doing the rounds in the tea-room.

‘Oh yeah,’ Terri continues, her words acquiring a reptilian hiss. ‘Why d’you think he got through so many office managers? Can’t keep his hands to himself, that one.’

‘Alright, that’s enough,’ Richard says, even though he wants to hear more.

Terri gives an insulted little harrumph.

‘You were the one that asked!’

Richard flattens his palm and moves it down, as if pushing steadily on a button marked ‘calm’. He is immediately reminded of a supply teacher at his old school who tried and failed to gain control of an unruly class with exactly this gesture. He stands abruptly, claimed by an unsettled energy he cannot name.

‘Where are you going?’ she says. ‘We’ve only just started.’

‘You know what, Terri? The rest of it can wait. I need to call Gary. Please can you get me a goat’s cheese panini from downstairs?’

Terri stiffens. She doesn’t like that. She doesn’t like that at all.

‘Very well.’

‘And one of those blueberry muffins? Thanks so much.’

She huffs and puffs her way to the door, slamming it behind her. He listens as the thud of her footsteps recedes and he feels his shoulders drop. It’s not normal to be this scared of one’s own office manager. Hannah always said he had an Oedipal complex owing to the fact that his parents had separated when he was six and, unusually, his mother had been the one to move out. He said that was nonsense, even though hearing it made him want to cry, which maybe proved Hannah’s point.

But he must stop reminding himself of the things Hannah used to say! He perches on the ergonomic desk stool recently purchased for the relief of lower-back pain and, sliding one archive box across so that he can reach the keyboard, he logs in to his computer. He decides he will relegate Hannah and all her musings into a locked box in the corner of his mind. He has used this tactic before and finds it very effective. When his mother left, he did the same with all his happy memories of her. Locked them up. Pitched them into blankness, never to be revisited. Et voilà. Done.

On screen, his inbox fills up with unanswered emails. Gary has sent him five, each one containing a CapsLock subject heading followed by a bevy of exclamation marks. The most recent is headlined with ‘TV OFFER. PLZ CALL!!!!! URGENT!!!!’

Richard calls.

‘Riiiichaaaaard,’ Gary says, elongating the vowels unnecessarily. ‘How are ya, mate?’

There is a metallic twanging sound in the background.

‘Where are you?’ Richard asks. ‘It sounds like you’re … being pelted with bullets.’

‘Ha! No, don’t you worry mate. I’m just … er … just leaving an arcade.’

‘An arcade?’

‘Yeah. Slot machines.’

‘Oh, OK.’

‘Hang on, just gonna move somewhere quieter so we can have a proper chinwag. Bear with me, mate.’

Richard wishes Gary wouldn’t call him ‘mate’. They’ve only met in person once.

‘So,’ Gary says, breathing heavily. ‘We’ve got some corking offers.’

‘Great. That’s great news.’

He imagines a publisher has been in touch asking for him to write a memoir, full of inspiring turns of phrase that will impress the general readership with their lyricism. He’ll call it something Obama-esque, like My Father’s Hopes or The Potential of Possibility.

‘The first one is a podcast called Political Chatter – they want you to go on as a guest and—’

‘No.’

‘Sorry, mate, didn’t quite catch—’

‘No. I don’t want to go on a stuffy old political podcast. I need to be reaching new audiences. Younger voters. Gen Z-ers and TikTokers, you know the kind of thing. That young bloke who wears a polo neck and a fedora. Can I get on his podcast?’

There’s a short pause on the other end of the line.

‘Mickey Minton? The YouTuber?’

‘Yes, that’s the one.’

‘Okaaaaay. I’ll, um, target some of the more youth-skewed podcasts.’

‘If you could.’

‘Then we’ve got the normal media stuff – Question Time, Any Questions?, Question and Answer, Questions on a Sunday – they’ve all asked you on as a panellist. But I’m sensing maybe that’s a no, too …’

‘Boring. No.’

There’s a loud, sucking inhale that sounds very much as if Gary is vaping.

‘OK, gotcha. Well, this one is a fantastic opportunity. It’s a TV show. Amazing ratings. It’ll have real cut-through and get you out of the Westminster elite and in front of a whole new audience.’

‘That’s more like it.’

‘Shit happens.’

‘Very true, Gary, very true. And I know that better than most, but what’s the offer?’

‘No, that’s it. That’s what the show’s called: Shit Happens!’

Richard swivels on his stool.

‘I mean, they asterisk out the H and the I because it’s primetime but, yeah, it’s called Shit Happens! and it’s actually a really powerful premise: celebrities become sewage workers and the cameras follow you as you clean up other people’s waste. Every night, one of the contestants is voted out by the public. They’re offering you an up-front fee, which will be a nice chunk of moolah, and if you make it through to the final, you’re guaranteed a shedload of profile and brand partnerships. The girl who won last year got an ad campaign with Pretty Little Thing and has over a million followers on Instagram. More importantly for our purposes, she’s become a national sweetheart. She really showed her authentic self. And her not-so-authentic tits.’

Gary laughs so hard at his own joke it turns into a rattling smoker’s cough. Richard blinks. The room recedes briefly into fuzziness then snaps back into focus. It would be nice, wouldn’t it, not to be ridiculed on the street by strangers or shouted at by cab drivers? It would be refreshing to be loved by a public who could see him for who he really was: a decent, hardworking man driven by duty and a belief in making society better. Someone who doesn’t stand on ceremony. A man of the people, unlike all those public-school-educated toffs at the top. A man who doesn’t mind getting his hands dirty with other people’s mess.

‘How much?’ he asks.

‘Three hundred,’ Gary says.

‘That’s pathetic! Do they know I get paid sixty grand plus a year as an MP? I’m insulted, to be frank.’

‘Nah, nah, nah. You don’t get it. Three hundred grand.’

Richard gulps.

‘Ah. Well in that case …’

‘It’s a yes?’

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘Great. Leave it with me. The Dick Take fightback starts here!’

For the first time since everything happened, Richard feels a jolt of optimism. Maybe he can salvage his reputation, after all. He’s got a primetime TV slot and an invitation to the inner sanctum of the Fitzmaurice family. All bases covered. He starts to text his wife the news. Then he remembers he doesn’t have a wife anymore. He deletes the text and locks the memory of it away in the box.

There. All done.




IV.

Cosima

IT’S COLD AS THEY WAIT for the minibus to pick them up. With each exhale, they make white cumulous patterns against the night sky. Cosima is wearing two T-shirts, leggings, jeans, her school jumper and one of her dad’s old Patagonia jackets. Even so, her teeth are chattering. She wishes she’d remembered her gloves, but she’d been in a rush to sneak out of the boarding house in time to get the 9.30 p.m. train. It had been drummed into her that lateness was not just an act of rudeness but that it would endanger the safety of the rest of her team. She got there two minutes after the allotted time and all of them had been waiting for her by the roadside. River, who had never trusted her, made a great show of looking at his watch.

‘Sorry, sorry – train was delayed.’

River turned away. She knew he thought she was a spoiled little rich girl playing at activism. ‘A lipstick Marxist’ was how he’d put it a few weeks earlier in a meeting room above a Soho pub. At the roadside, Cosima pretended not to care.

‘You’re here now, love,’ Meadow said, hugging her briefly. Meadow was a mum of two in her forties from Bristol. She came on protests when she could get childcare. ‘That’s the important thing, right?’

Meadow stared at River, who nodded curtly and gathered everyone into a circle. Cosima took Meadow’s hand in hers as they all recited: ‘I trust myself, I trust you, I trust the group. I trust myself, I trust you, I trust the group.’

Next to her, Meadow had closed her eyes and was swaying gently with each rhythmic syllable. At first, Cosima had thought the mantra was naff and showy. It felt like the bit at the end of a yoga class where the instructor makes you sing ‘om shanti’. But the more actions she’d been on, the more Cosima understood the point of it. The repetitive nature of their trust chant was soothing. It reassured them that they operated as a unit, not as individuals, and that, whatever happened, they would have each other’s backs. The nervous adrenalin was unlike anything else Cosima had ever experienced. The chant helped them breathe. It reminded them that they were not alone in their fear. After it, Cosima felt calmer.

But now, waiting for the minibus, her heart rate begins to spike again. The plan has been mapped out in painstaking detail over the previous months. They have been through the chronology more times than she cares to remember, poring over crumpled bits of paper on pub tables littered with cheese and onion crisp packets. They are the ‘site-take team’ and their role is to block all transit in and out of the St Regis oil terminal in Essex by scaling the tankers. It’s illegal to drive a tanker with a person sitting on top of it. The idea is to cause logistical chaos, create petrol and diesel shortages throughout the South East and draw media attention to their cause. Simple. But also kind of terrifying.

‘You OK, Pineapple?’ Meadow looks at her with raised eyebrows only just visible beneath the peak of her grey baseball cap.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Cosima mumbles. ‘Thanks. Just … hoping it goes OK, y’know?’

‘It’ll be fine. What’s the worst that can happen?’ Meadow chuckles drily. They both know the answer to that. Meadow has been arrested sixteen times. She served half a three-month jail term for supergluing herself to a Giotto in the National Gallery. Her sister had to look after Meadow’s kids while she was away and still hasn’t forgiven her.

Cosima – codename Pineapple – has only taken part in one protest before now: a sit-in on a campus in East Anglia shortly after authorities had accepted money from a Texas oil magnate to build a new lecture hall. Conveniently, it had been over a weekend, which meant she could easily convince her school she was going back home. In truth, she had hung out with her fellow Oblivion Oil protestors in bedsits on the outskirts of town, smoking weed, pretending to be nonchalant and trying not to catch River’s eye. She’d been careful to hide her identity and even though the protest had been reported at length in her dad’s preferred Sunday newspaper, he hadn’t clocked his daughter in any of the photographs either. She needn’t have bothered wrapping most of her face in a Palestinian scarf, purchased for under a tenner off Amazon. He never noticed her. As for her mum? At seventeen, Cosima is the eldest and often forgotten about. Her mother is unhealthily obsessed with eight-year-old Bear, clinging on to him like a baby so that she can convince herself she’s still young. She’d probably breastfeed him if Dad let her get away with it. No, Cosima never has to worry about her mother knowing what she’s up to.

But this action is more of a challenge than the previous one. It’s a Friday night in the middle of nowhere and she has to be at her grandmother’s home for her aunt’s funeral first thing tomorrow morning. She decides to believe Meadow’s assurances that it’s all going to be fine and River knows she can only do a five-hour shift.

Her school had been relaxed about her skipping double maths. They were pretty lax in general. The headmistress, a pale-haired woman with a hippy-ish vibe, talked a lot about ‘the need for self-expression’ and insisted the students call her ‘Mags’.

‘There he is,’ Meadow says, pointing at the outline of a minibus on the crest of the hill. ‘Fucking finally.’

When the bus parks up, the driver insists he needs to take a piss.

‘You’re already late,’ River says.

‘Tell that to my bladder,’ the driver replies, limping over to the side of the road and unzipping his flies.

They file onto the minibus accompanied by the driver’s heavy sighs of relief. Anxiety seeps into the atmosphere. Cosima finds herself squashed up against Broccoli, a bespectacled medical student who smells of antiseptic. He slips off his rucksack and rests it on his lap next to her. He opens a side compartment and takes out a KitKat.

‘Want a finger?’ he offers.

‘Oi oi!’ Meadow shouts from the seat behind them.

‘Thanks,’ Cosima says, taking one of the bars as the minibus starts to move.

They eat their chocolate without talking. After about half an hour, they pull up at the side of the road. Outside, the sky is black as tar. In the distance, a dim string of lights marks the entrance to the oil terminal. River stands at the front of the bus.

‘Everyone knows what they’re doing, yeah?’

They murmur their assent.

‘Broccoli, you’re going to be the de-escalator for tonight.’

Broccoli nods. De-escalating involves talking to the police and the drivers and trying to make people aware of Oblivion Oil’s commitment to non-violent protest. It’s a pretty thankless task.

‘Remember, no smoking – for obvious reasons.’

A few groans. Peatbog, who at seventy-two is one of the oldest protestors, reluctantly hands over his tobacco pipe. Cosima smiles at him and Peatbog grins ruefully back at her. In real life, his name is Jeremy and he’s a retired civil servant. His phone screensaver is a picture of his Labrador.

They get off the bus and start scrambling westwards through the undergrowth. They use their hands to push away the scrubby bushes and soon Cosima’s fingers start to tingle, then go numb. Her eyes water. Above them, the sky is studded with stars. She looks up, briefly hypnotised by the beauty of it, then Meadow presses a hand against her back and Cosima continues striding over rocks and pushing through branches that seem to snap out of nowhere. Her nose streams. She almost loses her footing. Her ankle twists and she has to swallow the cry of pain. She pushes on, ignoring the tenderness as she places weight back on her right foot. She’s glad she had a glimpse of the stars. As a child, she’d always been told by her father to look up when she felt sad.

‘The sky reminds us of our own insignificance,’ he said. ‘It will always be there. Isn’t that amazing?’

Little Cosima had nodded and held his hand tighter. She had adored her father; had at one time genuinely believed he knew the answers to all of her questions. She can’t remember the precise moment her love had turned to contempt. It might have been when she walked in on him getting head from the nanny. Or it might have been that as soon as Cosima hit adolescence, she was no longer his little girl. She got acne and independent thoughts and suddenly he found her too difficult to like.

Still, he had taught her to love the natural world. It’s why she does what she does now. She wants to protect all the wildness, to save it from the certain extinction pursued with such aggressive selfishness by her parents and everyone who came before. As Cosima works herself up quickly into a familiar blizzard of fury, she finds her anger warms her and she can feel her fingers again. She hates her parents. Hates the school they send her to. Hates that her father is the Tory fucking Energy Secretary, for fuck’s sake, and that he and his mates have wiped billions off the green budget. She hates her sister Cressida, with her big blue eyes and her stupid ear piercings and her Olivia Rodrigo obsession. She hates her brother, Hector, and his pathetically unimaginative addiction to gaming and Formula 1. She doesn’t yet hate Bear but he’s the youngest and it’s only a matter of time. She hates her parents’ friends. All the thin women in cashmere and fat men in tweeds, clinking their champagne glasses and shooting their pheasants, talking about wokeism and school fees and what-do-we-think-about-Gaza while sitting around long dining tables set with family silver and inherited insouciance. All of them sleepwalking to the edge of the abyss, leaving lights on, flying long haul, eating steaks, driving fuel-guzzling cars. A monstrous army of wealthy navel-gazers. The only one who cares is Fliss. Was Fliss, rather. She still hasn’t got used to thinking of her aunt in the past tense.

‘What was that?’ Peatbog asks and only then does Cosima realise she’s been muttering out loud.

‘Oh nothing. Just angry.’

‘That’s the ticket,’ Peatbog says softly, and although she can’t make out his face in the dark, Cosima can imagine his smile and his crinkling crow’s feet. ‘Use the rage. There’s power in it.’

He pats her on the back and then – all at once – they are at the terminal gates. Broccoli opens his rucksack and starts handing out their fluorescent tabards, each one emblazoned on the back with orange devil horns – the group’s insignia. The tankers are already lining up at the gates, ready to criss-cross the country with their supplies of death fuel. River catches Cosima’s eye. He lets his gaze linger for longer than necessary and then gives the smallest smile. She catches it. There is a leaping sensation at the back of her throat, as if she has swallowed the wind.

River turns and strides towards the terminal, taking three others and a rolled-up Oblivion Oil banner with him. As the gates creak open, the four slip through the gap and into the darkness. Soon, they’ll start climbing the tankers.

Cosima, Peatbog and Meadow begin to unfurl the second protest banner and tie it to the gateposts; Broccoli stands in the middle of the road, hands pressed together calmly. His posture is erect, defiant and his face is serious and friendly. His features exude approachability.

In the gloomy light, a tanker driver leans out of his cab and beckons Broccoli over: ‘What the fuck are you doing, mate?’

‘We’re trying to raise awareness of the climate emergency,’ Broccoli says.

The tanker driver guffaws.

‘We’re already fucking aware. You lot are all over the news.’

‘We’re glad you’ve noticed.’

‘Yeah, yeah. We’ve noticed alright. Now kindly …’ The driver makes a brushing motion with his hands, as if shooing away midges. ‘Skedaddle. We’ve got a job to do.’

The driver turns back to his steering wheel. A pair of fluffy pink dice hang from his rear-view mirror. His attitude is dismissive, but not yet unkind. Cosima sits cross-legged on the cold tarmac. Meadow follows suit. Peatbog, who has arthritis in one knee, stays standing. They know their role is to stay silent and immovable and to leave the chat to Broccoli. The more time they can give the four others to scale the tankers inside the terminal, the better.

‘I’m afraid we can’t do that,’ Broccoli says.

The driver winds his window back down.

‘What’s that?’

‘I said, I’m afraid we can’t get out of your way.’

‘Bollocks. Course you can. You’ve made your point. Now let us get on with it.’

Broccoli shakes his head and places his hands against the driver’s door.

A queue of lorries has now formed behind them. At the gates, Cosima checks her watch. Enough time for River and the others to have got into position. She squints. Some 30 feet down the line, she can just about make out the fuzzy silhouettes of River and his crew. They are sitting on top of the cylindrical tanks. They’ve made it. She feels a mixture of pride, relief and fear. She chews the inside of her cheek.

The driver leans one arm against the open window and sucks his teeth. Cosima sees muscled tattoos and a flashy watch. There is the minutest shift in atmosphere. A fissure. It’s the moment everything slides; the moment when a wave approaching the shore does not recede but grows impossibly until it blots out the horizon.

‘Look, mate,’ the driver is saying now, each word over-enunciated as if he is speaking to a particularly slow child. ‘Everybody’s aware. We all know you think the planet is fucked.’

Broccoli shrugs. ‘Respectfully, there’s a difference between awareness and action.’

The driver winds his window back up and starts the engine. The wave topples and crashes. A blaring of horns. Shouting.

‘You fucking eco-cunts!’

‘Get out of the fucking way!’

They are used to the language, but it still hurts. Each swear word cuts through the tatty remnants of Cosima’s bravado like a rapier. On the tarmac, she tries to ignore the threat of violence pressing at her back.

‘I’m going to fucking break your neck if you don’t get down off of there!’

‘Get a proper job, you cunt!’

Now a few drivers have climbed out of their cabs and are standing in a fleshy cluster, staring up at the protestors on top of the tankers and shouting at them to come down. As the morning light begins to break, Cosima watches as the drivers jeer and spit and heckle, shaking closed fists at River, who she can see has now hung a blanket over the side of the metal cylinder. It is spray-painted with a peace sign and ‘Oblivion Oil – Act Now to Save Our Planet’.

‘Get that shit off my truck,’ one of the men on the ground is shouting. He’s in a grubby white T-shirt and the waistband of his trousers keeps slipping, so he has to heave them up with his hands.

The drivers clamber back into their cabs. Another engine fires up. The drivers’ rage is gathering. Cosima can taste it on her tongue. She shuts her eyes and imagines River’s face staring back at her: his frowning gaze, the single raised mole on one of his cheeks, his long, straight nose.

There are police cars now, speeding towards the terminal gates. Sirens. A jangle of noise and light. Doors slamming. The sound of police asking what’s going on, their radios leaking tinnily into the night.

Her eyes snap open. She keeps facing forward, trying to follow River’s advice to ‘go floppy’ and to ‘embody non-violence’. Her breathing is shallow. Her teeth chatter with the cold but her chest is burning hot.

‘Pineapple!’

Cosima hears the sharpness in Meadow’s voice as she calls to her. Her thoughts are muddied. Her tie is too tight around her neck. She reaches up to loosen it, then realises she isn’t wearing a tie. She isn’t in school uniform. She is—

‘Pineapple! For fuck’s sake. Hold my hand. Hold it.’

Meadow’s face is right in front of hers. The older woman grips her roughly by the shoulders. Her mouth is so close that Meadow’s spittle lands on Cosima’s lips.

‘Where’ve you gone?’ Meadow is saying, the words rapid-fire. ‘Look at me. Pineapple. Look at me. Get back here. Focus. Focus on my eyes.’

Cosima stares at her sleepily. Meadow starts to rub her hands along Cosima’s arms.

‘She’s freezing, Peatbog, freezing.’

A soft weight around Cosima’s shoulders. Peatbog has given her his anorak, which smells of apple cores and cheddar.

‘You’re OK,’ Meadow says now. ‘You’re alright. Just breathe, yeah?’

Cosima nods.

‘Oh dear,’ Peatbog says. ‘That’s not good. That’s not good at all.’

Cosima follows his gaze towards the police cars, parked up on the kerb now, sirens silent but still flickering. Two policemen are walking towards the line of trucks, waving their hands to try and get the drivers to stop, but the trucks keep moving forwards. A sharp tang of exhaust fumes settles in the air.

Four trucks back, she can make out River seated on one of the giant shimmering silver tubes like a triumphant knight on horseback. The Oblivion Oil banner shivers in the wind. The tanker jolts forward with a spark of ignition. Cosima imagines two fluffy pink dice knocking against each other in the driver’s cab. She imagines tattooed arms resting on the steering wheel, a white face snarling behind the windscreen.

River raises his fist aloft as the metallic beast lurches ahead. He begins to struggle. It’s impossible for him to stay in position as the lorry judders forward. Impossible for him to grab hold of anything other than the banner, which is loosening and folding in on itself, dragging on the ground as River fights for purchase on the tank’s slippery surface. The truck speeds up. The banner crumples on the tarmac. And then, River disappears from Cosima’s sightline like a breeze-blown scrap of ash. A thudding sound, muffled as if from underwater. Snap. Crunch. A beat of silence. Running footsteps. Men shouting. And one voice, raised above the others.

‘FUCK. WHAT THE FUCK HAVE YOU DONE?’

Meadow screams. She pushes Cosima aside with such force that Cosima almost falls over. Meadow runs, trainers slapping against tarmac, across the terminal entrance and through the metal gates, sprinting and screaming and pushing the drivers out of her way because they’ve all climbed out of their tankers now, haven’t they? They know they’ve gone too far. Fucked up royally, haven’t they?

And now the drivers are all huddled in a group around a dark shape on the ground and one of them is crouching down, a hand outstretched, holding on to … what, exactly? A slender piece of machinery or a branch or something long and thin. Cosima can’t make it out.

‘Why must we be so ghastly to each other?’ Peatbog says.

She stares harder, as if she can convince herself that it’s not true, that it hasn’t happened. She sees a small flash of silvery white, like tree bark, but she knows it’s not a branch or a piece of machinery at all. The dawning light has caught on a patch of pale skin. It’s an arm. And the shadow on the tarmac is a body. And the driver is holding on to a wrist, trying to find a pulse.

She remembers the first time she heard River speak, in the Tipworth Community Arts Centre near her parents’ house. Cosima had seen hand-drawn posters stuck up on lampposts advertising the meeting and had decided to pop in on a whim. She was interested in environmental issues but it was more that she was bored and the only shops in Tipworth were full of old lady cardigans and crafting beads.

When Cosima arrived, there were twenty or so blue plastic chairs laid out in a semi-circle on the laminate floor. The hum of a nearby generator lent the room a friendly reverberation. The fragrance of orange squash hung in the air. A group of adults, dressed in old combat trousers and paint-spattered jeans were chatting by the tea urn. When River arrived, the atmosphere became attentive and respectful.

He stood in the centre of the semi-circle, waiting for the chairs to fill, his hands clasped loosely behind his back. He was wearing a khaki military jacket and black tracksuit bottoms, gathered in at the ankle over muddy walking boots. His hair hung down his back in dreadlocks. He reminded Cosima of her aunt Fliss – routinely referred to by the Fitzmaurices as ‘our grey sheep’ and ‘the bolter’ because she wore tie-dye pantaloons and multiple piercings and never had a proper job. Cosima liked Fliss because she swore and smoked pot out of the bedroom windows and talked to her like she was an adult, offering Cosima the joint to toke on as soon as she was deemed old enough, which turned out to be thirteen.

‘Way healthier than alcohol,’ Fliss used to say. ‘Trust me.’

When River started speaking, he did so with a low cadence, almost as if he were talking to himself, unaware of the rest of them.

‘I’m not exaggerating when I say that the future of humanity is in our hands,’ River said. ‘The situation is urgent. Worse than urgent, actually. It’s a cataclysmic crisis the likes of which we have never seen before and will never see again. The next three to four years will determine if we save our world. It’s already too late to keep the global temperature rise below 1.5 oC. By 2030, I predict hundreds of millions of climate refugees.’

A middle-aged man seated in front of Cosima sneezed, then apologised. River winced at the interruption, then held one hand aloft, like a priest about to bless his congregation. He waited for silence.

‘Worse,’ he said, and here he raised his voice just a fraction, ‘I predict mass slaughter, mass rape, mass starvation. Actually, forget prediction. If we don’t act now, I can guarantee it.’

After the talk, Cosima went home and cried on her bed for two hours. Her weeping was so voluble that even her mother knocked on the door and asked her if she needed any tampons.

‘I’m not on my period!’ Cosima shouted.

When, red-eyed, she went down for dinner, she couldn’t stop thinking about the devastation of the planet and the fact they were all going to die. It was roast lamb and she pushed it around her plate untouched until Susan, their housekeeper, cleared it away.

Two weeks later, when she decided to become vegetarian, her mother called it ‘a phase’ and instructed Susan to buy more chickpeas. Cosima tried to tell Serena it was an ethical stance, tried to talk to her father about it, lobbied her siblings to put food waste into the composting bin, but no one paid any attention. It all seemed so futile. The more her family ignored her, the more she despaired for them. Her despair atrophied so that, after a few months, she despised them for their wilful stupidity. She had to do something. To save humanity. Her family weren’t just part of the problem, they were the problem.

She went back to the community centre and listened to River talk three more times. Then she signed up for her first action.

Cosima doesn’t know what to do. She crosses her arms more tightly over her chest, holding Peatbog’s anorak closer to her. Beyond the terminal gates, Meadow is on the ground next to the unmoving human shape. River. She clasps Peatbog’s arm.

‘Do you think he’s OK?’

‘Can’t tell from here,’ he says.

They are both thinking the same thing. Let it not be fatal. She hasn’t fully appreciated until this moment just how much she’s relied on River’s forcefulness and sense of mission to allay her own anxieties. They’ve all needed his grim single-mindedness and unshakeable belief in the rightness of what they’re doing.

The police are swarming around the scene now, holding their arms aloft, appealing for calm. Broccoli is talking to them, his voice still steady. It’s the tanker drivers who are losing it. One of them has his head in his hands, his back shuddering with sobs.

Cosima starts to walk towards the gates, towards the trucks, towards River.

‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Pineapple.’

Peatbog grips her shoulder.

‘But …’ Cosima finds that she is crying. She wipes the tears away, embarrassed. Peatbog reaches into his trouser pocket and retrieves a fabric handkerchief. He passes it to her and she mops her face with it.

‘Think about it. The police are there. It’s not going to look good for you if, instead of getting back, you end up arrested and your parents have to come and bail you out.’

The dark blue of the sky is melting into patches of lightness. Early-morning shadows are being cast on the tarmac. Cosima checks her watch: 5 a.m. Peatbog, Meadow and Cosima are all meant to be back in the minibus by now, on their way to the station. The train leaves at 6.12. It’s the latest one she can catch to still make it in time for the funeral.

‘Will he be OK?’ she asks.

Peatbog smiles. His eyes turn lugubriously down at the corners and he looks like a friendly basset hound.

‘It will all be OK.’

She is grateful for the kindness of the lie.

‘Tell him … tell him …’

Cosima grasps for the words. They do not come.

‘I will.’

Peatbog gives her shoulder a final squeeze, then directs her back across the scrubland. In the distance, she can make out the headlights of the minibus.

‘Off you go. We shall hold the fort.’

‘Your anorak …’ she says, shrugging it off her shoulders and handing it back to Peatbog.

‘I feel I should let you have it, but I’m bloody freezing and you’ve got several decades on me.’

She laughs through the tears she’s still crying, grabs her rucksack and heads off across the fields. She feels sick with fear – for River, for herself, for all of them. She wonders if Meadow will be arrested again and says a silent prayer, even though she’s been an atheist ever since reading Marx. She allows herself to turn back, just the once. She sees Peatbog rolling up the banner, stuffing it back in the bag. She sees Meadow, still hunched over River’s grey form on the ground. She sees a policewoman put one of the drivers into handcuffs. She sees the smooth, shining tankers, one of them with its cab door swinging open like a broken jaw.

She thinks she sees dreadlocks but perhaps she dreams it. She imagines a mole and a frown.

But she can’t think of that now. She has to get back. She wishes she had Fliss to talk to about it, but her aunt is dead and now River probably is too and as she half walks, half runs to the minibus, she senses a rising nausea in her gullet and she has to stop to bend over and throw up in the undergrowth. Vomit spatters back onto her jeans. Everyone is going to die, she thinks grimly, and no one apart from Oblivion Oil seems to care. She kicks the ground. As the sun rises over doomed England, she makes a solemn promise to herself to stay angry. To stay fighting.

It’s what River would want.




V.

Fliss

SHE HAD THOUGHT DEATH WOULD BE INSTANT: a final blankness. She had never had any kind of religious faith. No comforting belief in an afterlife of running through sunny meadows with long-passed pet Labradors. No sense of God waiting for her on the other side, ready to contemplate her numerous sins. She had expected nothing. Just an extinguishing. The spluttering light of her candle snuffed by an unknown hand.

Instead, there is this: a floating. A sense of being still of the world but also, somehow, above it. She has no physical form. Her soul expands across the infinite, connecting with every molecule. Limbo holds her in its strange, timeless pocket and she is overcome by a blissful sense of belonging. There is no separation between her and all the other atoms that coalesce into existence.

It’s like the best trip she’s ever been on, except this time her thoughts are sharp with the fullness of her understanding.

Finally, unshackled from her human self, she can see … everything.




VI.

Martin

BEFORE WE GET TO THE FUNERAL, you might want to know about the last time I saw Fliss. Then again, you might not, but the great thing about this kind of writing is that I’m afraid you don’t get a choice in the matter.

It was about five years ago and I’d been walking through King’s Cross station. I had caught the train from Cambridge to spend an afternoon in the British Library, which held an intriguing book about Van Gogh’s correspondence – more specifically, the discrepancies between later printed volumes of his letters and the artist’s original words. I enjoyed my hours at the BL, surrounded by other academics and writers with their regulation see-through plastic bags and their air of studious displacement, as if they didn’t quite belong to the world. I felt I was among my people, away from the dearth of intellectual motivation that soaked through every brutalist brick of the University of South Anglia.

The train was running late because it always ran late. It is a pet theory of mine that the British like to keep their railway system in a state of terminal inefficiency as it distinguishes us from Nazi Germany. We believe we are a country incapable of dictatorial rule when, in truth, we are just as susceptible to the lure of monstrous men (and it is always men) as everywhere else. It’s simply that we hide it more cleverly.

And because the train was running late, so was I, which is why I found myself striding at considerable speed across the concourse, trying to weave in and out of the gaggle of schoolchildren posing for pictures alongside the Harry Potter platform.

I was in this agitated state of mind when I swiped my phone barcode through the ticket barriers and hurriedly made a right towards the St Pancras Hotel. That’s when I saw Fliss. She was crouched down, sitting on her haunches, talking to a homeless man who was slumped against one of the station’s semi-circular archways. The man was in tatty clothes and walking boots. His face was bearded, the skin mottled. He had a Tesco bag for life next to him, the colour of it bleached white with age. I remember thinking he was quite good-looking, in an outdoorsy, pioneer-on-the-breadline kind of way.

I went to stand behind a coffee stall so that I could watch without being observed. I didn’t want to speak to Fliss. It would have been uncomfortable, given that the last interaction I’d had with any of the Fitzmaurices was in a police station, shortly after the night of Ben’s fortieth birthday party.

I watched as Fliss chatted animatedly to the homeless man. At one point they both laughed, then Fliss took out a pouch of tobacco from the pocket of her trousers and started rolling a cigarette. She looked wired and nervous, her movements jerky. Her hair was long and matted, a dull brown shot through with strands of grey. In spite of myself, I was sad for her. Fliss, who had once been so sure of herself, seemed uncertain, as if the lines of her selfhood had been rubbed out by some unknown hand. Now, only the faint paper imprint remained. I shouldn’t care. I should hate her as much as I despised the other members of her family. But there was some pulling sensation in my stomach, a tug that took me back to the waters of a different past. One where I wasn’t crooked or wrong; a past where I was able to do what was expected of me. We could have saved each other, I thought, with a surfeit of sentimentality that makes me cringe as I now commit it to paper.

She had liked me once, I knew that. She had wanted me to kiss her when we were teenagers. A yellow-green summer afternoon when the midges hung low to the edge of the Denby lake. She had snaked her arm around my neck and tilted her head towards mine, lips moist. But I’d been too busy watching her brother, the ripple of his shoulder blade against tanned skin as he removed his T-shirt; the dapple and slice of the water as he waded in.

Fliss lit up and inhaled before passing the cigarette to her friend. She stood, blowing out smoke and arching her back. She stretched her arms, and then sat down next to the man again, propping herself up against the station wall, her legs splayed out. They continued talking and smoking and then – oh so casually – Fliss turned towards the man’s face and placed her hand on his neck, drawing him to her and the two of them started kissing. It was a full-mouthed kiss that lasted several seconds. I was shocked by it, even though I’d had my own fair share of street-side dalliances. I’d risked being caught in public toilets and darkened alleyways. But I’d always been discreet. Because those interactions weren’t me, you see. They weren’t the full truth of Martin Gilmour. They were something I did to fulfil a need. But me? Well, I existed separately from them. What was it E. M. Forster said? The passion and the prose. The angel and the beast. Sometimes I needed to let desire off its leash.

This, in broad daylight, was different. It bespoke a brashness that worried me. It suggested a certain attitude – the attitude of a person who was giving up. I held my briefcase more tightly. I remember being angry about my own concern. She didn’t deserve it. None of them did. She was nothing to do with me and I was nothing to do with her. And yet, I seemed still to care.

I turned away.

I bought myself a double espresso from the coffee stall. At my feet, a pigeon started pecking at discarded croissant crumbs. I kicked at it. The bird shuddered and squawked. The pavement was filthy with droppings. The dirt repelled me. I walked briskly to the British Library, knocking back the espresso so quickly that it burned my tongue.

And now, five years on, here I am – most unexpectedly – making my way to Felicity Fitzmaurice’s funeral. I still have no idea why I’ve been invited and it’s causing me some consternation. ‘Anxiety’ is what Jacob Malik-Edwards would no doubt label it, or ‘a mental health issue’. But it’s not that. It’s nervousness. What will it be like to see Ben again? I’ve followed his career with interest in the papers and on the evening news. But being in his presence will be a strange experience, a bit like seeing a painting one has spent years studying only in reproduction.

Did Fliss mention me? Maybe she insisted in her will that I be there? Maybe, despite her silence, she remained fond of me in the intervening years? Or – and this is my most private wish – perhaps it’s Ben who has softened and wants to make amends? I tell myself I no longer want or need anything from Ben Fitzmaurice, but the truth is that the mere thought of seeing him causes my heart to race as though I’m a character in a schmaltzy novel. It used to race because I loved him. Today, it beats furiously because I despise him. Yet the physical sensation is the same.

In the taxi from the railway station, I recognise each loop and bend in the country road as we approach Denby Hall. Here is the village newsagent where we used to buy magazines and chocolate and lime-green alcopops. There is the rolling hill Ben and I sledged down in winter. Here is the bus shelter, erected in memory of the Great War, where we once took mushrooms. And there – rising suddenly from the valley as the taxi driver takes a sharp right turn – are the large wrought-iron Denby Hall gates. They arch up to a central standing stone lion, flanked by two terracotta urns. It’s a bit much, really. The lion has Venetian pretensions, but the artistry is clumsy and the urns are badly executed. No élan.

‘Family friend, then?’

The driver catches my eye in the rear-view mirror.

‘Not exactly.’

There is a pause.

‘Terrible business,’ the driver says, as the gates open and the taxi bumps along the gravel driveway.

‘Yes.’

‘Tragedy. Her dying like that.’

‘Yes,’ I reply again, refusing to let on that I don’t actually know what happened.

The house announces itself with customary fanfare: Jacobean loggias on either side of the front door modelled on the continental fashion favoured by Inigo Jones. Redbrick and resplendent, like a maiden aunt who has found her style and stuck to it for decades. Young men in high-vis jackets are directing the cars into a field that has been roped off for parking. One of them motions for the taxi to stop. The driver winds down his window.

‘Just dropping off, mate.’

The young man squints into the car.

‘Do you have your invitation, sir?’

I show it to him.

‘Blimey,’ the driver says. ‘It’s like the fucking Oscars.’

I can see his point. It’s a much grander affair than I’d anticipated. I remembered the Denby Hall chapel from my youth and it was a small, elegant building that could probably only seat a few dozen. But as I get out of the taxi, I see several people in dark suits and black dresses slamming car doors and walking precariously across the lawn divots in high heels. I recognise a daytime TV presenter and a Michelin-starred chef. There is the disgraced Tory MP who recently lost his cabinet position for watching porn in his office. I keep my head down and avoid their gazes as I walk towards the chapel. Another high-vis teenager directs me around the front of the house.

‘I know where I’m going,’ I say.

I trace the outline of the house, turning left into the rose garden which flows into a small square lined with carefully cut topiary. Through an archway is another exquisite garden, dotted with more flowers, some notable outbuildings that were once purloined by French soldiers for reasons I don’t recall, and then, rising starkly out of the ground, the chapel. Except I can’t make out the oaken door because a marquee has been erected in front of it with two giant TV screens at the front, and I realise, to my horror, that they have made Fliss’s funeral into a social gathering. The theme is commiseration rather than celebration, but the guest list is the same. Typical of Ben and Serena to maximise every single opportunity to network – even death.

My back breaks out in a sweat. I feel all the long-buried sensations excavate themselves from their shallow graves. There’s the shame. Ah yes, and how kind of humiliation to join. Did you bring outsidership? And is that my old chum imposter syndrome standing beside you? Wonderful! Oh, but here’s the one we’ve all been waiting for. I wasn’t sure if he’d show up, but of course he never misses a chance to muscle in. It’s anger! Hello, anger. Good of you to be here.

I’m about to turn and make my exit – I swear to you, I am on the verge of leaving and getting the hell out of this sunken place – when I hear my name.

‘Martin?’

And there, walking out of the marquee, is Ben.

My nemesis.

Whom I loved.

Whom I loathe.

Whom I can’t stop thinking about.

I try to look at him, but I can’t quite manage it. My head is too heavy. The light is too bright. I catch a glimpse of his square jaw, a curl of his hair.

Can he hear the darts being thrown in my chest?

‘Ben,’ I croak.

I take my sunglasses from my jacket pocket, relieved I thought to bring them. I feel safer with my eyes shaded and am able, finally, to look at him. His eyes – flecked hazel, perpetually on the brink of amusement – are the same ones that greeted me that first term at school. Time folds in on itself. There I am again, in a dormitory, two boys jeering at the teddy bear my hateful mother packed; Ben at the doorway telling them to stop. Ben passing me the vodka bottle in his room. Ben dancing with a girl at the school disco, my jealousy rising. In the park, sharing a joint, my mouth grazing his for just a single second. The desperation I felt that I did not belong to him. The severance that came – gradually at first, so subtle I couldn’t sense it. And then, the guillotine blade he brought down on our past.

It all comes back, a rush of it.

‘I didn’t expect to see you!’ Ben says. He seems confused. A darkness passes over his face and then I know: Ben didn’t invite me.

In which case, who did?

Quickly, as quickly as a magician vanishes a ball under a cup, Ben slips on his politician’s mask. He slaps me on the back and shakes my hand with a great show of bonhomie. His palm is soft. ‘How are you, Martin? My God! What a surprise. Thank you so much for coming. It’s great to see you. I wish it were under different circumstances, but …’

He has found his flow and now pitches headlong into the familiar stream of it. ‘Serena! Serena!’ Ben is beckoning her over, and now here she is, his wife, bearer of his multiple children, floating like a black angel across the lawn. ‘Look who it is! It’s LS. It’s bloody Martin! He’s come for Fliss. So good of you, Martin. We can’t tell you how much we appreciate it.’

Ben shakes his head, passing his hand through his gelled hair, sweeping the quiff backwards, then patting it smooth. I imagine his fingers sticky with product.

Serena smiles at me. She is still blonde, still fragile, still striking, a touch thicker around the waist – and yet something has shifted that has altered her appearance. She is no longer breathtaking, I realise. It’s not that she has lost her beauty, simply that it has become unremarkable. It used to be the kind of beauty that existed at a far remove, like a statue one looked up at. Now she is at eye level with the rest of us.

‘Can you believe it, Serena?’ Ben is saying now.

‘I can,’ Serena says, placing her hand on my upper arm and letting it rest there, light as a moth. ‘I invited him.’

Well, this is a surprise, given that I had always blamed Serena for putting a wedge between me and Ben.

Ben’s grin fixes itself to his face. There is a beat of silence, a perfect semiquaver of discomfort.

‘You did?’

Serena nods.

‘We all know Fliss adored LS,’ she says, which seems to be stretching the truth somewhat. ‘It seemed the right thing to do. Let bygones be bygones. Isn’t that what you’re always telling me?’

She links her arm through mine and stares at her husband.

Interesting, I think, and it’s not too much of a leap to conjecture that Ben has been up to his old indiscretions again. He never was capable of fidelity. Serena, with her breeding and her brittle elegance; her blondness and her emotional unavailability, had kept his attention longer than most. But now … trouble at t’mill.

‘Come, Martin, I’ll show you to your seat.’

Serena wafts me into the marquee. Her dress is floor-length black silk and as she walks, the skirt of it swishes around her ankles. She talks to me in a low whisper, casually savaging the guests.

‘That’s Rosie Carson-Smythe. Alcoholic. Decided she was a lesbian a couple of years ago, right around the time her husband was shagging the nanny. Oh, and there’s Petra—’ Serena breaks off to give a little wave. Her bangles jingle. ‘One of Fliss’s school friends. Terrible breath.’

She chatters on, not expecting a reply. We walk right through the marquee and into the chapel. Vast bouquets of lilies on either side of the altar. There is a stand where Fliss’s coffin will be placed and a photo of her propped against one corner, with neatly blow-dried hair, in a high-collared blouse. The photo was clearly taken many years ago and bears no relation to the person I spotted outside King’s Cross station.

Swish, swish, goes Serena’s dress. Swish, swish.

‘That’s Richard Take. I’m sure you know all about him.’

Her fingers squeeze my forearm.

‘He’s doing that awful reality TV show, did you see it?’

‘No.’

‘Not surprised. Chav telly.’

‘But I am a chav, Serena.’

The corners of her mouth curl.

‘I know, darling, but you’re the right kind. You piss away from the tent.’

Is that even an expression? As much as she has lost her beauty, she has grown in a kind of caustic confidence. I’m not opposed to it. In fact, might I hazard a dangerous suggestion in the safety of these pages that I rather like it?

In the front pew, I catch sight of the back of Lady Katherine’s head. I would recognise it anywhere. Ben and Fliss’s mother. Her grey hair is perfectly set underneath a large black hat accentuated with a turkey’s worth of feathers.

‘Goodness,’ I say and Serena knows immediately what I’m referring to.

‘I knoooow,’ she says, drawing out the o. ‘So tacky. Cruella de Vil by way of Claire’s Accessories. I tried to tell her, but you know Katherine …’

‘Used to,’ I mutter.

‘Well, she hasn’t changed. None of them have.’

‘You have,’ I say.

She stops then and turns to me. I can see the pale white scar on her forehead. She catches me looking at it.

‘A lot has happened since—’ she gestures to the scar with her hand ‘all that. Anyway, it’s nice to see you, Martin. I’m sorry if, in the past, I was …’ She searches for the right words, before coming up with the underwhelming ‘… rude to you.’

It must have shocked Serena to discover that, in the end, she has been let down by Ben just like the rest of us. Because Ben is only interested in himself. And now Serena is looking for a way out. That’s why I’m here. That’s why she’s fabricating this non-existent intimacy. She wants to unsettle him with my presence, and, maybe, I think, she also wants an ally.

I wonder if it’s not just sexual indiscretion that’s at the root of it. I wonder, in fact, if there are money troubles, too. I noted that the marquee was one of the cheaper models: shiny white PVC, rather than fabric. Ben’s watch was an Apple, not a Rolex. Serena’s dress is Saint Laurent from several seasons ago and there are greys at the roots of her dyed hair.

‘Fliss would be happy you were here,’ Serena says.

‘Oh,’ I reply, taken aback by the sincerity. ‘Yes. I did like Fliss immensely. But, I’m not sure I’m quite clear on how … she … well, how she died?’

For a brief instant, Serena looks offended. So, I think, she didn’t expect me to ask. Quickly, she collects herself and shrugs.

‘You know how Fliss was,’ she says. ‘High as a fucking kite in Bali. Went for a moonlight swim. Drowned. Very sad.’

I frown.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Yes,’ Serena says, reflective. ‘I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised, and that makes it worse in a way, doesn’t it?’

I don’t answer.

‘And it was a bloody nightmare to repatriate the body,’ she continues. ‘But we must get you to your seat,’ she adds breezily, her normal social grace resumed. ‘I’ve reserved you a spot towards the front.’

‘Is the PM coming?’ I ask.

I noticed, also, the hulking quorum of security guards at the entrance of the chapel and, after all, it would be remiss of Ben not to invite his old chum Edward Buller. He loves to demonstrate their closeness to the rest of the world. I’ve followed it all in the press over the years: photos of Buller at Fizmaurice family christenings, reports of Ben having spent weekends at Chequers, joint holidays in Italian villas loaned by pop stars, and the frequently reprinted black and white images of the two of them at university formal halls, chins tipped towards the camera as if issuing a challenge to the country they were about to rule.

I’ve tried, again and again, to get Fleet Street editors interested in Ben’s murky past, but to no avail. They seem to expect criminality and callousness in the ruling class – more than that, they actually seem to want it.

‘Of course Ed’s coming,’ Serena says, bundling me into a pew.

‘You’re sitting with cousin Roger – sorry about that – and one of Fliss’s friends from Bali. Derek. Big Black man. Dreadlocks. You can’t miss him.’

In the empty pew, there are orders of service, each one bearing the photo at the front of the church. Everywhere, Fliss’s eyes follow us.

Serena untangles her arm from mine. Her jacket sleeve is pushed up and I see puncture marks in the crook of her elbow, a blooming bruise. She sees me looking.

‘Blood tests,’ she says, as if that explains it. ‘I’ll see you after the service, Martin.’

She turns. The dress swishes. I watch her silhouette as she walks up the chapel aisle, head held aloft, refusing to catch anyone’s eye. She recedes into the PVC marquee, back into the sunlight, back into her wonderful, terrible life – the one she so clearly wants to escape from.

I am the first person seated in my pew so, for several minutes, I can observe uninterrupted as the other members of the congregation take their places. Next to Lady Katherine, I can see four profiles I imagine must belong to Ben and Serena’s children. I’ve never paid them much attention. When couples have more than two offspring, they all merge into one amoebic whole for me.

It’s been six years since I last saw this particular brood. There are two teenage girls, one blonde and pretty, wearing lip gloss and heavy mascara, hair pulled tightly back into a bun; the other with a chopped dark bob and glowering eyebrows, arms crossed. The two boys are … well, boyish. The older one, who must be Hector, my godson, has spots on his face and a general unwashed air. He has yet to grow into his looks and I’m not sure the looks are even on the horizon to be grown into. The youngest – what’s he called? Lion? Apple? – is hunched forward, fingers moving frantically, and it isn’t until I peer over my glasses that I can see he’s playing a computer game.

Well, better that than playing with himself, I suppose.

‘Hey, brother.’

I look up. A tall man, who must be Derek, given that he is the only non-white person in the chapel, slides in next to me.

‘Hello.’

He takes out the knee cushion from beneath the bench and, to my surprise, immediately kneels and begins to pray, silently moving his mouth to unknown words. When he sits back, he says, ‘Were you a friend, then?’

‘Me?’ I say, stupidly. ‘No. I mean. Yes. I used to be.’

Derek takes this in, then pats my shoulder.

‘Difficult times,’ he says. ‘Difficult times.’

I pick at the skin around the cuticle of my left thumb. There is a hangnail that has been annoying me for days. After a while, I become aware that Derek is expecting me to say something.

‘And you?’ I proffer, a touch too late.

‘Yeah, yeah. Met her in Bali. You know what it’s like.’

I don’t.

‘She was a lot of fun.’ Derek gives a sad laugh. ‘Didn’t know she was going to take her own life though, did I?’ He starts talking to himself, muttering plaintive words. ‘Why did you do that, honey? Why?’

Now he is crying. Not just crying but sniffing and sobbing, his shoulders shaking.

I offer him my pocket square. He takes it, gratefully, and mops his eyes. He tries to give it back to me but I let him keep it.

‘I’m sorry, I’m not sure I quite heard … Did you say …’ I tread carefully. ‘That Fliss … killed herself?’

‘Well, that’s not what this lot are saying.’ He jerks his head towards the family pews. ‘I dunno why they’re spinning that story. Makin’ her sound like a junkie strung out on drugs an’ drink an’ all sorts. She were clean. Good as. She killed herself.’

‘And you know that because …?’

‘She left me a note, didn’t she?’

‘What did it say?’

Derek glances at me. He gives a long, slow blink.

‘She just needed to end the pain. She’d been through hell. What they did to her …’

He trails into silence and I am prevented from pushing any further by the organ striking up. Rhythmic, mournful music fills the chapel. The coffin, held aloft by six pallbearers, makes its slow way down the aisle. The black feathers on Lady Katherine’s hat shiver as she stands. Ben and Serena are next to each other now in the front pew. I watch as Serena grabs the computer game from her youngest and exchanges it for an order of service. I wonder why Ben hadn’t been carrying the coffin too. His hair is long at the back, curling over his collar. I used to know that neck so well, the way it felt after he’d been to the barber’s, the velveteen stubble of it.

I experience a moment of pure dissociation. Here I am again, in the stately home where I used to spend my school holidays trying so feverishly to be accepted as an honorary Fitzmaurice. The scholarship boy whose fear could only be salved by self-betrayal. I can picture the teenage Fliss now: sitting on the window seat of her bedroom, one leg dangling down. Doc Marten boots and a faded AC/DC T-shirt tucked into denim cut-offs. A single purple strand in her hair.

What they did to her. Derek’s words ricochet in my head, pinball sharp.

I watch as Ben rises from his seat and steps up to the pulpit.

Ben removes a folded piece of paper from his inside jacket pocket and smoothes it out with a sweep of his hand. The audience – for that is what we now are – holds its anticipation like a physical object. All of this is intentional pacing. A politician’s trick. In a moment, he’ll be clearing—

Ben clears his throat. He presses the knuckle of his thumb to his right eye, though there are no tears. When he removes his hand, his gaze is soulful.

‘My sister Felicity was utterly unique,’ he starts.

Next to me, Derek murmurs in agreement.

‘She could alter a room’s energy simply by walking into it. And often, she wouldn’t just walk in, she’d rush in, filled with passion for the latest project she had or the latest person she’d met or this wonderful new spice she’d found on her travels that we really had to try. And as many of you know, Fliss loved her spices. Like, really loved them.’

A hum of rueful laughter. God, the smugness of it. How could they stand themselves?

‘She was also, as many of you know, a complicated person—’ He breaks off.

Derek shifts in his seat next to me. A pungent, damp smell rises from his feet and I try to ignore it.

‘Yes, she was that. A complicated, glittering person …’

Glittering? Fucking hell.

‘… who bravely fought her own demons for many years.’

Christ. He might as well have carved ‘She was a massive drug addict’ into the chapel walls.

‘And in the end—’ Ben’s voice cracks, right on cue. ‘My apologies – if I can just …’

He whisks out a silky handkerchief, dabbing at his face, then straightens his shoulders, exhales and gives another rueful smile.

‘Right. Enough of that.’

A smattering of sympathetic noises from the congregation.

‘And in the end, those demons were bigger than her. It was a tragic accident that ended her life’ – at this, Derek stiffens – ‘and perhaps none of us could have done anything to prevent it. But I can’t help but blame myself. If she’d been happier, if she’d been sober – as she had been for so many months before this final lapse – if she’d been here with us at home, then perhaps she wouldn’t have done that most Fliss-like of things. Perhaps she wouldn’t have walked into the Balinese sea and gone for a moonlight swim. But that was Fliss, wasn’t it? Dear, darling Fliss. Beholden to her passions until her final breath. At least, I comfort myself, she died doing a thing she loved. That makes the injustice of this terrible accident a bit easier to bear.’

Derek sucks his teeth. He jabs my arm with his elbow.

‘Ain’t an accident, man, why they saying that?’

He is sitting so close to me our thighs are touching. His trousers have purple patches sewn over the knees. On his feet, I am surprised to see flip-flops.

‘And so we wish you farewell, sweet, sweet Fliss,’ Ben is saying now, addressing his closing words to the coffin, which is draped in heavy, braided material bearing the Fitzmaurice coat of arms. ‘May your final swim be to the peace that you deserve, and may the ocean rise to meet you there.’

The congregation is applauding now – a soft pitter-patter at first, rising to a polite yet noticeable crescendo. There’s Serena, smiling sadly, a tendril of hair working itself loose from her chignon. Lady Katherine’s back is erect and unmoving. She gave birth to three children and has outlived two of them and a husband. The survival instincts of a cockroach.

‘She weren’t using, you know.’ Derek’s voice pulls me back.

‘I’m sorry, what?’

He brings his face to within an inch of mine. His eyes are bloodshot, the whites yellowing.

‘I told you,’ Derek says, his breath grazing my ear. ‘Her brother said she weren’t sober. But she were. She were drinking a bit, you know, but nothing else. She had the drugs under control.’

Ben is back in his seat now and the vicar is asking us all to pray. I attempt to shush Derek by dropping my head in a suitably worshipful pose, but he’s still talking to me in an urgent whisper.

‘She killed herself, man, I told you.’

I’m not your man, I think, but something about his insistence is compelling. If Fliss was sober and if she deliberately walked into that sea to drown herself in the night currents, then why on earth were the Fitzmaurices lying about it?

Trust me, I didn’t intend to stay for the reception. You might not believe me, given my past predilection for inserting myself wherever I could into Fitzmaurice business, but it’s true. I thought I would come to the funeral, show Ben I was no longer scared of him, satisfy what remained of my morbid curiosity and then return to the cottage and the cat and the quiet lecturing life.

I couldn’t have known it was Serena who’d sent the invitation, or that I was going to sit next to Derek or that the confluence of these two unexpected revelations would result in a suspicion – no, it was stronger than that: an absolute certainty that the Fitzmaurices were trying to bury the truth in that freshly dug grave. So of course I have to stay. I want to know what happens next. Don’t you?

Outside the chapel, the sun streams weakly onto the lawn. We stand sombrely in small groups gathered around ornamental topiary and are served glasses of champagne by bow-tied waiters. It seems odd to be serving champagne at a wake, but there you have it. The family members have all disappeared – one assumes to bury the body. Although, now that I think of it, there is a Fitzmaurice mausoleum in the bowels of the chapel. Does one bury bodies in mausoleums? (Should it be mausolea?) Or does one cremate, then place the ashes in a ceremonial urn to be placed under a marble gravestone? I can’t imagine Fliss would have wanted this. An eco-friendly cardboard cradle, disintegrating underneath freshly planted carbon-neutral trees would be more her style.

A waiter offers me a smoked salmon blini. I take it. He smiles at me. I frown, remembering the smile and touch and lips of a different waiter at a different party a long time ago. I always did have a thing for staff. I eat the blini in two bites and wipe my hands on the paper napkin.

‘Ah, hello there!’

I find myself accosted by Richard Take. I have never met him before, despite the jovial familiarity of his greeting.

‘Good afternoon,’ I reply, with what I hope is inescapable finality.

‘Beautiful service, wasn’t it?’

I say nothing.

‘Very moving,’ he continues. And then he mimics exactly what Ben did and presses the knuckle of his thumb to a dry eye. ‘Dear me. It really does make one think.’

I remove my spectacles and wipe the lenses on the edge of my jacket.

‘Yes,’ I say, putting my glasses back on. ‘Most things do.’

‘I’m sorry?’

Richard Take’s plump, pastry-fed face is blurred with confusion.

‘Make one think. Most things.’

‘Ah, yes, I see what you mean, ha!’ He gesticulates wildly with his champagne flute, liquid spilling onto his pale blue tie as he does so. ‘I’m Richard, by the way.’ He proffers a damp hand. ‘Richard Take.’

‘Martin Gilmour.’

‘And how do you know …?’

‘I’m Ben’s best friend from school.’

If human ears actually did prick, Richard’s would, at that moment, have been a world-leading exemplar of the genre.

‘Oh. Oh, I see. Goodness. So you must know Andrew Jarvis too, then?’

‘Yes.’

‘He’s here somewhere – I must say hello.’

Richard Take scans the crowd as the spectre of Andrew Jarvis raises itself from the crypt of my memories. Jarvis bullied me at school. At Cambridge, he repeatedly tried to turn Ben against me. He managed it, in the end. He and Ben are still close while I – well, we know what happened to me.

‘Great stuff, great stuff,’ Richard Take says now, grasping for something – anything – to fill the silence. I, enjoying his discomfort, refuse to help him. ‘Ah. Yes. Hmm.’

A waitress interrupts with a tray of dark red slugs which she tells us are mini-beetroot roulades. Richard takes one and immediately his fingers are stained purple. When he adjusts his tie, a smear of beetroot makes its way onto the cheap nylon. How does a man like this end up with his flaccid buttocks pressed so firmly against the seat of power?

‘So,’ I say. ‘You lost your job.’

‘Oh. Ah. Yes. Well, not quite lost. I’m still on the, ah, backbenches.’

‘Why did you do it?’

I decide I want to make this exchange as excruciating as possible so that he leaves me alone.

Richard shuffles uneasily.

‘You mean …?’

‘The porn.’

He is glancing around now, desperate to make his escape.

‘Is that Edgar Grimes, I really must—’

‘No, that’s not him,’ I say. ‘Why would you watch porn on your work computer?’

I’m not trying to be obtuse, honestly. I just want to know how someone could be so stupid.

‘Look, you mustn’t believe everything you read in the papers.’ He emphasises each word with flattened, upward-facing palms, as if he, too, is offering a tray of canapés. ‘It was an error of judgement. One I’ve apologised for. What red-blooded man hasn’t found himself in a moment of weakness where—’

‘I haven’t.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘I haven’t ever watched porn on a work computer.’

He swallows. I watch his Adam’s apple slide under his skin.

‘Well, I don’t know … maybe you aren’t governed by the same – ah – urges as the rest of us.’

I understand his implication. He sees me understanding it and starts making his excuses.

‘Good to meet you, Martin. I must go and pay my respects to Lady Katherine, now that I see her over there. What a loss. I can’t even imagine …’

He leaves, spouting platitudes and I am alone again, thank God. I leave my empty champagne flute on the grass and decide to go on a wander, for old times’ sake. I retrace my steps through the gardens and I see Lady Katherine, now cornered by Richard Take near the rose bushes. She is physically stepping back from him. He is still talking with outstretched hands and as I pass near them, I catch him saying, ‘… what red-blooded man …’

I have no intention of saving her. Frosty old bitch.

The side entrance is exactly how I remember it: hidden by fronds of ivy and easy to miss if you don’t know it’s there. The door has been left on the latch. I slip inside. The hallway is cool and smells of synthetic floral floor cleaner. I walk past the service kitchen on the left, and the boot room on the right. I keep going into the heart of the house until the flagstones become carpet and the walls gradually fill with ancestral portraits. Just outside the dining room, where I sat through many stilted meals as a boy (tepid soup; overcooked lamb), there is a series of still-life studies of dead pheasants and blocks of cheese, all of them brownish in tone, the original colours trapped underneath centuries of dirt and ageing varnish. They were like this when I used to visit and have got filthier in the intervening years. The Fitzmaurices never thought to get them cleaned, I suppose, or are simply too cheap to do so. On a console table, there is a nice silver flower bowl, scallop-edged and probably worth more than my annual salary, but it has been filled with artificial flowers, plastic petals edged with dust.

I hear voices coming from the study. I approach more cautiously, taking care not to tread on the floorboards I know will creak. I can make out Ben’s low tones – I would know his cadence anywhere.

‘No, no, I quite understand,’ he is saying. ‘Please, you don’t need to explain. I know how it is.’

I gather, from the ensuing silence, that he is on the phone.

‘You can imagine. Very emotional, yes.’

He coughs, then there’s a thudding sound, as if a glass has been placed back on a coaster.

‘Look, I’m just relieved the press coverage has been fairly respectful, all things considered … Mm … Quite … No, that’s quite right.’

He’s talking as though he’s giving a speech or a witness statement. There is none of the relaxed joshing that I recall from years past. In the late 90s, at the height of our friendship, Ben attempted to reinvent himself, dropping his glottal stops to sound like a man of the people. He started wearing trainers, and T-shirts under suit jackets with rolled-up sleeves. That particular pose lasted well into his late thirties, until he began nurturing his political ambition in earnest and we stopped being friends.

This version of Ben is new to me: more grown-up, more suited to the times. The country survived the pandemic and is now in the grip of a cost-of-living crisis, created by Edward Buller and his acolytes. Ben has remoulded himself to appear serious, statesmanlike and reassuring, although he’s been as guilty as the rest of them. It’s very convincing to the untrained observer, but I know – because surely I do still, at some level, know him? – that this sheen has been nicely buffed up for his own self-advancement.

‘That’s very kind, Ed,’ I can hear Ben saying now. Of course. He’s talking to the Prime Minister. So one presumes Buller didn’t turn up after all. Come to think of it, I didn’t see his corpulent form or unruly mop of hair anywhere.

‘I will,’ Ben is saying. ‘Yes, it’s in the diary and I’m looking forward to strategising.’ There is another thud of a glass on a desk and then he laughs. ‘Righto. Until then.’

I begin to retrace my steps back down the hallway, but in my haste, I bump into the console table. The marble countertop slams into my hip-bone and I cry out. The silver bowl of artificial flowers wobbles, then rights itself.

‘What the—?’ Ben’s voice comes from the study, followed by his footsteps. I sense him approaching. I look around, pointlessly wondering if there is any escape. But no – he is next to me now, reaching out to help and then, seemingly thinking better of it, he retracts his arm. His hand hangs for a moment, suspended in mid-air: Michelangelo’s God creating Adam. Then he drops it entirely.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I was looking for the loo.’

In my first week at Burtonbury School, someone savaged me for asking where the toilet was. I have never forgotten it and have not spoken the offending word out loud since. I remember, one bleak school holiday, I told my mother I was ‘off to the loo’ and she laughed at me. ‘Oooh, Lord Hoity-toity,’ she jeered, ‘I suppose you’re too good for the likes of me,’ and she refused to speak to me for the rest of the day. My life was a constant criss-crossing over different classes and cultures. They have a word for it these days (of course they do – they have words for everything). They call it code-switching.

Ben looks at me, his expression caught somewhere between fondness and annoyance. Maybe I’m imagining the fondness.

‘Come on now, Martin, you’re not going to tell me you don’t remember where the loo in my parents’ house is! It’s the first left, before the stairs.’

‘Ah. Yes. Of course. I confess, I don’t recall the exact layout of this enormous house given it’s been – what would you say? – twenty-five, almost thirty years?’

He grins, in a way that doesn’t reach his eyes.

‘Gosh, is it that long since you’ve been at Denby? Is it really? Well.’ He clasps his hands behind his back. ‘Well,’ he says again. ‘I won’t keep you …’

‘Oh yes.’

‘And once you’re done, why don’t you come and join me in the study? I’ve just broken the seal on a terrific Japanese malt.’

I hate whisky. Meths for people with money.

‘Alright,’ I murmur.

I take my time in the toilet – sorry, loo – and check my reflection carefully. I straighten my tie and then I practise saying a few things out loud in the mirror, to check that I sound normal.

‘Oh, the South of France? How lovely. Yes, very nice this time of year.’

‘Come now, Martin.’

‘You’re not going to tell me you don’t remember.’

‘Looking forward to strategising.’

‘Yes, I’m very well, thank you. No, I don’t miss you at all. Not at all, in fact.’

My voice stutters. I try it again.

‘No, I don’t miss you at all.’

Better.

‘No,’ I say, as I turn the handle and walk back into the gloom of the main house. ‘I don’t miss you at all.’

In the study, Ben sits in a wingback leather armchair in front of the fireplace, one leg crossed over the other in a figure of four. He is holding a tumbler of whisky. A bookcase behind him carries all four volumes of Robert Caro’s biography of Lyndon Johnson, Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations, naturally (truly the Instagram influencer of his day), and Sun Tzu’s The Art of War – exactly the same edition I picked up once at a second-hand bookshop while at school.

Ben’s jacket is slung over the fireguard. The fire remains unlit. He points to the armchair opposite him, his signet ring catching the light.

‘Please.’

I sit, like an obedient child. A glass has already been poured for me on the side table.

‘So, Martin.’ He takes a swig, staring at me. ‘How have you been?’

As if he really wants to know. As if we have enough time even to start to find the words.

‘Fine.’

‘I don’t mind admitting it was rather a shock to see you here again, mate.’

I am not your mate, is what I think. Instead what comes out is:

‘I received an invitation. I thought it was the honourable thing to do.’

Ben smirks.

‘Honourable?’

‘I always liked Fliss very much.’

He stands, walks towards the window. Outside, I can just about make out the tinkling sounds of champagne being replenished on the far lawn. Ben stretches. I notice the flex of shoulder muscle underneath his shirt.

‘You did,’ Ben says, turning back to me and I can see immediately that he’s decided warmth is going to be more productive. ‘And she very much liked you too. Dear, darling Fliss.’

‘What happened to her?’

He waves a hand in front of his face.

‘To be perfectly frank, I find it hard to talk about. She was an alcoholic and a drug addict and we tried to get her clean, but … I suppose she was on her own path.’

He drinks, ice cubes rattling.

‘Anyway, she moved to Bali. Went out for a moonlight swim. Such a waste.’

He hangs his head, then adds in a quiet voice: ‘Strange to think I had two siblings and now I have none.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say and I realise that I am. For all his charm, he is lonely.

‘It’s just,’ I continue, ‘there was this man, Derek, in the chapel—’

Ben cuts across me, sharply.

‘Derek?’

‘Yes.’

Ben smiles.

‘Ahh, Derek. Not sure what he was telling you, but you mustn’t pay any attention to it.’

His eyes are steady, unblinking.

‘Oh,’ I say.

‘He’s a bit of a stoner.’

Ben is sitting again now, and he leans forward, propping his elbows on his knees. Then he reaches out and gives me a playful slap on my shin. My leg tenses. I have always disliked unexpected physical contact.

‘It’s good to see you, old friend.’ He clinks his glass against mine.

‘Is it?’

‘It truly is.’

I wait.

‘So what are you doing with yourself these days?’

‘I’m a lecturer in art history at Cambridge.’

‘Really?’ He sucks in his cheeks. I can tell he’s impressed.

‘The University of South Anglia, don’t get too excited.’

‘Oh. Ha ha. Well still, that’s great, mate. So pleased for you. You always loved …’ He butterflies his hands around the room. ‘Arty stuff.’

‘I did. I do.’

‘And you like it, do you? The students?’

‘I like the subject. The students not so much.’

He laughs. A truthful laugh. I can see the shine of his teeth. I am so pleased to have made him laugh. Pathetic, but there you have it. And because I want to keep his attention, I tell him more.

‘Had a bit of bother with one of them who accused me of being “culturally insensitive”.’ I make a show of the quotation marks.

‘Yes, I heard about that. Saw it in the papers. Malik-Edwards, wasn’t it?’

‘But I thought …’

How had he seen it in the papers, I was about to say, when he didn’t seem to know what I did until a few moments ago? Had he, in fact, been keeping tabs on me all along?

‘He’s here, you know, the dad. Dominic. I can have a word with him, get it all cleared up.’

I bristle. Same old Ben. Trying to lord it over me.

‘I don’t need you to do that.’

‘I know you don’t, but let me, because … I realise, you know … how things went down all those years ago and, well, looking back, I’m sorry about that.’

I scan his face. He seems sincere.

‘Look, Serena clearly invited you because she’s ready to move on, and so am I. And she knew I wouldn’t have done it. Too proud, our couples therapist would say.’

Couples therapy? So I was on the money about their marital woes.

‘But I’m actually glad Serena did it. What do you say we just … shake on it, forget it ever happened … and, you know … be mates again? Water under the bridge and all that.’

Of course, I plan to tell him to get lost. Of course, I still hate him and all he believes he can get away with. Of course, I will never forgive him. Of course, I take his hand and shake it and then allow him to pull me in for a hug and of course, I feel the sensation of his arms around my shoulders, and I am so, so happy to be blessed by the Fitzmaurice grace again and so, so angry at him, the family, the world and most of all myself for my own weakness.

But then, I’m wiser this time around, aren’t I? Less susceptible to their charm. And if there is more to Fliss’s story than Ben is letting on, isn’t it better to be inside his circle than outside? Pissing away from the tent, as Serena might say. Isn’t it wiser to observe at close quarters rather than firing impudent questions from afar? He thinks I’m still the same old Martin, his Little Shadow, always willing to do his bidding. But I’m not. This time, I’m motivated not by a need to belong, but by a need to bring them down. The whole bloody lot of them. The Fitzmaurices. The Edward Bullers. The greedy men in charge who consider us human material to be mined. Because the supreme art of war, as Sun Tzu said, is to subdue the enemy without fighting.

Martin, I can hear Joanne Buster saying, this is not good for your anger management issues.

Joanne, I reply, perhaps I don’t want to manage it anymore.




VII.

Serena

SHE HAS AGREED TO MEET JARVIS AT A HOTEL BAR. It is the first time they will have seen each other since Fliss’s funeral. Ben is speaking at a charity gala at the V&A tonight, and Jarvis had suggested (rather boldly, Serena thought) that they go together.

‘What about your wife?’ Serena had texted.

‘Bitsy’s mother is still ill. She can’t come,’ Jarvis had replied.

Serena deleted the messages.

Events had taken a rather unexpected turn. It all started at the wake, which Serena knows she should feel guilty about but doesn’t. She’s sure Fliss, who was always telling her family to be less uptight, wouldn’t begrudge her this little escapade. And Serena had been so stressed, that’s the thing.

The stress had started, as it always did, with her children. Cosima had barely made it to the funeral in time, and when she did spill out of the pre-ordered taxi, she was wearing a ratty old jumper, the black of which matched the circles under her eyes. On her feet were her favourite pair of Doc Marten boots – the ones with the orange laces that Serena couldn’t stand.

‘Where have you been?’ Serena asked, taking her eldest daughter by the wrist and shooing her inside. She didn’t mean to be so brusque but she’d been worried. ‘I thought you were on the early train?’

Cosima shrugged. Her daughter looked sad.

‘Are you alright, darling?’

‘Yes, Mum. I’m fine.’

Serena experienced a pang of – what was it, exactly? Something like failure. Yes, that was it. It was ridiculous, given the circumstances, but she always felt an imposter as a parent, as though her maternal fraudulence was on the verge of being sniffed out. She wanted to get through to Cosima, to understand what was really happening, but every time her eldest child pushed her away like this, Serena experienced it as a personal insult and that made her more distant, falling into the old, comforting habits of snapping and criticising. She hated this side of herself but somehow couldn’t escape from it. It was the only way she knew how to handle the appalling vulnerability of love.

‘Go and get changed,’ Serena said. ‘I’ve got a million things to do.’

Cosima slunk upstairs – all the children had their allotted rooms at Denby; it was their grandparents’ home, after all, and Ben would inherit one day – leaving Serena to attend to the more pressing issue of where on earth they were going to put Edward Buller’s security team, who were insisting on sitting inside the chapel despite there being no room for them. When Cosima re-emerged, she was still wearing the awful jumper and Serena had no energy left to fight. Cressida, at least, looked lovely in a Boden dress. Hector, who had his face buried in his phone for most of the day, had conceded to brushing his hair. And Bear, her little cub, seemed barely to register what was happening or why he was here and whenever Serena tried to hug him, he remained stiff and unresponsive in her arms.

Lady Katherine had done her usual thing of picking apart the floral arrangements, the hymn choice, the canapés and – in a particularly aggressive play – Serena’s outfit.

‘Oh, you’re wearing that, are you?’ her mother-in-law had said as they walked to the chapel. ‘How interesting.’

There were few more damning words in Lady Katherine’s vocabulary. Topless models were ‘interesting’. Newbuild housing estates were ‘interesting’. Tattoos and piercings were ‘interesting’. She had once described Osama bin Laden as ‘a very interesting man’ before going on to say that she had sat next to his cousin at a dinner in Paris in 1985 and found him ‘extremely interesting’ too.

Serena reminded herself to breathe. Lady Katherine was grieving, after all. Ben, too, had been distracted and distant for days. She hadn’t seen him cry since Fliss’s death, which worried her. It was so terribly sad. It wasn’t that she and Fliss had ever been particularly close, but still Serena had to swallow back tears whenever she remembered they’d never see each other again. She reminded herself that they had tried their best to help her. They’d sent Fliss to rehab several times over the years and on every occasion, she had insisted she was cured and embarked on a round of apologising to anyone she thought her addiction had hurt. Serena had received three painstaking letters written in Fliss’s loopy handwriting, each one saying sorry for slights or meanness that Serena had either not noticed or forgotten.

Fliss’s final period of sobriety had lasted several months and they’d all been lulled into a false sense of security. Serena had genuinely thought this one would stick, but no. It was such a waste.

Really, the highlight of the entire day had been seeing Martin Gilmour after all these years. Serena was very pleased she had thought to invite him. He had vastly improved in both looks and stature – no longer the creep she remembered who used to follow Ben around like a needy pet, but a man in possession of himself. He had lost the chip on his shoulder and replaced it with a waspish superiority she found entertaining.

And Jarvis. Of course Jarvis was there without Bitsy, whose mother was ill. Bitsy had always been so dull that even her excuses were boring. She was precisely the kind of person who would have an ill mother.

After the service, Jarvis had sought Serena out in the rose garden. She was sitting on a bench with Bear, who had agreed to snuggle with her in return for being able to play on her phone. She rested her cheek on her youngest child’s head, inhaling the smell of small boy grassiness mixed with Head & Shoulders.

‘What a gorgeous sight,’ Jarvis said and when she looked up, Serena saw that he meant it. And that he meant it about her.

‘Go on then, my little cub,’ she said, shooing Bear off the bench. ‘Why don’t you see if you can find the others?’

Bear, confused by his mother’s briskness, silently handed back her phone.

‘Love you!’ she called after his receding form. The nanny would look after him.

‘Serena,’ Jarvis said in his gravelly voice. He really did have a sexy voice, even if the rest of him wasn’t quite her normal type. He looked older than Ben and had never given up the teenage habit of smoking, or drinking to excess. And yet the unapologetic nature of his demeanour was compelling.

‘Jarvis,’ Serena replied, allowing him to graze her cheek with a kiss that left a wet mark on her face.

He looked at her.

‘It’s wonderful to see you, albeit in such sad circumstances. How are you bearing up?’

‘I’m doing OK, all things considered,’ she said. It was the phrase she’d decided to use when people asked, and she’d repeated it so many times it had begun to lose its meaning. ‘You know what Fliss was like …’

Jarvis gave a rueful little grin.

‘Causing a glorious kind of chaos everywhere she went, even in death,’ Serena continued. ‘We used to call her “the bolter” – do you remember?’

‘I do, very well.’

‘She’d just run away when things got too messy. I suppose it was kind of inevitable she would run out of places to run to.’

‘Very true,’ Jarvis said. They lapsed into silence. Then he asked: ‘How’s the Tipworth refurb going?’

Serena was relieved to have the subject so deftly changed.

‘All done, thanks to you,’ she said. ‘The Espalier wallpaper in the master is completely stunning. You’ll have to come and see it one day.’

‘Now that’s an offer I can’t refuse.’

Serena blushed.

‘You don’t have a glass of champagne,’ he said and beckoned over a waiter. He took two glasses from the tray and gave one to her.

‘How’s work?’ she asked.

‘Same as ever.’

He slipped out some Marlboro Lights and offered the packet to her. She checked that none of her children was in view and took one. He lit the cigarette for her. She inhaled, feeling the wallop of tobacco at the back of her throat. Ah, nicotine, her loyal friend!

‘You’re looking very lovely,’ Jarvis said.

Then, ever so quickly, he grabbed her hand. Her nerve endings tingled. She couldn’t believe what he was doing – here, right in front of everyone. She felt an electric charge in her synapses. A hot flush started radiating through her torso. The silk of her dress started sticking to her back. She turned away, hoping Jarvis hadn’t noticed her hand becoming hot and slippery, and started to walk towards the house. She trailed her arm behind her, motioning for Jarvis to follow.

They entered by the concealed side door everyone forgot about and went upstairs. Jarvis said he wanted to see the bedroom he used to stay in when he came to visit over school exeats and university holidays, but they both knew it was a ruse. Serena’s heart thumped with each stair they took and it thumped with each step down the long Denby corridors. The room was well proportioned, with a four-poster bed upholstered in a faded green–pink chintz. A dressing table stood in one corner, complete with a brush and comb set, the silver speckled. It was musty and stale in there, as though the dust had stayed put since the room had last been occupied.

‘God, the memories,’ Jarvis said, in that same throaty rasp. He closed the door. Serena, unsure of what to do, leaned against the windowsill, her silhouette backlit by the fading afternoon sun. He came across to her, as she had known he would. He rested his hands on either side of her face and then bent to kiss her. The kiss was both powerful and possessive – his tongue seemed to fill her mouth completely. She drew back, her hand on his chest to push him away but he came for her again. Another drowning kiss.

‘Jarvis,’ she said, as soon as she’d disentangled herself. ‘We shouldn’t.’

‘I’m sorry, but I’m so fucking desperate for you. I couldn’t hold it in anymore, Serena. Look. Feel this.’

He took her hand and placed it on his swollen cock. It had been so long since someone had wanted her this much.

‘This is what you do to me.’

He pulled her up from the windowsill and manhandled her roughly to the bed where he climbed on top of her, kissing her neck, her shoulder, her breasts. With one hand, he ripped at her tights and plunged his fingers into her.

‘You’re so wet, you little minx,’ he said. And she was. She stared at him, overwhelmed by his primal physicality. It was different from all the sex she’d had before, which had been polite, almost deferential. Jarvis was claiming her and she couldn’t help but get wetter and wetter as he fucked her with his fingers, sliding them in and out roughly until she came unexpectedly, crying out with the release of it.

He grinned, pleased with himself. He raised his fingers to his mouth and sucked them. She thought she might come again just watching him do that.

‘You,’ he said, kissing her collarbone to punctuate each word, ‘are. Totally. Fucking. Delicious.’

He was gentler now and she was relieved the frenzy had dissipated. She began to notice his fag breath and the un-popped pimple underneath his right nostril. She felt strange about what had happened. It wasn’t the cheating – there’d been enough of that on Ben’s part to make the moral argument that she was entitled to this portion of pleasure. It was that it was Jarvis, of all people. Ben’s closest friend. It was crazy. But at the same time, she had wanted so badly to give in to her desire, had wanted to get her own back, right here in the Fitzmaurice family seat. They’d taken her for granted – all of them – and she felt an addictive tug of power when she thought of what she’d just done.

She wanted more of it. Which was why, when Jarvis texted a few days later and said he’d booked a hotel room and why didn’t she meet him there, she had agreed. She had checked the joint diary and seen that Ben was visiting an offshore windfarm during the day, ahead of the charity gala in the evening. Serena would be free to catch the train to London, pay a quick visit to her shaman to realign her chakras, and then get a cab to the hotel.

In the cab, her phone vibrates. A text from Jarvis.

‘R u here yet?’

‘Nearly.’

He responds with a thumbs-up emoji.

The cab pulls up outside a Georgian building in Mayfair. It’s not a hotel she has heard of but there’s a Union Jack hanging from a flagpole above the awning and a uniformed doorman, which is a good sign. The reception floor is chequered black and white marble and she is directed to what the hotel staff call ‘the Green Bar’ at the back of the building. It is a cramped room, with green carpet, green velvet seats and painted green walls.

‘Gosh,’ Serena says, as the receptionist guides her in. ‘Well, it certainly lives up to its name.’

Jarvis is sitting in a tucked-away green velvet booth, his reddish hair even more pronounced against the backdrop. As Serena slides into the banquette, she notices he’s already ordered her a glass of champagne. That was thoughtful and, she thinks approvingly, rather masterful. Like many women of her generation, Serena is constantly caught between wanting men to respect her and wanting them to tell her what she wants.

‘Hello,’ she says. She gives him her best smile and is satisfied to watch him respond. He licks his lips and reaches across the table to take her hand. His palm is clammy. She refuses to notice, even though it’s one of her turn-offs. What did Cressida call it? ‘The ick.’ Too many hours spent watching Love Island, Serena thinks, her mind meandering to thong bikinis and spray tans.

‘I missed you,’ Jarvis is saying. He has a half-drunk negroni in front of him, a single large ice cube touching the edges of the glass.

‘Oh come now, it’s only been a few days,’ she says, although she’s pleased.

Serena removes her hand and fiddles with her earring – one of the diamond studs Ben gave her for Christmas. Jarvis downs the rest of his drink and signals to the waiter for another round. Serena has barely touched her champagne.

‘I keep thinking of …’ she starts, then stops.

‘Yes?’

He doesn’t look at her.

‘The bedroom. At Denby.’

She lowers her voice, even though no one else is in the bar. He smiles.

‘I can’t stop fucking thinking about it,’ Jarvis says, leaning into her now, so close that their foreheads are almost touching. ‘Your tight, wet pussy.’

She pushes down her repugnance and forces herself to keep looking at his face. This, after all, is what she wanted.

‘We need to do that again,’ he says.

She nods, pliable.

‘I’ve got the room key …’

‘We can’t be late for the gala.’

‘We won’t be. We’ve got a couple of hours to do whatever dirty things you have in mind, you filthy bitch.’

The phrase lands like a slap. She stays seated, mesmerised by his crassness. Desire sticks in her throat. An odd little splinter of fear burrows its way inside her.

‘Don’t you worry about … Ben?’ She wishes she hadn’t asked the question; wishes she didn’t care.

‘No, not at all. He’s my best mate. But this isn’t anything to do with him.’

‘I’m his wife.’

Jarvis grimaces.

‘Barely, the way he fucks around.’

She twists her champagne flute in her fingers.

‘Sorry, I can see I’ve upset you,’ Jarvis says. ‘I confess, I always thought you had an … an arrangement.’

‘We do.’

‘And, for my part, Bitsy lets me get on with my own thing. Ben and I – nothing will ever affect our friendship or our business.’

‘Not even sleeping with me?’

‘Do you know how much cash I give him so he can pursue his political ambitions?’

Serena winces. It’s so vulgar to talk about money. The waiter comes with their drinks and takes an age placing them carefully on paper coasters.

‘No, not really,’ she says. ‘I mean, I know it’s a lot but I tend to stay out of all that.’

‘Yeah. Yeah. “A lot.” You could say that.’

He thrusts his fat fingers into a bowl of nuts.

‘In answer to your question, no I’m not worried, Serena.’ He speaks while chewing, cashew debris landing on the table. ‘And you shouldn’t be either.’ He finishes the nuts and then stares at her with intensity. ‘I’ve wanted you for decades, you must know that?’

He’s right. She does.

The first time she and Jarvis met, Serena was twenty-two. She’d been dating Ben for a few months and was working part-time in a Chelsea art gallery while Ben – older than her by a few years – was already making a lot of money in finance. Serena had never had a long-term boyfriend before Ben. She’d had flings, but no one who could sustain her interest. She was bored by the sleek management consultants and red-trousered gentlemen farmers she met in her circle, all of them playing by rules their parents gave them. Ben was different. He had the background, the breeding and the wealth that was important to Serena, but he also possessed a maverick streak. On their third date, he persuaded her to let him snort a line of coke from her stomach (and she had such a flat stomach then!). On their fifth date, he stole a packet of sweets from the local newsagent on their way to a Michelin-starred restaurant, just to show that he could. He then gave the sweets to a homeless man on the street outside.

‘Redistribution of wealth,’ he said, taking her hand.

She didn’t know anyone else like him. Ben felt the same about her. He was so good-looking, so effortlessly charming, that he was used to girls melting for him like butter in a pan. Serena, by contrast, operated with glacial detachment. To begin with, she wouldn’t even reward his jokes with a smile. She affected ennui when he launched into stories or gave her compliments. She pushed him away when he tried to kiss her. She refused to sleep with him for eight weeks. She did everything she could to make herself stand out. She knew she had the beauty – that was a given – but it was important to make him think he couldn’t live without having her.

It worked. He became obsessed with her. Then, one morning in bed, Ben told Serena he wanted her to meet his two best friends, Martin and Jarvis. She assumed they would go out for dinner, the four of them, but Ben shook his head and turned to face her on the pillow, leaning on the crook of his arm.

‘No. Martin’s … well, he’s sensitive. The two of them don’t exactly get on. We’d need to do it separately.’

‘OK,’ she said, although she thought it odd.

The dinner with Martin, in a trendy rooftop restaurant with floor-to-ceiling glass, was not especially successful. Serena found him smug and a bit creepy; Martin, she felt, thought her trivial and shallow. She was expecting Jarvis to be the same and wondered if Ben surrounded himself with needy acolytes who were half in love with him. But, a few days later, when Ben invited her over to meet Jarvis, she saw she’d been wrong.

It was a Thursday night when she made her way over to Ben’s Kensington mews house where Martin also lived (rent-free, she realised later). No one heard her ring the bell so she let herself in through the unlocked front door. When she entered the kitchen, Jarvis and Ben were holding either end of a wooden ski with hollowed-out spaces for shot glasses.

‘Get it down, you Zulu warrior!’ Ben was singing. ‘Get it dooowwwwn you Zulu prince, prince prince!’

They upended the ski and downed the shots – a pale, muddy liquid that looked like it was either schnapps or pastis. Neither of them registered her presence, which annoyed her. She had taken great care with her appearance: red lipstick, tousled hair, a strapless black mini-dress with a slouchy YSL jacket slung around her shoulders. In the distance, sitting on the sofa beyond the kitchen island, she was surprised to see Martin reading a book, the colour in his cheeks slightly raised.

‘Hello,’ Serena said finally.

Ben and Jarvis both looked startled, even though they were expecting her. Only Martin showed no surprise.

‘Sweetie,’ Ben said, putting his end of the ski down and rushing over to her. He smelled of alcohol and cigars. ‘Oh my God, you look amazing. Come, come, meet Jarvis …’

‘I’m sure my reputation has preceded me,’ Jarvis said.

‘Not really,’ Serena replied.

On the sofa, Martin smirked.

‘Told you, mate,’ Ben said, drawing her close to him. ‘She’s an ice queen.’ He wound his arm around her waist.

‘Then we shall have to warm her up,’ Jarvis said, challenge in his eyes. ‘What’re you drinking, Serena?’

‘A G&T, thanks. Slimline, if you have it.’

She found it distasteful how possessive Jarvis was of Ben’s house and his things. Jarvis knew where the alcohol was and knew which cupboard to look in for the glasses. He moved around as though he owned both the space and the atoms from which it was formed. But he lacked any of Ben’s charm. He stumbled and groaned and bumped into surfaces. He wore a creased checked shirt, untucked from trousers that seemed to be on the verge of slipping down. In the background, she noticed Martin had not turned the page of his book for quite some time.

Jarvis shouted over to him.

‘When are you fucking off out of here, Martin?’

‘Don’t be like that,’ Ben said in a low whisper.

‘We’ve only laid the table for three,’ Jarvis continued, loudly.

‘Mate, stop it.’

Martin stood, stretched and made a great show of checking his watch.

‘Got somewhere to be?’ Jarvis said.

Martin ignored him, disappearing into his room only to emerge a moment later in a silky grey trench coat.

Ben wolf-whistled.

‘That coat looks great on you,’ he said. Then, to Serena: ‘It’s an old one of my dad’s.’

‘Thanks, Ben,’ Martin said. He passed through the kitchen. ‘Always …’ Martin searched for the word, ‘memorable to see you, Jarvis. Hello, Serena,’ he continued, greeting Serena with a kiss on the cheek. He smelled of the same brand of aftershave Ben wore. ‘You look lovely. Enjoy dinner.’ Then – sotto voce – ‘If you can.’

The front door slammed shut behind him.

‘Good riddance,’ Jarvis said. ‘He’s such a fucking loser.’

‘Leave him alone,’ Ben said but it was true that the atmosphere had shifted.

At dinner, the three of them ate overboiled pasta and got drunk together. She kept catching Jarvis looking at her across the lit candles. Ben held her hand under the table. She enjoyed having double the male attention – Martin hadn’t even given her a second glance. She thought Jarvis boorish and unprepossessing – an impression that lasted for several years, until he started bailing Ben out financially. Then, she began to think he might be kind.

And now here Jarvis is, twenty years later, sitting across from her, telling her he has wanted to fuck her for all that time. Hearing him put it into words with such disregard for propriety is exactly what she needs. She says yes to going upstairs before she’s even drunk the second glass of champagne.

In the room, Jarvis pushes her against the wardrobe. His hands are around her waist, pressing firmly into her ribcage. She twists herself out of her coat, all while Jarvis is sucking at her neck, her breasts, her stomach and then he’s kneeling on the floor in front of her, unbuttoning her trousers, pulling down the white lace knickers that she chose more carefully than usual this morning while telling herself there was nothing to it, and then his tongue is inside her, pushing itself into her and she can feel the circling wetness of it and the scratch of his stubble against her inner thigh.

She has never liked men going down on her. Even a bikini wax makes her nauseous. She looks down at Jarvis’s head bobbing between her legs and feels nothing. He snuffles and groans, alternating his tongue with his forefinger which he pushes in and out like a piston.

He stares up at her with blank eyes, lips wet like they were when he ate the cashews.

‘Is that good?’ he asks.

She nods, just as she is expected to. It seems to satisfy him, and he stands, pulling her to the bed. His touch is so forceful that when he lets go, she falls onto the mattress.

‘Turn over,’ he says, taking off his tie. His voice is hard now, as if the blankness in his eyes has spread.

Something changes; some indefinable tension snaps.

She turns over. He comes behind her, pushing her buttocks apart with his hands. The groaning has stopped, replaced by a silence so tangible it feels oppressive. On the bed, Serena’s face is squashed against the duvet, his hand on her head so she can’t move. He is strong and she worries she might crack beneath his weight. Then, without warning, his cock is inside her. It happens so suddenly that she gasps. He thrusts relentlessly, with one hand holding her down.

‘You love that, don’t you? Yeah? You want more of me? I can tell you do.’

He keeps up a stream of talk.

‘Wait,’ she tries to say, but it comes out as a strangled whisper.

She gives in to it. In her mind, she tells herself: well this is what you wanted, isn’t it? You wanted someone to remind you that you were fuckable. What more could you ask for than being fucked like this, by a man so uncontrolled in his lust that he has become unreachable?

When Jarvis finishes, he rolls over onto his back. Serena lies still – very, very still. Her mind is white with nothing. She pushes herself upright and gingerly puts her knickers back on.

‘I’ve been waiting for that,’ Jarvis says. His voice is back to normal. He reaches for her hand. He kisses her fingers tenderly – so tenderly – as if the rest of it didn’t happen the way it did.

She doesn’t know what to say, so she goes into the bathroom, taking her bag with her.

‘I need to shower,’ she says, ‘if we’re going to make the gala in time.’

She closes the door and retrieves the floral lace Oscar de la Renta dress she’s brought for this evening. The dress is creased, but she doesn’t want to go back into the bedroom to get the iron, so she hangs the dress on the door and hopes the steam will do its best. Under the shower, with hot water running over her, Serena feels a bit better. She dries herself with one of the hotel towels and her sense of self slowly returns. She examines herself in the mirror. Her cheeks are flushed and there’s a small bruise just beneath her collarbone. She dabs at it with concealer. Then she puts the concealer under her eyes, around the edges of her nose, the middle of her chin and blends it all with a brush from her make-up kit. A bit of blusher across her cheekbones. Eyelash curler. Shimmery shadow on each lid. Kohl. Mascara. Nude lip gloss. By the time she’s finished, all traces of the person on the bed have been erased. She checks her phone and is alarmed to see several texts from Ben. He isn’t normally this communicative.

3.35 p.m. ‘Hi, can you chat? x’

3.50 p.m. ‘Are you there, darling?’

4.05 p.m. ‘Would love to chat before tonight. Quite urgent.’

4.45 p.m. ‘Serena??’

It’s now 5.30 p.m. and they have to be at the gala for 6.15 p.m.

She texts Ben back.

‘Hi, sorry. What’s up?’

Her finger hovers over the x. In the recent past, she would have put one after the question mark without thinking. Now it seems redundant. But then again, would it look suspicious not to? She presses the x. Then sends the text.

Ben’s notification stays on ‘delivered’ and doesn’t switch to ‘read’. He’s probably getting ready to give his speech. The gala is to raise funds for wounded servicemen and Ben has been roped in to drum up donations.

‘Injured military personnel play very well with the electorate,’ he told her when she asked why they had to go. ‘And you, my darling, play very well with injured military personnel.’

She puts on the dress. One stubborn crease hasn’t shifted, but it’s passable. She slips into her strappy shoes and walks back into the bedroom. Jarvis is sitting on a chair in the window alcove, legs splayed out. He’s already dressed in his black tie. He hasn’t showered, she thinks; my smell will still be on him.

‘Wow,’ he says. ‘You look so hot.’

In spite of everything, she is grateful – that’s the worst part. He comes over to her, wanting another kiss but she turns her face away.

‘Make-up!’

‘Ah yes, sorry. You girls and your make-up. Can you do me a favour?’

He passes her his bow tie.

‘Will you do this for me?’

She turns his collar up, winds the bow tie round his neck, slides one end up higher than the other. Her hands are shaking.

‘This is nice,’ he says, staring at her.

‘Mm.’

She finishes the bow tie with perfect, fluid execution.

‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘Right. Just need a slash and then let’s go.’

‘I’ll wait for you downstairs.’

‘Are you—’

She doesn’t hear the rest of the question. She’s already in the hotel corridor, and then instead of waiting for the lift, she takes the stairs. In the lobby, she sits on the maroon velvet sofa and tries to regulate her breathing. What just happened? An unbearable tidal wave of heat rises within her, the sweat instantly on every part of her skin.

‘Are you alright, madam?’ says the man at reception. ‘Can I get you some water?’

‘No.’ She fans herself with her hands. ‘I mean, no … sorry, yes. Yes please.’

He returns a couple of minutes later, proffering a chilled glass. She presses it to her forehead then drinks the water in one go, forgetting to thank him. By the time Jarvis appears, the heat has passed. She allows Jarvis to place his hand proprietorially on the small of her back as he ushers her out of the door and into the street and the waiting black cab hailed by a liveried footman.

Don’t think about it, she tells herself. Just don’t think about it. If you don’t think about it, it’s almost like it never happened.

They don’t speak much on the way to the V&A. She can sense Jarvis looking at her, trying to work her out, but she has retreated and is distant again.

‘All OK?’ he asks, as the cab draws up outside the museum steps.

‘Yes.’

She’s told Ben she’s arriving with Jarvis, and it’s common knowledge that they’re all close family friends, but still Serena is worried at the thought of being seen together like this. Won’t it be obvious what they’ve done? She feels a stickiness in her knickers; the residue of her shame.

‘You don’t need to worry. I’d never breathe a word to Ben.’

Funny, it hasn’t even crossed her mind. She knows Jarvis won’t say anything. He’s always been the junior partner in that friendship, despite his money.

They climb the steps. Serena, relieved that he can no longer be seen to touch her, walks ahead of him, her head upright, her back straight. In the cloakroom queue she runs into Iso Malik-Edwards, who is wearing a Tom Ford stretch jersey dress straight off the Paris runway.

‘Serena, hiiiii,’ Iso says, in her South Carolina drawl. ‘I haven’t seen you in a minute.’

‘No, I’ve been …’ Serena isn’t sure how to complete the sentence. Where has she been? Nowhere. ‘Busy,’ she concludes, lamely.

‘I’m sure,’ Iso says. Her hair is slicked back in a tight chignon and her only jewellery is a pair of oversized molten silver earrings, hanging from her lobes like birds’ eggs. Serena feels frumpy and overdone. She wishes she’d chosen a more understated dress.

‘I was so sorry to hear about Felicity,’ Iso says now and she reaches out to rest her hand on Serena’s arm. Her fingers are cool against Serena’s skin.

‘Oh,’ Serena says. ‘That’s kind. Especially as I know she can’t have been your favourite person, what with—’

‘Water under the bridge,’ Iso says, with a coolness too marked for the words to be convincing.

‘Yes. Well. Thank you.’

Serena hopes that will be the end of it but Iso insists on walking into dinner together. Jarvis, thankfully, is nowhere to be seen.

‘Is Dom here?’ Serena asks, hoping to move the conversation on.

‘No, he’s working, you know the score. But your man is the star of the show tonight, isn’t he?’

‘I wouldn’t say that.’

‘No? You Brits …’ Iso shakes her head, smiling to herself.

‘What do you mean?’

Iso always makes Serena feel on the back foot, as if she’s missing something. She possesses an effortless confidence that Serena resents. It’s as if Iso doesn’t need to pretend to be better than she is, which is mystifying to someone like Serena whose whole life is shaped by the projection of a cultivated image.

‘Oh, just …’ Iso says now. ‘You’re all so modest! You can never admit to liking the attention.’

‘I wouldn’t say that.’

She makes a point of absorbing herself in the seating plan, angled on an easel, the names written in copperplate.

‘It’s not a criticism,’ Iso adds hastily. ‘We Americans are far too brash.’

‘Yes,’ Serena says, scanning the list. Iso’s assumed intimacy is distasteful but she doesn’t want to be rude. One can’t be too careful and all that. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘There I am. Table one.’

‘OK Miss Fancypants! I’m on twenty-three.’

Iso squeezes Serena’s arm again. Serena, annoyed, withdraws it.

‘Nice to see you again,’ Iso says. ‘Perhaps we’ll catch up afterwards?’

‘Absolutely,’ Serena says. ‘Send my love to Dom, won’t you?’

Iso, already swishing away, swan-like, calls back over her shoulder: ‘I’ll be sure to.’

Her shoulder blades are fantastic, Serena thinks.

‘I’ll be sure to,’ she mimics under her breath as she winds her way through the outer tables to find her seat. She wishes she could stop comparing herself unfavourably to other women. Her judgemental nature is one of her most unlikeable characteristics but it’s too late to know how to change it. She has always been taught that life is a competition – for success, for love, for looks, for money, for status. So how could she not see her contemporaries as rivals?

She discovers she’s next to Richard Take, the irritating little man she did her best to avoid at the funeral.

‘Typical,’ she mutters. She is about to move the nameplates when she hears a jocular ‘Hello there’ and turns to find Richard Take himself.

‘Richard.’ Serena extends her hand, unsmiling.

‘How nice to see you again in more cheery circumstances,’ he says, taking it. He is wearing a black turtleneck underneath a jacket and his thinning hair has been closely cropped against his skull. One of those health-tracking things is on his left-hand ring finger. No doubt all part of his new image.

‘You find injured servicemen cheery?’

He looks aghast.

‘Gosh. No. I didn’t mean that. It’s terrible what these brave servicemen and … and … er, women, go through, isn’t it? And yet they never complain. They just get on with it. A lesson to us all in the spirit of resilience and good old British gumption, don’t you agree?’

She leaves a pause, then says: ‘So have you recovered from your time as a waste-disposal expert?’

Serena did not watch Richard Take on the reality TV programme Shit Happens! but Cressida and Hector were fans of the show. Cressida told her that one of the ‘most iconic’ moments was when Richard tried to unblock an industrial cistern and ended up covered in faecal matter. Apparently Richard had wiped the gloopy brown liquid from his eye mask and, with remarkable sangfroid, had then turned to the camera and said, ‘A little shit doesn’t bother me. After all, in Parliament I’m surrounded by them.’

‘It was sooooo funny,’ Cressida said, before going on to explain that Richard had now launched his own ‘merch line’ with T-shirts featuring the relevant freeze-framed moment and the tagline ‘A little shit doesn’t bother me’.

Hector was also impressed and now follows the former MP on TikTok. ‘He’s actually a decent bloke, Mum,’ Hector said. When she asked why, her eldest son replied, ‘He’s just who he is.’

It seemed a low bar, but Serena let it go. It was nice to hear Hector proffer a positive opinion. Most of the time, he rattled around in adolescent fury about any number of unrelated issues: how unfairly maligned Jordan Peterson was; how the North should be annexed from the rest of England; how unrealistic the new Netflix drugs drama was; why women were no longer the real victims of inequality and why the Oblivion Oil protesters belonged in jail. He was terrifyingly right wing – much more so than Ben says he was at that age and much more than she was becoming in her forties. The other day, she’d read an opinion piece in the Guardian and agreed with every word. Admittedly it had been about the benefits of a plant-based diet rather than nationalising the railways or anything but still, the point stood.

‘Yes, just about,’ Richard Take is saying. ‘It was a pretty life-changing experience, actually. Good for me to remind myself what challenges the normal men and women of this country face.’

‘Getting sprayed with poo?’

‘Ha! No, no. Eking out a living on the breadline. Thinking that those privileged posh blokes in Westminster don’t understand people’s real lives. It really made me stop and reflect. And you know, Serena, when you get out on the street, the average man or woman is much more understanding than the tabloid press would have us believe. They get it.’

Serena wishes the other guests on their table would arrive.

‘Y’know, they understand. Because what red-blooded male hasn’t found himself in a situation where his urges – entirely natural urges, mind you – occasionally get the better of him?’

He looks at her with an expression that is both earnest and patronising, his hands steepled like an inspirational Silicon Valley tech boss. She realises, a fraction too late, that he is expecting an answer.

‘I—’

And then – blessed relief – a gong sounds, there is a flurry of activity and everyone takes their seats.

It’s always been an impressive location, Serena thinks, as she accepts a glass of Sauvignon from a bow-tied waiter. The tables have been laid out along a broad hallway dotted with statutes from classical antiquity. To her right, just beyond Richard Take’s small but shinily perceptible bald patch, is a marble of Judith and Holofernes. She remembers the story from school: Holofernes was a general sent to subdue the Jews. Judith, a widow, went to the Assyrian military camp, captivated Holofernes with her beauty, got him drunk and then cut off his head, returning to her city bearing it aloft as a trophy. Humility triumphing over pride. But also, Serena thinks, a woman perceived as powerless overturning preconceptions through the sheer force of her rage. She drinks her wine and wonders how much effort it must have taken to cut through the neck tendons and spine.

‘Darling, you’re here.’

Ben’s touch on her shoulder. She turns to face him. He kisses her cheek. In that moment, she forgets to be furious and is grateful for the fact she isn’t scared of him.

‘Of course.’ She smiles. ‘I’m sorry I missed your calls, I—’

‘It’s fine – we’ll speak later. Have you seen Martin?’

‘Martin?’

She looks up, follows the length of Ben’s arm and sees Martin Gilmour on a table close to the front of the stage. He is raising a glass in her direction. She raises hers in return.

‘I didn’t know you’d invited him.’

‘You were right to ask him to the funeral. Clever of you. It was time to kiss and make up.’

‘I’m sure Martin loved the kissing part.’

Ben laughs and squeezes her shoulder.

‘So what did you want to talk—’

‘Hold that thought,’ Ben says. She looks at his face. He seems wired, his eyes bloodshot.

‘Are you alright?’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ he says, brushing aside her concerns. ‘They’re calling me up to do my thing. Just – trust me, OK?’

‘Trust you with what?’

Before he can answer, Ben is whisked away by a pretty girl in a silver jumpsuit who walks Ben to the stage as the lights dim to a soft pinkish white. Sentimental music plays and a large screen beams out pictures of smiling soldiers playing wheelchair basketball and then the girl in the silver jumpsuit is saying, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome to the stage, the Energy Secretary and our long-time supporter, Ben Fitzmaurice.’

Ben is greeted by rousing applause as he bounds up the stairs. He once told her you should always rush onto a stage in order to look youthful and dynamic. Next to her, Richard is feverishly clapping his hands, a placid grin on his face. He looks drugged, she thinks, as if he doesn’t know what’s going on around him.

‘Thank you, thank you.’

Ben’s voice comes booming through the speakers. Behind the Perspex lectern, he gestures to the crowd to simmer down. He is handsome up there in his black tie. The bright lighting has given angles to his face and lustre to his hair. He has always belonged in the centre of other people’s attention.

‘It’s a pleasure to be here with you all, in this stunning location, supporting an organisation that many of you will know is extremely close to my heart. How apt that we should find ourselves in a room filled with such beauty – these historic, ancient statues, many of which have limbs missing …’

Oh God, thinks Serena, he’s not going to draw the parallel, surely he isn’t …

‘And these representations of mythical heroism make me think of our own modern-day heroes. The men and women we have gathered here to celebrate who, in courageous service to our country, faced down danger and returned home with life-changing injuries. And yet, like these statues, they have forged their strength because of what they’ve been through, not in spite of. What an honour it is tonight to be in their presence.’

Another smattering of applause. Next to her, Richard Take starts coughing. She glares at him, then passes him one of the glass bottles of water from the centre of the table.

‘And because I want to keep the focus of tonight on our incredible servicemen and women, I’d like to take a moment here to address the rumours that have been swirling around today …’

What rumours? Serena thinks. For a moment she wonders if he’s been caught shagging an intern. But surely he wouldn’t talk about that here? She swivels in her chair, frantically trying to find an answer in the crowd but all she can see are laughing faces and hefty pink flower arrangements – too big, really, for the centrepiece – and all the while Ben is talking about ‘not believing everything you read in the papers’ and then – out of the murk of people, she alights on Jarvis. He is smiling as he watches Ben on stage, reclining in his seat with one arm looped nonchalantly over the back, his jacket flapping open to reveal a burgundy cummerbund straining to contain his belly. Burgundy, she thinks, how tacky. And then: he knows. Whatever it is Ben is about to say, Jarvis knows and she doesn’t. She feels foolish. It was always going to be the two of them, standing shoulder to shoulder, swapping jobs, money, anecdotes and now even her.

‘So let me put a stop to the speculation right here, right now,’ Ben is saying. ‘This morning, I had a constructive talk with my friend and colleague, our Prime Minister, Edward Buller. He confided to me his decision to step down as the leader of our great Conservative Party and asked if I would consider standing. It’s my great pleasure to announce that I am, indeed, standing for election to leadership of a party it is my privilege to serve.’

Cheers from the audience. A single wolf whistle. More clapping.

‘And I’m delighted to say that I can already count on the support of a man who has worked alongside me in many capacities over the years. He knows the grit it takes to keep going, deeply understands the needs of the electorate and, I’m proud to say, he also holds his hands up when he gets it wrong, and comes back even stronger – a unique skill among the political classes, I’m sure you’ll agree.’

Polite, knowing laughter.

‘He’s here tonight. Please, ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the stage my first backer, and, I hope, part of the dream ticket to ensure our country gets the leadership it deserves – Richard Take.’

Richard Take is standing now, buttoning his jacket over his ludicrous turtleneck, smiling and nodding and nodding and smiling and even waving to unidentified members of the audience as though walking through his own ticker-tape parade. He strides onto the stage and shakes Ben’s hand. Ben – in a move that will be much remarked upon in the next day’s newspapers as ushering in a new era of male emotional acuity in politics – brings Richard in for a prolonged bear hug, slapping him chummily on the back. All around Serena, people take out their phones to film videos and upload Instagram Stories and tweets to show that they, too, were there when this thing – this potentially momentous or perhaps not at all important but either way still a thing – happened.

In the ensuing babble of congratulation, Serena is unmoored. Standing for leadership? And with Richard Take, of all people! The unanswered texts finally make sense, but still – he could surely have found an opportunity to let her know? They’ve spoken about Ben’s desire for leadership a lot over the years and she has always been supportive of his ambition. But the fact that he didn’t make it an absolute priority to inform her told her that she wasn’t important enough to factor into his decisions, either because he knew she’d go along with it or because it wouldn’t matter if she didn’t. The worst of it is, he’s right. She doesn’t want to divorce him. Ben gives her a comfortable life and social standing and she loves her children. Dragging it all through the courts would be protracted and embarrassing, with no guarantee that she’d get a financial settlement equal to what she deserved. Divorce was for oligarchs and soap stars, not for her.

So she makes a choice. Serena smoothes down her dress and begins to clap like the rest of them, a breezily proud smile on her face. It’s only when she looks to her side that she notices one person refusing to join in with the applause. Martin Gilmour has remained seated. Interesting, she thinks. Perhaps he hasn’t been as forgiving of past indiscretions as Ben would like to believe. She scans the crowd before letting her eyes rest on the plinth, half in shadow now, where Judith holds the knife aloft, the moment of final reckoning caught in stone. The twisted head of Holofernes looks blindly out into the darkness, strands of his hair casting shadows over the tiled floor.




VIII.

Richard

MICKEY MINTON LIVES IN ONE of the new apartments in the Battersea Power Station complex. To access it, Richard and Gary have to give their names to the security guard at the Boiler House entrance who is watching a football match on his phone. He motions them to the lift.

‘Eighth floor,’ the guard says, without looking up from the game.

‘Thanks very much,’ Richard replies. He is disappointed the guard doesn’t recognise him. Headlines from last night’s charity gala are on the front page of every newspaper and have led the morning’s news bulletins. The Telegraph hailed it as ‘The Fitzmaurice Fightback’, with a picture of Ben beaming on stage at the V&A, hands outstretched to the crowd like a benign Roman emperor. Richard got a mention three paragraphs in, his name no longer prefaced with ‘disgraced’. Today, he has been reborn as ‘the controversial Richard Take, MP, whose recent media appearances have done much to reconnect with the youth vote’ and ‘who is expected to be cleared of any wrongdoing after admitting to using a work computer for personal use’. Not a single mention of pornography. Hurrah! He feels ‘controversial’ gives him a satisfying edge.

In the lift, watching the floor buttons light up one by one, he leans into Gary and says, ‘So. Controversial, eh?’

Richard bounces up and down on his feet. As a child, he walked on tiptoes until the age of five. He has never entirely shaken the habit.

‘Ha!’ Gary says. ‘Makes you sound like a disrupter, mate. A big bollocks Billy. We like that. We wanna lean into it. You see politics from the outside, from the angle of the common man.’

‘Or woman.’

‘Yeah, yeah, LGBTQ-A-B-C-D-plus-minus whatever – the thing is, you’re not up the arse of the establishment. You’re draining the swamp!’

‘I think bubbles and swamps are two separate metaphors …’

‘You’re a fresh broom,’ Gary continues. ‘Mickey’s gonna love it.’

The lift is constructed from brushed industrial steel, tinged with a coppery effect intended to denote exactly the right level of rust. Just enough to imply heritage; not too much to risk total disintegration. A bit like the Tory party, Richard thinks.

An hour after the leadership announcement, Mickey Minton’s team had mysteriously got back in touch after weeks of ignoring Gary’s email pitches. They’d asked if Richard was free the next morning, which seemed precipitate and suggested they’d probably had a guest drop out at the last minute. But Richard had said yes immediately and asked Terri to clear his diary. Mickey, a YouTuber with over two million subscribers, is very much where Richard wants to position himself.

His podcast is called Talking the Mickey and has been top of the charts for three months straight. The logo features Mickey in a ripped white T-shirt and a black fedora, rakishly tipped so that it casts a shadow over one eye. The overall effect is that of a camp detective who has decided to become a 1980s pop star.

‘Why does he wear a fedora?’ Richard asks, as the lift doors ping open.

‘Branding,’ Gary says, as if it were obvious.

Mickey’s flat is at the end of the corridor. When they press the buzzer, a man who introduces himself as Josh opens the door, also wearing a ripped white T-shirt.

‘Hey. Come on in.’

‘Hey,’ Richard says, trying not to feel self-conscious about the fact he’s just said ‘hey’. He enters a spacious drawing room. Huge windows overlook an expanse of the Thames. The walls are hung with framed photographic blow-ups of pieces of silver machinery: an aeroplane wing; a racing-car bonnet; a hub-cap. The room is dominated by a lacquered black circular table which seems to leak towards the perimeter like a pool of blood. On either side of the table are two microphones and two white bouclé chairs. A bank of cameras and sophisticated recording equipment has been set up along the kitchen island. There are at least twelve people fiddling with knobs and setting up lights and sound booms.

‘Goodness,’ Richard says to no one in particular. ‘I hadn’t realised it was such a production!’

‘Yeah, Mickey takes it really seriously,’ says another young man, also wearing a white T-shirt. ‘Hey, I’m Josh.’

‘You’re Josh?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Oh, sorry, I thought he was Josh.’ Richard points to the man who opened the door, who is now pressing buttons on an espresso machine.

‘We’re both Josh.’

‘Got it.’

Next to him, Gary is looking intently at his phone. Richard glances at the screen and sees that Gary is ordering a hair regrowth product on Amazon. Richard nudges him.

‘Anything you want to brief me on?’

‘Nah, mate. You know what you’re doing.’

Josh 1 offers them a coffee. Josh 2 says Mickey will be along in just a moment. There is a skittering sound from around Richard’s feet and when he looks down, he sees a French bulldog frantically running in circles across the parquet. The dog comes to a halt next to one of the bouclé armchairs, then raises a leg and urinates. A yellow stain seeps into the upholstery.

‘Ronaldo!’ They hear Mickey’s voice before they see him. ‘Stop that, you naughty boy.’

Josh 2 rushes to clean up the piss with a wad of kitchen roll. The dog dashes towards its owner who, at this precise moment, is walking down a chrome spiral staircase from a mezzanine floor. Mickey stoops to pick up the dog. The trademark fedora wobbles precariously, then falls to the floor, revealing a bald spot at the centre of Mickey Minton’s scalp.

Mickey drops the dog in favour of the hat, which he places back on his head at just the right tilt.

‘Alright, bro?’ Mickey says, a slight flush to his cheeks.

It takes Richard a moment to realise he is being addressed.

‘Oh, yes, very much so. Thanks so much … um … dude.’

‘Sweet, sweet.’

Mickey speaks with a transatlantic twang despite the fact that Richard knows he grew up in Milton Keynes. He doesn’t shake Richard’s hand but instead accepts an espresso from Josh 1, served in a shot glass, then takes his seat on one side of the black table. A leather-bound notebook sits in front of him. He moves it one millimetre to the left with the tip of his finger. A woman with make-up brushes appears and starts putting powder on Mickey’s face.

‘Right then, party people, let’s get started, yeah?’ he says once she’s finished. The room bubbles with a haywire kind of energy.

‘Richard, you’re going to sit here. Do you prefer Richard or Dick, by the way?’

‘Er, Richard. Definitely.’

‘Cool, cool. No stress.’

The armchair is less comfortable than it looks, and Richard is aware of the smell of dog urine still lingering. He wonders if his face is shiny and if he could ask for the make-up artist but she is nowhere to be seen, so he surreptitiously pats his cheeks with his sleeve. The room lights dim without warning and then, after a series of clicking noises and some activity from the Joshes behind the kitchen island, a spotlight is fired up, casting a strong beam over the table. Richard blinks. His stomach gurgles. He skipped breakfast.

‘It’s beginning to feel like an interrogation, ha ha.’

Mickey looks up from the still unopened notebook.

‘What’s that, mate?’

‘An interrogation. Like the Gestapo.’

‘The Gest … say what now?’

‘The Nazi secret police.’

Mickey looks confused.

‘VE HAVE VAYS OF MAKING YOU TALK,’ Richard says in his comedy German accent. He’s nervous and thinks a bit of communal laughter might loosen him up. He is just about to do a mock salute when, out of the corner of his eye, he sees Gary making a slicing motion across his neck.

Josh 1 comes to tweak Richard’s microphone and fiddle with the pop shield.

‘Right, you good to go?’ Mickey asks.

Richard finds himself nodding as Mickey finally opens his notebook. There is a loose-leaf page of densely typed text inside. Richard, very hot now, tries to mop his face again, but it’s too late because Mickey has already launched into his preamble.

‘Welcome to Talking the Mickey, the podcast where we get to have deep conversations with deep people existing in a shallow society. This podcast ain’t about private jets or dollar bills. It ain’t about what you put on social media or the bling you wear around your neck. It’s about the real stuff, yeah? It’s about what’s in your heart.’

Mickey taps his chest with his hand. His dog-tag necklace rattles. There is a dramatic pause, then:

‘You’re probably not listening,’ Mickey adds, leaning into the mic. ‘But if you are, we’re talking to you.’

Richard has ingested much of Talking the Mickey’s back catalogue and has heard this tagline several times. It has never made any sense.

‘My guest today, party people, is Richard Take. He’s a politician, but don’t turn off just because of that, cos he’s also become a biiiiiiiig TikTok star, innit.’

Mickey grins. Richard is aware he’s being patronised, but it’s a feeling he’s used to and it’s become second nature to ignore it.

‘My first question, Dick, seems a simple one, but it’s actually really fucking profound when you think about it …’

Richard’s leg is jiggling. He places one hand on his lap to stop it.

‘How are you today? How are you …’ Mickey leaves a significant pause. ‘… really?’

‘I’m terrific, thanks Mickey.’

Mickey squints, clearly unhappy with this. He leaves an even longer pause before he says, ‘I don’t think that’s true, is it, Dick? You’re being disingenuine.’

Not a word, Richard thinks.

‘If you’re honest with yourself, that is,’ Mickey says. ‘And this podcast is all about honesty and vulnerability and showing up as your truest, authenticest, deepest self. So let’s try again, bro. How are you really, given that over the last three months, you lost your job after watching porn on your office computer – I mean, sure, we all love a bit of OnlyFans, mate, but time and place, yeah?’

In the background, the Joshes snigger.

‘Then your marriage ended, didn’t it? And you – Dick Take – became a national joke. That must have felt so … well, so fucking mad. How did you cope?’

Hearing it all so baldly stated under the unforgiving heat of the spotlight is a strangely emotional experience. Richard is horrified to find his eyes moistening.

On the kitchen island, a camera swivels and hums. Richard can imagine it zooming in to focus on his shiny, wobbling face in unforgiving HD. He’s watched the podcast trailers Mickey’s team puts together: short, sharp clips of guests in various states of emotional breakdown saying a series of unrelated things, spliced with library images of prison cells and sad-eyed kids in abandoned playgrounds.

Gary told him it didn’t matter if he cried; that it would, in fact, ‘show your human side’ – as if he possessed another, more noticeable, un-human side. But Richard knew it would look pathetic if he cried about his career. He needed to save the tears for talking about his childhood battles with hay fever which, when you thought about it, was more or less the same as asthma and served to explain his passion for clean energy. The tears recede.

‘Yes, well, ha – when you put it like that, Mickey, it does sound like a lot, doesn’t it?’ Richard says.

‘Yeah, mate, it does.’

‘But I’ve been very lucky with the support of friends and family and, of course, the most important people – the voters. You know, Mickey, most people in this country are very understanding and compassionate individuals. If you own up to your mistakes, if you hold your hands up and say, “Look guys, I got this wrong,” then most people, I’ve found, get it. They get it. Look, I mean, I’m human, Mickey. I’m not perfect.’

‘Me neither, bro!’

‘I made an error of judgement and I paid the price. But who among us hasn’t done something they regret in the heat of the moment? And what I’ve really tried to do over the last few months is to try and rebuild the trust of the British public. I’ve gone out there and—’

‘So is that why you went on a reality TV show?’

Richard nods, fully in his stride now.

‘Yeah, exactly. Look …’ He fans out his hands to push the point home. ‘Politics and politicians are increasingly disconnected from real life. I wanted to get out of the metropolitan Westminster media bubble and get my message across directly to the people who count, you know? People like you, Mickey. People like your listeners. The ones who might not engage with politicians because they feel we don’t listen, we don’t care, or whatever.’ His hands now make puppet shapes, as if to denote the boring blah-blah-blah of the Houses of Parliament. Richard is pleased with the effectiveness. Well done, hands! he thinks. ‘TV is a great way of doing that. As is your podcast, Mickey. It’s why I so admire what you do.’

Richard laughs softly in a way he hopes is suitably ingratiating. In truth, he hated every second of filming Shit Happens! The producers had set up a series of games in which participants could win tokens to exchange for food. Night after night, Richard had been voted by the public to do the challenges. He had to clean the wastewater filters and patch up the walls of an ancient septic tank, all while scrabbling on the stinking ground for plastic stars that would mean he and his cast-mates could eat one extra tin of baked beans that evening. His fellow contestants had watched him struggle, holding their noses against the faecal stench and whooping with laughter.

After filming ended, it had taken days to rid himself of the smell of sewage. It still lingered sometimes in his nostrils, assailing him when he least expected it. He’d be waiting for the microwave to ping with his beef stroganoff and – wham! – he’d gag on a sudden sensory memory of a swollen turd stuck in a section of uninspected piping underneath a pensioner’s bathroom in Shadwell.

Still, it had been worth it in the end. He’d emerged as the runner-up of Shit Happens! and after three long weeks on their TV screens, he’d become so familiar to the viewing public that their attitude shifted. He now had over 700,000 followers on TikTok, several offers for other TV shows and people on the street no longer shouted abuse at him. Instead, they asked for selfies.

‘And now you’ve given your backing for Ben Fitzmaurice’s leadership bid,’ Mickey is saying, reading directly from the document in his notebook that has clearly been prepared for him by one of the Joshes. ‘Why are you doing that?’

Richard gives the usual spiel: he’s backing Ben Fitzmaurice because of his vision for the country and because he believes Ben is the only man who can deliver for Britain and so on. He watches as Mickey glazes over and wonders what it would be like if he told the truth, which is that he was so unbelievably grateful to Ben for reinvigorating his political career that it was like asking someone suffering a cardiac attack why they were backing the use of defibrillator pads. He had been stunned when Ben requested to speak to him privately at the funeral, taking him into his study after the service and pouring him a whisky, before laying out his plans.

‘I think we’d have good synergy,’ Ben had said, leaning on the mantelpiece which, Richard couldn’t help but notice, had the Fitzmaurice coat of arms carved into the stone. ‘I can provide the continuity, the bridge to Edward’s team but also the vision for the future. And I have a certain appeal with the old buffers, as you know.’

It was true. Although he’d voted to remain part of the European Union, Ben had somehow managed to stay onside with the core blue-rinse brigade: the battle-axes who organised village fairs and the retired colonels who disliked foreigners. He also had a substantial following among middle-aged finance types who resented having to pay too much tax but who liked to be liberal-minded when it served them. These lot were pro-gay marriage but anti-woke. They accepted global warming as scientific fact but still wanted to take long-haul flights without being made to feel bad about it. They were obsessed with bin-collection schedules, stamp duty and inheritance tax. They loved Ben, but he lacked traction with the younger generation – and he knew it.

‘So that’s where you come in, Richard. I confess, I was suspicious of your going on that TV show, but I can see now that it was a stroke of genius.’

A puff of pride settled snugly under Richard’s solar plexus.

‘My kids loved it. You’ve got a following now. And I think the pair of us together, with you as my number two, could be dynamite. What do you say?’

Yes, was what he’d said, with an immediacy that, on reflection, was somewhat unbecoming. He couldn’t help it. Richard was ecstatic. Weeks before, he had feared his political life was over. Hannah had left him. His ego had been crushed like an empty Coke can in the fist of the nation. But now, this! Rising from the ashes of that humiliation! The chance to scale political heights! To write his name in the history books! It was all he’d ever wanted. (That, and children of his own, but the children didn’t seem as important now.)

Everything had moved with great speed. The campaign funds, he was told, would largely be provided by Ben’s old school friend turned finance guy, Andrew Jarvis.

‘He’s my mate from way back,’ Ben said when they met a week later in his Soho private members’ club. ‘We can trust him.’

‘Yes, I met him at Felicity’s funeral, I believe. He was quite difficult to read, if I’m honest. Rather a fey character. Glasses, fair hair.’

Ben looked confused.

‘Oh, ha! No, that was Martin. Martin Gilmour. That’s … we were close but … it’s a long story.’

Ben twisted the cap off a bottle of sparkling water, unleashing a slow fizzing sound.

‘You don’t need to worry about Martin. He’s onside.’

It was a strange thing to say, given that Richard hadn’t been worried about Martin being offside. He pushed the thought away.

When Richard met Jarvis, he encountered a man who reminded him of all the school bullies who’d ever crossed his path. Jarvis regarded Richard with minimal interest and directed all his comments to Ben. Richard wasn’t surprised to learn that, at school, Ben had been head boy and Jarvis his deputy. They had a brief discussion about how the campaign would be strategised and then, just as Ben was bringing the meeting to a close, Richard asked – as mildly as he could – what role there would be for him in any future Fitzmaurice cabinet. Ben and Jarvis exchanged glances.

‘Bit premature, don’t you think?’ Jarvis said.

Richard smiled inoffensively.

‘No, I don’t think so.’ He made a point of holding Jarvis’s gaze. He knew that this was the moment when he held the most bargaining power. Richard prided himself on being a decent bloke, but that didn’t mean he was a fool.

‘What would you like?’ Ben asked, one eyebrow cocked.

‘Chancellor.’

Jarvis actually laughed. Rude, Richard thought. Ben leaned back in his chair.

‘Not Home Sec?’ Ben asked.

Richard imagined protracted disputes with the Metropolitan Police and the slow handclap of a Women’s Institute. He thinks of flights to Rwanda containing asylum-seekers and eggs thrown by street protestors. You truly didn’t know how much an egg could hurt until you’d had one hurled at your forehead.

‘No.’

‘Foreign?’

There was a certain gravitas to this idea. He lost himself in a brief but distinct reverie of photo opportunities with military personnel, and handshakes with dignitaries at important international conferences. Plus, of course, the chance to bring peace to a conflict-scarred part of the world, riven by war for many decades until Richard Take came on the scene to mastermind a seemingly impossible truce …

‘You’ve promised foreign to Gilly,’ Jarvis’s voice cut through.

‘Ah yes, of course. OK then, chancellor it is.’

And that was that.

The three of them had decided to announce Ben’s leadership bid at the V&A charity gala. It had gone down very well with the assembled crowd, who’d greeted the idea of Ben Fitzmaurice as their future prime minister with warm applause. There had been no mention of Richard as chancellor, of course. That wasn’t the done thing. But Richard knew and he held on to this knowledge like a child protecting a delicious secret.

Back in the Battersea flat, Mickey Minton’s eyelids are stuttering. Richard brings his political spiel to a close as swiftly as he is able without seeming like a lightweight. He feels a pressure against his ankle and then the snuffle of a small dog and a warm, seeping moisture leaking into his sock. The unmistakable tang of canine urine drifts upwards.

Richard tries to ignore it.

‘I wanna talk to you about your childhood …’ Mickey says.

‘My parents are wonderful people …’

‘But first a word from our sponsors.’

Mickey turns over a page in his notebook and reads tonelessly from a script.

‘I work out five days a week because physical health is part of my mental health.’

Unconsciously, Richard rests a hand on his stomach, stretching the black merino into a gentle undulation. He really should get back to the gym.

‘But I need to get my body prepped for the gym,’ Mickey recites. ‘So that’s why I drink PRO-TEN, an easy-to-make shake containing all your protein and ten thousand key nutrients, minerals, vitamins and probiotics to ensure your muscles get the fuel they need and your gut gets the healthy diet it deserves. Listeners of Talking the Mickey get twenty per cent off their first order of PRO-TEN by using the code TTM at checkout …’

By the time they walk out of Battersea Power Station, Richard is drained and his sock is still wet. The recording took four hours, which Josh 1 assured them would be cut down to ninety minutes.

‘Which part do you think they’ll cut?’ Richard asks Gary.

‘Probably the political bit.’

‘Oh.’

Gary gives a phlegmy cough.

‘That sounds nasty,’ Richard says.

Gary waves his concern away, then continues to cough for a few more seconds before bending over to spit a viscous beige-green substance onto the pavement.

‘Nah, it’s normal,’ he says, straightening back up. ‘You back to the office then?’

Richard nods. He’s got a Zoom call with an organic soil lobbying group and then drinks in the Strangers’ Bar with the chair of the 1922 Committee. They walk to the tube together, stopped only once by a young mother pushing a pram for a selfie. At the top of the escalator, Gary turns to Richard.

‘Did you ever think of running for the leadership yourself?’

‘No,’ he replies, startled.

He says it instinctively, without having to think. It has never once crossed Richard’s mind.

Until now.




IX.

Cosima

IT’S CLOSE, BUT SHE MAKES it back in time for the funeral. As soon as she arrives, she goes upstairs to change, rifling through the chest of drawers in her room at Denby until she fishes out a black skirt that she last wore as a twelve-year-old. It has an elasticated waist and still just about fits. Her phone beeps. It’s from Meadow.

‘He’s alive. Conscious, stable. Some broken bones but he’ll be fine. Mx’

Cosima shudders with relief, then starts to cry and sits on the edge of the bed, the mattress springing and creaking as the tears stream down. She hadn’t felt the chokehold of her panic until Meadow’s text had released its grip. Thank fuck for that, she thinks. She will get to see him again. The realisation comes to her with surprising force: she is in love with River and there’s nothing to be done about it.

A knock on the door. Without waiting for a response, her father walks in.

‘Cozzie – oh my darling. Oh goodness. Don’t be upset.’

He rushes to her, putting an arm around her shoulders. She flips her phone over so he can’t see the screen and allows herself to be comforted.

‘It’s very sad, I know, but there was nothing any of us could have done. Fliss was on her own journey. Not made for this world.’

Cosima allows him to think this is the cause of her tears. It’s rare to have her father’s attention. She misses it.

‘It’s been hard on all of us.’

Anyway, she is sad about Aunt Fliss, the only member of her family who seemed to understand her. When Cosima and her siblings were growing up, none of them knew Fliss very well because she travelled a lot, but whenever they did see each other, Fliss would remember things. She’d remember Cosima’s friends’ names or the plot of a film they had talked about. And now, she’d got drunk or high or possibly both and washed up dead on a beach in Bali, which was a pretty miserable way to go. The media reports had called her ‘troubled’ and ‘a noted socialite’. The Mail had interviewed several of her ex-boyfriends and splashed details of her supposedly voracious sexual appetite and predilection for cocaine across the inside pages. The reporter speculated that ‘although an undoubted tragedy, one can’t help but think it wasn’t surprising that the life of the tortured Rt Hon Felicity Fitzmaurice should have ended in this way.’

Cosima’s father had been enraged by the piece, but he hadn’t complained or got his lawyers involved, which surprised her. She began to wonder if all the press coverage was helpful to him in some way; if, in fact, he’d had a hand in how it was all written up. It’s not as if he couldn’t pull on certain strings if he needed to. The last time Cosima had been back home from school for exeat, she’d gone to get a packet of biscuits from the kitchen and found her father sharing a pot of coffee on the window seat with Charlotte Arundel, the terrifyingly powerful female editor of Britain’s biggest-circulation national tabloid.

‘Hi, Cozzie,’ he had said when she walked in. ‘This is my friend Lottie.’

Her dad’s lawyers could surely have kept the story out of the papers altogether. Maybe, she thinks as she sits next to him on the side of the bed, he had wanted the story to run in the way it did for his own reasons. When it came to her father, she knew to put nothing past him.

She rests her head on his shoulder as he pats her back and then he makes a movement behind her head that she knows, without seeing it, is him checking his watch.

She draws away.

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘Don’t want to delay you.’

Ben doesn’t pick up on the sarcasm. He stands without protest. Always so quick to leave, she thinks.

‘No, you’re quite right. We need to stick to your mother’s military timetable.’

He winks at her.

‘What’s that?’ he says, pointing to her phone, lying on the duvet where she left it.

Too late, Cosima remembers she has put an Oblivion Oil sticker on the back. The orange devil horns are clearly visible.

‘Those people are a fucking thorn in my side,’ he says. ‘Why would you have their logo on your phone?’

‘You know I believe in doing everything we can to end human-made climate change,’ she says stiffly.

Her father sighs.

‘These things are extremely complex and nuanced.’

‘Not really. Global average surface temperature has risen by one degree Celsius since 1850.’

‘Please, Cozzie, spare me the lecture. Obviously I know all of this. I’m the Energy Secretary.’

And there’s the problem, she thinks. The generation that did most to contribute to this mess is now in charge of tackling the apocalyptic consequences. Except to actually tackle it would mean admitting their own selfish ignorance in the first place. No wonder they want to look the other way. Pellets of anger lodge in her chest.

‘So why aren’t you doing anything about it?’ she says, her voice quickening. ‘The ten hottest years on historical record …’

‘… have all occurred in the past decade, yes, thank you, Cosima. I’ve read the same briefing papers as you have. But that’s not a reason to support a bunch of … a bunch of trouble-makers who throw red paint in art galleries and glue themselves to the road in rush hour.’

‘Orange,’ she corrects him. ‘Orange paint. And would you have said that to the suffragettes?’

He pinches the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.

‘It’s not the same thing at all and I don’t have time for this.’

‘Yeah, well, neither does the planet.’

He makes a visible effort to contain himself.

‘This is not the time or the place, Cosima.’

‘You brought it up, Dad. And you’re actually in a position of power to make the changes necessary.’

‘You’ve no idea,’ he says, staring at her like she’s a stranger.

Her mother called her stubborn as a child.

‘Cosima is the stubborn one,’ Serena would say in a tone of long-suffering forbearance. ‘You can’t get her to do anything if she’s set her mind against it.’

It is only now that Cosima understands the stubbornness was a final resort. If you’re never listened to, you have to protest with the only means left available to you. If your voice isn’t enough, you become immovable. Intransigence can be your greatest weapon.

‘Well what’s the point, then?’ Cosima says, her voice rising. ‘What’s the point of being in politics and barely seeing your family and abandoning your own dead sister if not to make some kind of meaningful change?’

He looks stricken. She refuses to feel bad.

‘Is it all just a fucking massive ego trip, Dad? Is it?’

She wants a reaction but he denies her even this and walks out of the room. She grabs the first thing that comes to hand and hurls it against the closed door. The pillow lands with an unimpressive flump.

She is angry when she goes back downstairs, angry when she sits with her siblings in the chapel, angry as she watches her father give a half-arsed eulogy, angry as she watches Fliss be buried in the family ground, angry as they throw clods of soil on the burnished oak of the coffin, angry that no one is saying anything that matters and angry – so angry – that the entire Fitzmaurice family is acting out a lie and even angrier that she doesn’t understand what the lie is; only that it exists in a collusion of silence and no one is strong enough to shatter it.

The next day, she makes an excuse about having to go back to school early for a lacrosse match.

‘Since when do you play lacrosse?’ Hector asks from across the breakfast table. His acne is a pink constellation across his jaw. She feels sorry for him. He’d be good-looking without the spots.

‘Started this term,’ she lies.

Hector sneers. ‘So butters.’

‘Did you want the butter, Hector?’ their grandmother asks from the head of the table.

‘No, no, Granny,’ he says, adopting his Polite Voice for Adults. Cosima snorts. ‘Thank you, Granny. I was just …’ He trails off.

‘Lacrosse?’ her father says, glancing up from his copy of the Economist. ‘That’s great, darling. There’s a lot to be said for team sports.’

He is halfway through the plate of kedgeree Cosima’s grandmother still insists on serving every morning. Breakfast is treated with turn-of-the century formality: silver-domed bowls of scrambled egg along the sideboard accompanied by trays of sausages, tomatoes and undercooked bacon, fat congealing at the edges.

Serena has already been and gone. She picked at half a tomato and drank three cups of black coffee before announcing she was going for a walk. Cressida and Bear are still in bed.

Lady Fitzmaurice has eaten her regular bowl of porridge and prunes and has placed her spoon delicately on the side plate. Her cheeks hang like hollowed-out sails from the bones of her face.

‘Are you going?’ she asks Cosima loudly.

‘Yes, Grandma,’ Cosima replies, enunciating with equal volume.

‘Oh,’ her grandmother says, haughtily. ‘I see. Well. We shan’t keep you, in that case.’

Her father rolls his eyes.

‘Want me to drive you?’ he asks, turning the page of his periodical.

‘No, that’s fine, thanks. I’ll get a taxi.’

He doesn’t push it, which disappoints her. He seems preoccupied, drumming the table absentmindedly with his fingers, making the orange juice glasses wobble.

‘Why were you talking to Martin yesterday in the study?’ she asks.

‘What was that?’

She’d noticed him at the funeral – the man she couldn’t quite place. He had seemed vaguely familiar but it was only when she overheard her mother referring to him as ‘Little Shadow’ that Cosima had remembered. When she was young, LS had been a near-constant presence at family weekends and her parents’ Notting Hill dinner parties, always on the periphery. Then, without a murmur, he had disappeared. None of the children had really noticed. He’d vanished from their life as he had existed in it – without impact. It was curious to have seen him at the funeral. She suspected there was more to it than a casual invitation. Her parents always held their enemies close and their ulterior motives closer.

‘Martin. Little Shadow,’ she says.

Her father smiles and for a moment, his face loses all its stress and he looks young.

‘You remember him? Goodness! We were just catching up. Nothing important.’

‘Are you friends again, then?’

He turns away from the Economist and looks straight at her.

‘We were never not friends.’

‘What was that?’ her grandmother asks.

‘MARTIN GILMOUR, GRANNY,’ Cosima says.

Lady Fitzmaurice shudders. It is more noticeable than her usual tremors, which the doctors have told them are symptomatic of her Parkinson’s.

‘That trumped-up little oik?’ her grandmother says, voice rising. ‘What was he doing here, Ben? Trying to weasel his way back into our good graces? Pah! He’s barking up the wrong tree and I hope you told him so in no uncertain terms.’

When she’s finished, there is an uneasy silence. Even Hector stops chewing his cereal, milky spoon suspended between bowl and mouth.

‘Mother,’ Ben says, with studied calm. ‘Martin has proved his loyalty to us. He’s been a better friend than many and it’s good to have him back in the fold. Especially given my political future.’

That’s when Cosima knows he’s going to be prime minister. It’s not even a question of wanting. Wanting is only for the people who have to try.

Her phone beeps. It’s a text from Meadow with the address of the hospital. She thinks of River, his slumped body on the ground, the shouting of the truck drivers and the strange silence of everything else.

She’s going to visit him as soon as she can get out of here.

‘Cozzie,’ her father says. ‘No phones at the table.’

She puts the phone on her lap. The Oblivion Oil sticker gleams like a beacon.

As soon as she’s in the back of Abdifatah Mohamed’s 4.89 star-rated Prius – door slammed shut, speeding away from Denby Hall, her father’s waving figure receding into the distance – her head feels clearer again. It’s difficult to remember who she is when she goes back to her family. The wholeness she experiences in the outside world is fractured into a million pieces as soon as she walks across the Fitzmaurice threshold. She knows something is expected of her but is never able to work out what it might be. All she’s certain of is that she fails to live up to it. Again and again and again. She wonders if Felicity felt the same.

The hospital is a grey, flat building set on the edge of a provincial town filled with cheap pub chains and out-of-service ATMs. Seagulls swirl overhead, squawking disconsolately as if complaining to the manager of the sky for the terrible service. Automatic doors swish open and Cosima asks for directions to the Montagu ward. She waits several minutes for the lift, gripping the straps of her backpack more tightly. She’s still in the jumper she was wearing for the action. The right cuff is worn and has a moth hole in the seam. She pokes her thumb through it, noticing once again how nervous she feels, her thoughts fluttery and wayward.

River is in the last bed of the ward, closest to the window. His face is turned away from her as she approaches. He is looking out at what passes for a view – a car park lit by weak sunshine, straggling hedges and concrete-ringed flowerbeds.

‘Hi,’ she says.

He shifts and meets her gaze, surprised to see her. Both his eyes are blackened and the bridge of his nose is swollen. A strip of white gauze across his forehead has turned a yellowy, chemical colour and is dotted with dried blood. One leg is in a cast, one arm in a sling. He is wearing a pale blue hospital gown with a checked pattern that reminds her of tablecloths and old ladies.

‘Pineapple,’ he says, his voice slurring. He tries to smile but she can see the pain as he does so. One side of his mouth is swollen. ‘Sorry, I lost a couple of teeth and it hurts to absolute fuck.’

He looks simultaneously older and younger than she remembers him. On protests, he was always so assured that they all turned to him for direction. But here, in this hospital bed, he looks vulnerable. She has never known his actual age, although Meadow told her once that he was in his mid-twenties. He seemed older because of the way he spoke, which was educated, smart and impassioned. Yet here, in front of her, he reminds her of Hector – the same feeble bravado masking the unacknowledged fear of not being enough.

‘Please …’ he says, gesturing to the plastic hospital chair next to the bed. The word comes out as ‘Plsshh’.

She sits, squeezing her backpack between the chair and River’s bedside locker. On the top of the locker is an unripe banana, a notepad, an open packet of Rizlas, a tin of tobacco and a battered copy of The Communist Manifesto.

‘Catching up on your Marx?’

‘Ha! That was in my jacket pocket when I fell. Ditto the fags. The banana’ – he winces as he changes his position in the bed – ‘is hospital issue.’

‘I’m glad you’re OK,’ Cosima says, then feels stupid for saying it.

‘OK is a relative concept. But thank you. I’m glad too.’

‘Are you in a lot of pain?’

‘Yeah. But I’m also on a lot of drugs, so … y’know … swings and roundabouts.’

He tries another smile.

‘It’s nice’ – nissshe – ‘to see you.’

Her cheeks become warm. She isn’t sure why she’s come. She’s only met River a handful of times and, on every occasion, he’s been irritated by her.

‘I … I … don’t know why I’m here.’

‘Don’t know why either. I’ve been a total cunt to you.’

The elderly lady in the adjacent bed looks at River with contempt and hisses, ‘Language!’ at him. Her teeth are in a glass on her locker. A nurse comes and draws the curtain between the two beds.

‘Alone at last,’ River says drily.

‘Total cunt is a relative concept,’ she says.

His eyes crinkle at the edges.

Without knowing why, she reaches across the stiff hospital sheets and takes his hand. He squeezes her fingers. Warmth fizzes through her like a lit fuse. Nothing else needs to be said. She knows. He knows. They know. A calm descends. Cosima has never felt so understood by another person than she has right now, in this moment.

‘So what’s the damage?’ she asks, still holding his hand.

‘Broken leg, broken collarbone, fifteen broken ribs, collapsed left lung and, let’s just say, quite a lot of other stuff. But the doctor said I was very lucky. Apparently I shielded my head when I fell.’

They sit quietly for a while. River slips into a fitful sleep. She thinks this is what he must have looked like as a baby and she imagines meeting his mother one day and how that might feel. Cosima has never had a boyfriend. She’s had sex, obviously, at parties and once in a field behind a pub, but beyond that, she hasn’t been interested in a relationship. Anyone her own age seems trivial and immature. She knows the age difference between her and River would horrify her parents if they ever found out about it, but it holds no anxiety for her. They have so much in common: their outlook on the world, their values, the experiences they’ve been through together, the danger they’ve faced and the passion they’ve felt, united by a cause bigger than them. There is no one else she trusts as much as him.

When he wakes, she is looking at him and the first thing he sees as he opens his eyes is her.

‘Hello,’ she says.

He smiles.

‘Don’t smile. It hurts you too much.’

‘It’s hard not to when you’re here.’

The visiting hours are almost over and she needs to leave soon to get back to school in time for the Sunday night registration.

‘I have to go, but I’ll come back.’

‘Cosima.’

She stares at him. She has never told him her real name.

‘I know who you are,’ River says, trying to sit up in bed. She tries to help, moving the pillows to prop him up. ‘I know who your father is.’

She stops fussing with the pillows. What? She has been so careful to cover her traces, to ensure that no one in their group discovers her Dad’s identity. In their eyes, he’s enemy number one: the Energy Secretary who is doing nothing to halt the advance of planetary extinction. For River, Meadow, Broccoli and the others, Ben Fitzmaurice and his entire family are the embodiment of elitist privilege. They’re the wealthy pillagers who don’t give a fuck about anyone else. She has understood, from the beginning, that to reveal herself would not only be foolish but dangerous. And yet, here River is, telling her he has known all along.

‘I’m Pineapple,’ she says, her voice shaky.

‘Yes. And you’re also Cosima Fitzmaurice. The eldest child of our energy secretary, the Right Honourable Ben Fitzmaurice, now the favourite to be our next prime minister.’

She goes to pick up her backpack but he grabs her by the wrist with his one working hand.

‘Don’t worry. I’m not going to tell anyone, but—’

‘But what? You’re going to blackmail me? You’re going to make me pay? I knew you hated me. You’re just a fucking narcissistic manipulator who—’

The old lady in the next bed tuts in disapproval.

‘I don’t hate you,’ River says. ‘I like you a lot. Really like you. I see myself in you because …’ His eyes dart around the ward, almost as if he’s trying not to be overheard. His voice drops. ‘I’m not who you think I am.’

She sits back in the chair.

‘You’re going to find out some stuff about me.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘There are going to be stories in the press, and I want you to know two things. Firstly, what I felt for you all was – and is – real. I loved you all, in my way. I believed in what we were doing. But …’

He lets go of her wrist and leans back into the pillows, looking suddenly exhausted.

‘… not the way we were doing it.’

‘Are you telling me …?’

‘Shh. I need you to know something else. It’s about your aunt.’

‘My aunt?’ she repeats, stupidly. ‘Fliss?’

River nods rapidly. There is an urgency to his movements now.

‘The way she died,’ he says. ‘There’s more to it than they’re saying.’

‘I don’t understand, how could—?’

‘I’ve seen the files.’

‘What files?’

‘Police files. It’ll make more sense when you find out.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘I know. You will. I have bosses. People I report to. They’re not particularly happy with me. They knew all about your family connections. The rest of it just took a bit of digging on my part.’

He starts coughing, as if the effort of speaking has winded him. A nurse appears at the foot of the bed with a jug of water and fills the plastic beaker on the wheeled tray next to him.

‘Visiting hours are over now, love,’ the nurse says to Cosima. ‘You can come back tomorrow.’

Cosima shakes her head and is about to say that no, no she can’t leave yet, not now, but the words don’t form and instead she finds herself standing and slipping her arms back through her backpack straps. She watches as River drinks his water. Their eyes meet.

‘You can’t come back,’ he says.

‘I know.’

‘Thank you,’ he says.

‘What for?’

He smiles. This time, his face doesn’t contract in pain.

‘For being you.’

She will never see him again.

The following week, he is front-page news: unmasked as an undercover police officer who almost died in the line of duty at an Oblivion Oil protest and who is now in a witness protection programme. The papers are calling it ‘a national scandal’ because of the level of River’s deception. He’s being labelled ‘a lone wolf’ and ‘a rogue agent’. Questions are being raised in Parliament about whether he showed too much sympathy towards the activists and whether this compromised his primary duty to the police.

It turns out his real name is Ben, which would have made Cosima laugh had she not been crying when she read the article.

A few days later, when she is in her dorm at school, sitting on the bed with her laptop, she receives an email from an encrypted address. Subject heading: ‘As discussed’. A PDF document is attached. No message. She knows it’s from River.




X.

Fliss

IT’S NOT TRUE, THE STORY her family is telling about her.

But then her family has never known the truth about who she is. Or was.

It started with her name. From the Latin, felicitatem, meaning happiness and – here’s the kicker – fertility. And yet she was the unhappiest of her parents’ children, even if you count Magnus who died, aged four, at the beginning of the hot, cloudless summer of 1988. Was Magnus unhappy? Was he even old enough to understand the concept? Before he got meningitis, he’d been a chuckling little thing: golden hair and skin, a buttery smell at the back of his neck. She had loved being his older sister. There were thirteen years between them and she liked to prop him against her hip and teach him things.

‘Now what do you say?’ she’d prompt when a nanny gave him an ice-lolly, mimicking her mother without even realising she was doing it. ‘Good boy,’ Fliss said when he gave a toothy ‘thank you’, and then she’d cuddle him and kiss him on his perfect, perfect cheek. Being with Magnus made Fliss feel capable and loved.

Her own mother dispensed her love from a distance. Fliss knew it was there but it never felt close enough. Her father was more affectionate but he valued strongly held convictions and, generally speaking, Fliss either didn’t know or was too scared to know what her own convictions were. Her father approached her as you would an affectionate but dim pet, almost surprised to see his daughter sitting there around the dining table. ‘Dear Fliss,’ he’d say distractedly and then he’d ask for someone to pass the wine and turn his attention back to Ben. Occasionally, her father would pat Fliss on the back or kiss the top of her head. She knew, from the age of four or five, that these moments of interaction must be treasured appropriately. She stored them up, magpie-like, each word or gesture a scrap of shiny tinfoil in her tiny nest. She was desperate, always, for more of his attention, but the desperation put him off. So then Fliss tried the opposite. She tried to become rebellious, angry, inviolable. As a teenager, she had a Goth phase where she dyed her hair black and wore fishnets and ripped denim cut-offs and purple eyeliner. At no point did she grasp that what she thought of as originality was the worst kind of cliché. Her mother, who thought cliché was lower class, despaired of her.

But Fliss loved her brothers and for a long time, she thought this was enough. Although she pretended to find Ben annoying, it was simply a pose of adolescent disdain. She prided herself on the fact that only she could see the real him, the lost soul who existed underneath the surface of his outward dazzle. Ben was insecure: this was the secret no one else knew. He was constantly wanting the good opinion of others, to shore up his own lack of belief. It used to be sweet but, over time, his apprehension hardened and cracked into something more damaging.

When Magnus died, it broke them all in different ways. Fliss’s mother, always remote, became an unreachable satellite, occasionally transmitting signals to their family planet from an implacable distance. Their father never spoke of Magnus’s death and filled the hole left by this awful, yawning sadness with fake bonhomie and bluster. If you didn’t know his history, you would have thought him a cheerful man. Ben, shattered by grief, became determined to control his world and the people in it. It just so happened that he was rewarded for this. Over the years, Fliss watched as her surviving brother became a powerful man. Then the power itself was the thing he needed to protect. It was the thing he loved the most.

And Felicity? Well, she spiralled into cliché again. That was the other thing about her – she never learned from her mistakes. She just kept repeating them. Drugs, alcohol, sex. She slept with unavailable men and sometimes women. She came on to Martin, for fuck’s sake, even though he was obviously in love with Ben. Poor Martin. He never did realise they were all laughing at him, with his mooning face and his twitches and tics and his hopeless attempts to fit in. But Fliss liked him. His was the only star, in the grand Fitzmaurice constellation, that shone less brightly than hers.

She had tried, over the years. She really had. She had tried so hard to be different; to escape from herself; to be happy, fertile Felicity. Long periods of sobriety. Stints in expensive rehab, paid for by Ben and Serena, who resented it. She had tried different jobs and different homes and different clothes and different personalities and different countries. Even different names. She rejected Felicity and became Brie or Casey or Jessica or Skylar. But, again and again, the effort proved too exhausting and she would be washed up on the shore, breathless with the impossibility of being anyone other than her stunted self, and then she would look for the thing that would make it better. The next hit, the next high, the next fuck, the next drink. Because ‘The Next’ existed in a slippery, tiptoeing future, full of silvery promise. She kept telling herself that The Next might just be the thing that saved her.




XI.

Martin

MY LAST VISIT TO TIPWORTH PRIORY, the Fitzmaurice country pile, was on the night of Ben’s fortieth birthday party, when it was bedecked and bedazzled with sagging white chandeliers and oversized white vases filled with sickly sweet-scented white flowers.

Today, I’ve been invited for a ‘kitchen supper’ and to stay the night.

‘Nothing special,’ Ben said when he called. To which I silently added, like you, Martin. In any case, it’s too enticing an offer to refuse. I want to see what they’ve done with the place.

It turns out my bedroom is pleasant and overlooks the kitchen garden. There is a particularly fine Arne Jacobsen chair set by the window, although an Hermès blanket has been folded over the arm which feels de trop. Someone – Serena, possibly – has left copies of my books on the bedside table. A nice touch. But everything is a bit too pleased with itself. True elegance shouldn’t have to try this hard.

I take my suit out of the wardrobe and hang it from the four-poster bed. It’s an Anderson & Sheppard, purchased at considerable expense from Savile Row. Serena told me when I arrived that I didn’t need to dress for dinner (‘Just come as you are, darling’) but I know from past experience that the Fitzmaurices don’t do casual and I’m not about to be caught out again. I decide against a tie – too mannered – but instead choose a pocket square in cornflower blue, which works well against the light grey of the jacket. I look at myself in the full-length mirror. I’m satisfied. I think back to the Burtonbury schoolboy I once was, with the wrong shoes and the second-hand uniform, so desperate to fit in and be one of them. Now, I look to the manner born. I close the door behind me and make my way downstairs to the dining room. The table isn’t set. No lights apart from a garish Tracey Emin neon sign hanging on the far wall, the words ‘More Love’ illuminated in bright pink. That would have cost them around £90,000.

‘Martin, darling!’ Serena’s voice is at my shoulder. ‘There you are.’

She’s in a sleeveless caramel tracksuit, the legs of which taper flatteringly around her ankles. Her upper arms are crêpey, the skin loose. A Cartier bracelet dangles from her left wrist with excruciating nonchalance.

‘Goodness, you are smart,’ Serena says, looking me up and down. ‘What a dashing suit. You look like James Bond! Come …’ She links her arm through mine and walks me to the kitchen.

Ben is wearing chinos, old deck shoes and a faded pink polo shirt as he uncorks a bottle of wine with an elegant flourish. Pop! His face bears the puce tan that only certain Englishmen can afford from days in the garden and summers on yachts.

A plump woman who must be in her sixties is busy at the La Cornue stove, stirring a pot of something that smells of tomatoes and bay leaves. The housekeeper, I presume. She looks like my mother.

The Fitzmaurice children register as a homogenous mass of giant trainers and ripped denim, lounging on various sofas and chairs. The eldest girl, whose name I can’t remember, goes to the fridge and gets herself a Coke Zero.

‘Gimme one,’ the older boy says rudely and she throws him a can which he scrambles to catch. When he opens it, sticky black liquid fizzes over onto the tiled floor. This, I think, must be my godson. What an absolute chump.

‘Hector!’ Serena says. ‘For goodness’ sake, sweetheart, be careful. Cozzie, would it really be too much to ask for you to get a glass rather than swigging from the can like a savage?’

Serena rolls her eyes at me, as if we are sharing a joke.

‘That’s actually racist, Mum,’ Cosima says.

Hector sniggers. He has an unsqueezed whitehead on the tip of his nose and absolutely none of Ben’s visual appeal at the same age.

‘Cozzie’s at an age where she thinks everything’s racist,’ Serena tells me.

‘That’s because most stuff is,’ Cosima says. ‘Where do you think the money came from for houses like these? Slavery.’

‘It was a monastery,’ Serena snaps.

‘How many Black friends do you actually have?’

‘Enough, Cozzie,’ Ben interrupts, at just the same moment as Serena mutters, ‘Iso Malik-Edwards is Black.’

‘Some wine, Martin?’ Ben hands me a glass. ‘This is a lovely little Tignanello. We got it last year when we stayed near Siena. Tell me what you think.’

I take a sip. It tastes like any other red wine.

‘Delicious,’ I say. ‘A real intensity of flavour.’

I make a show of swirling my glass and examining the consistency of its contents before taking another swig.

‘I’m getting rich plums and leather.’

He slaps me on the back.

‘Fucking good, isn’t it?’

‘Swearing, Daddy!’ the younger girl exclaims.

‘Sorry, Cressy. All of you, say hello to my old mate, Martin.’

I still haven’t got used to Ben using my actual name rather than constantly referring to me as Little Shadow, or LS.

‘Hello, Martin,’ they intone dutifully, barely looking up from their electronic devices. Only Cosima looks at me directly, staring at my face with dark eyes.

‘Martin is a friend of your dad’s from school,’ Serena says with unnecessary emphasis, walking through the open French doors to the patio. ‘They know all each other’s secrets.’

She raises an eyebrow and I catch Ben glaring at her. Serena lights a cigarette and inhales deeply. ‘I allow myself one a week,’ she says to me, with a girlish shrug of the shoulders.

‘Like Gwyneth Paltrow,’ Cosima mutters, decanting her Coke into a glass. ‘Her hero.’ She’s wearing Doc Marten boots with orange laces which stomp noisily across the flagstones.

The smallest child, built like an oblong with hair, starts growling from his seat at the table.

‘Bear, my darling, don’t do that,’ Serena says as she rushes back inside to him. ‘Shush, my sweet, shush.’

She presses his head to her chest and the child starts to grab at the zip of her top, trying to pull it down like a lecherous pub drunk.

‘Gross,’ Cosima says.

‘No, no,’ Serena admonishes while removing his hand, ‘we’ve talked about this, Bear.’

She is embarrassed and offers me a wan smile.

Their closeness repels me. I think of my own mother, of the peculiar smell of her mothballed woollen cardigans and her mid-afternoon sherry, and I remember how rarely I felt her touch. Once, she held my hand after I nearly crossed the road in front of a speeding car because I was engrossed in a comic. I must have been around Bear’s age and I recall being stunned by it.

I walk outside and take a seat on the patio. The evening sun is warm, but I choose not to remove my jacket. I’ve got the dress code wrong, but taking it off would be an admission of defeat. Besides, it would ruin the outfit. Ben comes to join me, bringing the bottle of red with him.

‘Sorry it’s so hectic,’ he says. ‘The nanny is only with us Sunday to Friday, so … all hands to the pump.’

I say nothing.

‘And, y’know, Serena’s struggled with Bear going to school. Last of her kids leaving home.’

‘How old is …’ For a moment I can’t bring myself to utter it, but I take a deep breath and manage to spit out ‘Bear?’

‘Eight,’ Ben says. Naturally, he thinks eight is an acceptable age for his child to ‘leave home’. It’s what happened to him. It’s what all the Fitzmaurices have done, from time immemorial.

‘Any summer plans, Martin?’

‘Not really. I’ll stay in Cambridge, catch up with some research.’

‘Good, good.’

Ben doesn’t ask anything about my research. Instead, he squints and gestures towards a well-pruned hedge.

‘Remember the maze?’ he asks.

I wonder if he knows. The last time I was here, I engaged in an ill-advised sexual encounter by the maze with one of the waiters from the party.

‘I do,’ I say and offer no further elaboration. ‘What about your summer plans?’ I ask, moving the conversation swiftly on. ‘Going anywhere with Serena and the children?’

‘Yes, we’ve got a couple of weeks in Ibiza. North of the island, obviously. Serena found the place. Nice villa. Pool, chef … She’s found a supplier of mushroom oil out there – her new thing. She’s thinking of importing it. Could be a good little business.’

He rolls the stem of his wine glass between his thumb and forefinger.

‘You should come out,’ he offers half-heartedly. ‘But with all this leadership stuff, I suspect I won’t be able to take much time off.’

I look at his mouth as he speaks. Once, long ago, I kissed it. It was just before we left school, in the Winter Gardens at Burtonbury. There had been months of tension leading up to that point – torturous weeks of him pretending not to want me and me pretending not to care. His parents had taken us for lunch after prize-giving but we’d escaped and gone to smoke pot in the bushes next to the bandstand. I waited until we were both high and then I took my chance to reach for Ben as he lay on his back, eyes shut, allowing the weed to hit. He pushed me away but only after his lips had responded to mine, only after he’d kissed me back.

It has never been spoken of since.

‘How’s all that going?’ I ask.

‘Pretty well. I’ve got enough support – the requisite number of names and all that. You’ll have seen that a few other candidates have announced but I’m the frontrunner.’

‘So you’ll be prime minister. Just like you’ve always wanted.’

‘It’s not over until the fat lady sings,’ Ben says. ‘And there’s the child benefit issue, which is proving tricky.’

The day’s newspapers were full of a leaked briefing paper from one of Ben’s advisers suggesting the scrapping of child benefit – an absurd idea that had clearly come from some spotty, arrogant twenty-something who’d studied PPE and gone straight into a far-right think tank.

‘Can’t you just distance yourself? Blame it on the over-enthusiasm of your juniors?’

Ben squints at me. It’s the sort of look you give someone in a foreign country, speaking a language you can’t understand.

‘Well, no. It’s going to be one of my key policies.’

I laugh. I think he’s joking.

‘Scrapping child benefit? Surely, that’s …’

‘It’s a bold move but the majority of voters in this country support it,’ he says. ‘Besides, we’ll replace it with a universal system.’

Again, I scan his face for some sign of humour, some recognition that what he’s saying is appalling and illogical. It’s not that I’m a champion of the underdog or some working-class hero (I mean, please) but I have always thought, despite Ben’s privilege and the insulation of his wealth and breeding, and despite the fact that he is self-interested and makes stupid mistakes and is capable of throwing people away like discarded sweet wrappers, that he had some flicker of decency; that his cruelty is an unwitting consequence of his flawed character, rather than a central plank of it.

‘I don’t know anyone who has ever been on benefits,’ Ben is saying now. ‘Do you?’

‘I do, actually. My mother. When she lost her job at the accountancy firm. She was only on benefits for a few months, but I believe the welfare state was a great help to her.’

‘Your mother? Really? Huh!’ he says as if I have told him an inane piece of trivia – the mating rituals of a South American egret, for instance, or how many balloons you’d need to blow up to reach the moon. Ben sips his wine, swills it around his mouth. He has hairs sprouting out of his ear, I notice. Ugly, grey, wiry things.

‘Anyway, other than that, it’s all going well, thanks for asking,’ he continues. No further interest in my mother or my upbringing, of course. No further mention of the hypothetical decision he’s toying with that will cause chaos and misery to millions. ‘It’s been a team effort. Ed’s been guiding me. And Richard Take has been useful for the younger element of the party.’

‘Extraordinary how that man has managed to turn stupidity into a virtue,’ I say.

Ben throws his head back and laughs.

‘Tell me what you really think, why don’t you?’

‘And Jarvis?’

‘Yeah, he’s been a great help with the financial backing. And it’s good he has experience in government. Don’t know what I’d do without him.’

Their intimacy still stings.

‘You’ll see him later, actually,’ Ben says, draining his glass.

My heart gives an unpleasant thump.

‘Oh, really?’

‘He and Bitsy have a weekend cottage a few minutes away.’

‘Cosy.’

Ben glances at me. He realises he’s said the wrong thing. I watch him recalibrate and then he leans forward, grabs my upper thigh and says, ‘Remember, LS, how we used to go swimming in the lake at Denby Hall? Those long, lazy summers?’

‘Of course.’

‘With dear, darling Fliss. I don’t think I’ve ever been happier, you know?’

His eyes moisten.

‘Your friendship and your loyalty has meant more to me than I can say,’ Ben continues. Utter bullshit, I think. ‘Your understanding, too, over all that happened. I know Serena said some terrible things to Lucy. We just needed there to be some clear water for a while, while Serena calmed down and … well … I know you get it.’

‘Of course,’ I say again. ‘You can count on me.’

Ben is satisfied. He slaps my back and then we both stand and he hugs me tightly, kissing me on the cheek. Lips dry on my skin. ‘Thanks, mate,’ he says. And then: ‘Oh, before I forget, there was just one more thing.’

My shirt sticks to me clammily. This suit is really far too hot.

‘Yes?’

‘We had a bit of bother with one of the Guardian journalists, you know what they’re like.’ His hand is still on my shoulder, fingers pressing into the fabric of my shirt, then releasing, like a pulse.

‘What about?’

‘Diversity. They were threatening to write a piece about my team, saying we were all straight, white men – the usual crap.’ He puts on a weedy voice: ‘“Where are the Black lesbians? Why don’t you have any disabled transsexuals?”’

‘Transgender,’ I say.

‘Mm, well it’s nonsense obviously.’

‘But,’ I venture, ‘I suppose you are quite …’ I search for a word inoffensive enough for him to accept. ‘… monocultural.’

In the distance, an evening cuckoo sounds, the birdsong echoing across the valley and woodland beneath us. Shortly after buying Tipworth, Ben told me there was an ancient oak tree in the grounds. It was this oak tree, he said, that had provided shelter for the future King Charles II in 1651, retreating from Roundhead soldiers after a Royalist defeat. Charles II had seen a Parliamentarian soldier pass beneath the oak’s pollarded branches while hiding there, Ben said, ‘so the moral of the story is: there’d be no royal family if it weren’t for that Tipworth oak!’ I looked up the tale afterwards, only to find that Charles II had indeed hidden up an oak tree, but the tree was in Shropshire, not Oxfordshire. I was never sure, with Ben, how much he lied and how much he didn’t know.

‘Monocultural,’ Ben repeats, adding a mirthless ‘Ha!’

His face is sharp. A twist in the mouth that is not quite a smile. The fading sun catches the planes of his forehead and nose. He is still so beautiful, that’s the thing. I can’t escape it.

‘Anyway, I hope you don’t mind,’ he says, ‘but I gave them your name as an example of our liberal outlook. To prove that we’re a broad church, as it were.’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t follow.’ It’s not deflection. I truly don’t get it. ‘I’m a white man.’

‘But a gay one,’ Ben says, ever so lightly. ‘Which is great, obviously. Not an issue, why would it be, you’ve always been part of the …’

He’s about to say family but has the decency to stop himself.

A great whistling rush of air in my chest.

‘You told them I …’

I can’t finish the sentence. My legs begin to shake and for a moment, I think I might keel over, right there and then on the ancient stones.

‘We’ve never …’ I start again. Once more, I fail to complete the thought. I want to say, we’ve never spoken about this, Ben, but I think what I actually mean is I’ve never spoken about it. Not even to myself, really. This … this … dark well of impulse is the source of my greatest confusion. It is not something I choose to share or discuss with others. Certainly not with Ben, of all people, who tormented me by refusing to see what I was and who exploited that wilful ignorance for years because it suited him. And now, because it suits him to acknowledge my particular persuasion, he betrays me. Again.

‘You’ve outed me?’ I say. ‘In the Guardian?’

‘Oh, mate.’ He pretends to be crestfallen. ‘I didn’t think it was that big a deal. I thought … Jarvis said …’

‘I don’t give a fuck what Jarvis said. What on earth made you think you could do this?’

He shrugs. He actually shrugs. And in that singular movement, I see the smash-and-grab student he was at Cambridge, hurling plates and chairs around pub dining rooms because he knew that, the next day, his family money would pay for the damage. I see the drunken toff who groped the teenage waitress as she bent to clear his place, who broke things out of habit because he could, because people like him always had, because hurting others didn’t matter when they were less powerful than you.

‘They’re not going to print the article,’ Ben says, guiding me back towards the house. ‘So don’t worry about it. I wouldn’t have said anything if I’d known it would upset you.’

But that isn’t the point, is it? Journalists will talk. I can’t bear the thought of them laughing at me. My mother was always disgusted by my wrongness. Now, here was the inescapable proof laid bare for gossiping hacks to pick over.

I think there is part of him that senses my distress. He stops and faces me, gripping my arms.

‘I’m sorry, LS.’ I meet his gaze. He looks sincere. ‘Truly.’

‘It’s alright,’ I say and I hate myself for saying it.

I let him usher me into the kitchen and I pretend everything is fine. I’m good at that. I push all that just happened into a private part of my soul. I concentrate very hard on the salt and pepper dishes – tiny granite bowls with even tinier wooden spoons. A steaming dish of spaghetti bolognese appears (why hot pasta? In summer? Just looking at it makes me sweat even more) and a green salad consisting mainly of rocket, the most overrated of the brassicas.

‘Thank you, Susan,’ Serena says to the housekeeper. ‘We’re so lucky to have you.’ Serena turns to me. ‘She’s a real treasure. They’re so difficult to find these days, aren’t they?’

‘Are they?’

‘Someone helpful but unobtrusive,’ she continues. ‘Who does what needs to be done but doesn’t overstep.’

Cosima makes a disgusted noise. She drops her head and her hair swings forward, obscuring her face. Within minutes, Hector and Cressida are both on their phones and Bear has abandoned his chair in favour of the floor. Occasionally I feel his solid little torso brushing against my leg and have to resist the urge to kick him away.

‘Bear, what are you doing down there, old chap?’ Ben asks. ‘Get back in your chair, there’s a good fellow.’

‘Leave him be,’ Serena says. ‘He’s pretending to be a dog.’

‘He’s eight, Serena, not three.’

‘Oh piss off, Ben,’ she says, twirling a microscopic amount of pasta around her fork and chewing it for an interminable length of time.

‘Mummy! Swearing!’ Cressida screams.

‘Fuck off, Cressy,’ Cosima says.

‘Mummy! Oh my God, Cozzie, you’re literally such an NPC.’

I raise my eyebrows.

‘Non-player character,’ Cosima explains. ‘It’s a gaming thing. She doesn’t even understand it.’

‘I do!’ Cressida shouts. ‘Tell her, Mummy.’

Serena ignores her children and smiles vaguely. I wonder if she’s medicated.

‘Remind me,’ she says, leaning into me. ‘I have to tell you about …’

She mentions the name of a local aristocrat whose wife is rumoured to be having an affair with a senior royal.

‘… completely besotted, I’ve heard,’ she says.

‘Really?’ I say, riveted. ‘That’s certain to set the cat among the pigeons.’

‘The cat and the pussy,’ Serena says and I laugh. She’s very witty when she chooses to be.

Ben continues eating his pasta. A vein in his neck pops. I wonder if – delicious realisation! – he feels left out? He used to be like this when he lost a rugby match. You wouldn’t know he was furious until, hours later, he would punch the dorm wall until his knuckles bled.

The children carry on with their nonsensical squabbling. Bear knocks against a table leg and one of the open Coke cans judders then tips over, spilling into the salad. Serena leaves to smoke another cigarette, already breaking her ‘one a week’ rule.

I watch it all from the kitchen table. I have never wanted children. I got close with Lucy, but she had a miscarriage and I was secretly grateful for it. When we got divorced, she cited ‘irreconcilable differences’ but we both knew that was coded legalese for what I’d never been brave enough to call by its name. Over the years, as I came to accept my own proclivities, I’d watched as gay couples got married and had babies via surrogate and felt nothing but scorn for their stupidity. Why try so hard to ape the worst examples of heterosexual ego? People only ever want children as replications of themselves. It goes awry because the children they then have are either mirror images and reflect something the parent doesn’t like about themselves, or baffling little monsters who bear no resemblance to their biological inheritance.

And they cost so much money, don’t they? I have long believed the ultimate status symbol is not private jets or stately homes or accounts with endless overdraft facilities at Coutts, but the sheer number of progeny a couple can produce, house, feed and send to public school. I know a wildly intimidating female hedge-fund boss who has six of the darn things. Six children! As if she’s a Tudor monarch.

The dumpy housekeeper walks through the door.

‘Excuse me, sir, but your guests are here.’

‘Ah, Jarvis!’

Ben rises immediately, scraping his chair on the tiles. Serena stubs her cigarette out on the patio, no doubt for the gardener to clear away in the morning, and wafts back indoors. I remember their gardener: stringy and muscular; bad teeth but an attractive, outdoorsy face. I wonder if it’s still the same one.

‘Is your gardener still—’

I am interrupted by the housekeeper clearing away the plates. Hector is now kicking the fridge door, Cressida is shouting at her older sister and Bear is wailing about a sore ankle. Cosima has slunk away to the sofa with a book which, when she turns the page, I am astonished to see is The Communist Manifesto.

‘Enough!’ Serena says. ‘You can all go to your rooms.’

They scamper off, apart from Cosima who stays put. Serena links her arm through mine.

‘Let’s go through. Away from the madness,’ she says in a conspiratorial murmur. ‘I’m dying to show you some new paintings I’ve bought.’

The paintings are hung in the corridor and turn out to be pink blobby close-ups of female anatomy: navel here, earlobe there, a tongue entwined with an orchid bloom and so on.

‘Very nice,’ I lie.

She opens the door into the drawing room. The Jarvises are already installed on one of the sage-green sofas.

‘Martin,’ Jarvis says, groaning slightly as he pushes his heft upright. ‘I heard you were here. What an unexpected surprise.’

‘I suppose surprises are, by their nature, unexpected,’ I say.

He shakes my hand, drops it and turns to Serena.

‘Serena. Looking lovely as always.’

He kisses her on both cheeks. His wife stands next to him in a brown and yellow patterned skirt which resembles a pair of grandmotherly curtains.

Bitsy Jarvis is exactly as I remember her, which is to say hardly at all. Her defining characteristic is that she is thoroughly unmemorable, as if someone has inexpertly sketched her silhouette, blurring her features with uncertain pencil lines in case it was all a mistake and had to be rubbed out and started again.

‘Bitsy, isn’t it?’ I say.

She is taken aback I know her name.

‘What? Oh. Yes. Yes.’ She proffers a hand, limp as freshly washed lettuce. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t recall our having met …?’

‘Martin,’ I say, silently listing every single occasion I’ve been forced to make painful small talk with her in corners at Fitzmaurice dinners and parties and fundraisers. Ponies and school fees and the difficulties of finding parking in the centre of town.

‘Martin Gilmour.’

‘Of course.’ Her face remains blank. ‘And what brings you to this … this …’ She waves her hand around the room.

‘Part of the world? Ben invited me. We’ve recently reconnected.’

Across the room, Serena catches my eye and gives a little moue of sympathy. Behind her is a tall walnut bookshelf, the wood polished to a slippery sheen. Books occupy a lower shelf. The higher ones are punctuated with artful trinkets and silver-framed photographs: Serena and Ben on their wedding day; the two of them windswept on a beach in the sunshine with their children; Ben arm in arm with Jarvis in black tie; Ben standing outside the Houses of Parliament with his parents; Fliss, Ben and their long-dead sibling Magnus.

None of me, naturally. I’ve been airbrushed out.

‘Ben, we forgot logs for the fire,’ Serena says.

‘A fire?’ he says. ‘In this weather?’

‘It’s for atmosphere,’ she says, signalling for him to follow her out of the room.

They leave and I am trapped by Bitsy.

‘But how do you fit in with the Fitzmaurices?’ she asks me now.

‘We were best friends at Burtonbury.’

‘Burtonbury!’ she exclaims. ‘That can’t be so.’

I wait.

‘My husband was at Burtonbury,’ she says.

‘Yes.’

She pushes her head back, so that her chin is almost entirely swallowed by her neck.

‘But you must have known each other.’

‘We did.’

My glass is empty. I wonder if I could make my way to the drinks cabinet and—

‘We were pals, weren’t we, Martin?’

Jarvis is now at his wife’s side, placing a meaty arm around her thick waist. I smell his sweat. He has always smelled like this: of fusty onions and superiority.

‘I wouldn’t say that,’ I reply. ‘But,’ I turn solicitously to Bitsy, ‘we did indeed know each other.’

‘And now here you are again, LS.’ Jarvis blinks slowly. ‘We simply can’t get rid of you.’

I stare at him.

‘Ellis?’ Bitsy says, spearing an olive with a toothpick. ‘Why are you calling him Ellis? He says his name’s Martin.’

‘LS,’ I explain. ‘My nickname used to be Little Shadow.’

‘Because he followed us around all the time,’ Jarvis adds.

‘Goodness! How strange,’ Bitsy says, spitting out bits of olive as she speaks. One of them lands between my thumb and forefinger.

‘Isn’t it?’ I say, nodding my head in a great show of agreement. ‘Such a lack of imagination. At least the nickname could have been funny, couldn’t it, Bitsy? Is Bitsy a nickname?’

‘Gracious me, no.’ She glances at me with horror. ‘It’s short for Elizabeth. That should be perfectly obvious.’ I skewer myself an olive and gesture with it like a miniature sword.

‘As it was,’ I continue, as if she hasn’t spoken, ‘it just all felt … so savagely … boring.’

I eat the olive. Jarvis’s face is pale. He tries to find something to say, chewing the air while he attempts to form a word, but he can’t do it. He closes his mouth with a popping sound, goldfish-like.

And then – praise be! – Serena is back at my side, offering me an ice-cold martini. I feel a quiet anger tremble beneath my skin. I take the drink and she leads me towards one of the sofas. We sit.

‘You looked like you needed saving,’ she says.

‘Thank you.’

I drink. The alcohol punches the back of my throat. Better.

‘Bitsy is deathly.’

‘That’s terribly unfair on death.’

Serena snorts.

‘Death would never wear that skirt,’ I continue.

She tries to swallow her laughter and the effort causes her eyes to well up.

‘Death would rather die than be married to Andrew Jarvis.’

Abruptly, the giggling stops. She sips her drink, gazing at an indeterminate point in the middle distance. I’ve lost her. I find myself scrabbling for a morsel that will return her to me. What did I say wrong? What misstep did I make? And what could I now say or do or be in order to wrestle back her attention?

A great lassitude washes over me. I am reminded of every moment in the past when I was sucked into the Fitzmaurice orbit and encouraged to believe I mattered. Lady Katherine would smile at me for helping prune the rose bushes. George would pat me on the back after I’d made a croquet hoop. Fliss would wink at me for laughing at her joke across the dinner table. Ben would pass me a roll-up, the paper still damp from his lips. Then the usual seedlings of hope would start sprouting. It was the hope that was cruellest – relentless in its irrepressibility, despite the inevitability of the next day’s trampling, when Lady Katherine would raise her eyebrows at something stupid I said. When George wouldn’t offer me a lift to the station. When Fliss would slam the door to her bedroom. When Ben would go for a beer with Jarvis and not invite me. I would withdraw, silent, unobserved, understanding the cool, clear truth of not being cared about. So then I, too, pretended not to care until it became a muscle I flexed so repeatedly that the pretence was part of me. The Fitzmaurices had taught me that in order to survive, you had to pretend more and care less. And then you had to be careless. Until there was no caring at all. Then – and only then – you were ready to rule.

‘What are we all talking about?’ Ben says, re-entering the room right on cue with a basket of logs.

‘Your schooldays,’ Bitsy says. She is now ensconced in an armchair, the hideous skirt obscuring most of the upholstery. Jarvis stands behind her like a security guard, but he’s not looking down at his wife. He’s looking at Serena.

‘Ah, ancient history,’ Ben says. ‘My favourite subject.’

He takes Serena’s hand in his. She flinches. Ben pretends not to notice. But I notice. Because the Little Shadow notices everything.

‘Ready for the debate, Ben?’ Jarvis says.

‘Mm? Oh yeah. All good,’ Ben says. ‘Our prep session really helped, so thanks for that, mate.’

I imagine Jarvis and Ben locked away together in an office. Ben prowling around a conference table, gesturing with his hands as he reels off policies with practised charisma. Jarvis barking out questions to him about what he thinks of Brexit, how to address the cost-of-living crisis and what on earth can be done about immigration.

‘I don’t know why everything has to be televised nowadays,’ Bitsy says. ‘It’s all got to be on a screen, hasn’t it? I see it with our girls. Constantly on their phones, scrolling and TokTikking—’

‘TikTok,’ I interject.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘It’s called TikTok.’

‘Really?’ Bitsy asks. ‘How would you know? You don’t have children, do you?’

I shake my head.

‘I didn’t think so,’ she says, eyes narrowing. ‘Your type doesn’t.’

Serena, suddenly alert, turns to Bitsy and says, ‘I’m sorry, you can’t just—’

‘My “type”?’ I say, making exaggerated quotation marks with my fingers. ‘What do you mean by that?’

Jarvis shoots me a furious look.

‘Well it should be perfectly obvious,’ Bitsy says, her neck flushing.

I clench my left hand into a fist.

‘I don’t quite follow.’

I tilt my head and make my face clueless.

‘I think what Martin is saying …’ Ben starts. I wave his words away.

‘Please, Ben, let Bitsy finish.’

‘Whatever you’re calling yourselves these days.’ Bitsy takes a gulp of her drink. ‘I don’t know. Queer. Gay.’ She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘Faggot.’

The word slices across the room. I put down my glass and walk out, closing the door behind me and wait for a few seconds with my ear pressed against the wood to hear what they’re saying.

‘You simply cannot use words like that anymore, Bitsy,’ Serena is protesting. ‘It’s offensive.’

‘God, poor Martin,’ Ben adds. ‘That was really—’

The rest of his sentence is swallowed by Jarvis’s booming voice: ‘Poor Martin, my arse. He deserves it. He’s always been so fucking superior. And don’t even get me started on that suit! Why’s he dressed like a footballer?’

‘Shut up, Jarvis,’ Ben says. ‘Martin is who he is and whatever you might think of him, he’s also one of my closest friends.’

‘So that’s what you’re calling it,’ Jarvis replies, but his voice has lost its fight.

‘Well,’ Bitsy says. ‘I thought everyone knew what he was.’

She really is an appalling little bigot, I think. And then: Ben defended me. I experience neither anger nor triumph as I walk back towards the kitchen for a glass of water.

Joanne Buster once told me I didn’t process emotions like other people. She accused me of an absence of feeling. She didn’t put it quite like that, of course. She did the usual therapist’s thing of asking questions, scattering the breadcrumbs of a diagnosis to lead me down a trail of self-discovery.

‘Might I make an observation, Martin?’ she said, head cocked, beaded earrings dangling.

I nodded, bracing myself for whatever onslaught of stupidity Joanne was about to unleash.

‘I’ve noticed that whenever I ask how an event has made you feel – and sometimes it’s a very traumatic event – you don’t reply with an emotional response but rather with a thought response. It comes from your intellect. Not your heart.’ She paused. ‘How does that land?’

It lands like the least subtle Boeing 737 flown by the world’s most stupid pilot, Joanne, is what I didn’t say.

‘I’m not sure I understand the distinction,’ is what I did.

She went on to tell me that when I spoke about my father dying, or the times my mother had beaten me or the bullying I had experienced at school, I didn’t ever talk about sadness. Instead I spoke ‘very matter-of-factly’ about the events and then moved on to what I had done next.

‘Often, what you did next was revenge-based,’ she said. ‘As if you did feel something but didn’t want to admit it. You struggled to process the emotion, on some level. You pushed it down. Like the bird.’

I’d been expelled from primary school after I had killed an injured bird with a rock. I had done it because the other children, with their fawning but entirely ineffectual concern, had irritated me. The bird was in pain and I had ended its suffering. At the time, it seemed perfectly logical to me.

‘But, you know, it strikes me now that perhaps you weren’t just angry that your classmates cared about the bird,’ Joanne carried on. ‘Perhaps you were annoyed that no one cared about you and this was your way of saying that?’

I remembered killing the bird because I wanted to. Couldn’t we just leave it at that?

‘It’s OK, Martin,’ she said. ‘I can see I’ve touched a nerve.’

The studied calmness in her voice made me even more irritated.

‘Not everyone experiences emotion in the same way. In fact, some very successful people find that being able to make decisions exclusively from the head rather than the heart’ – at this point, she actually signalled to both her head and her heart, as if I needed help understanding the difference – ‘is a real advantage. But with you, I don’t think it’s that you don’t have the emotions. I think it’s that your defence mechanism refuses to allow you to feel them. And that’s why your responses can sometimes be … well …’ She gave a nauseatingly sympathetic smile. ‘Unexpected. Because, deep down, I think there’s part of you that’s scared of what you feel, of the vulnerability of it. And that’s really what we’re talking about here, isn’t it?’

She let the question float between us.

‘What’s that?’ I asked.

‘Shame,’ she said, staring straight at me.

In the Tipworth kitchen, the eldest child is still folded up on the sofa, a mass of angles and unbrushed hair. Her black jeans have rips across the knees and the flesh beneath is as pale as moonlight. She looks up as I enter.

‘Hi,’ she says, immediately returning to her book.

‘Hello.’

I start opening cupboards, trying to find a glass to pour myself some water. The first cupboard contains plates and a pasta-maker; the second a crowded assortment of espresso cups.

‘On the right above the sink,’ Cosima says.

‘Thanks.’

I locate the glass and fill it from the tap.

‘We’ve got sparkling if you want,’ says the voice from the sofa.

‘No, that’s fine.’

I stand at the sink as I drink, trying to settle my thoughts. There is a vase of sweet peas on the small windowsill and a lumpen piece of purple clay that looks like a toddler’s attempt at an ashtray. It has ‘Tipworth’ painted across the rim in splodgy capital letters. What must it be like, I wonder, to grow up here and to know it all belongs to you?

‘So why aren’t you in there with all the other, y’know, grown-ups?’

She inflects the final word with effortless scorn. I turn towards her. Cosima has now put aside her copy of The Communist Manifesto.

‘Is Andrew Jarvis still being as cringe as ever?’ she asks.

‘Indubitably.’

She snorts.

‘He and Mum are shagging, I’m pretty sure.’

Interesting, I think. I slide out a chair and position it to face her. When I sit, I assess her face. She is pretty but not in an obvious way like Serena. Cosima’s eyebrows are thick, her lips chapped. There is a crease above her nose and a dimple in her chin. Taken as a whole, she has a striking quality. Her colouring is Ben’s and there is something else about her that I recognise; some innate quality. I’m not sure what it is yet, but it will come to me.

‘Yes, I had the same thought,’ I say.

‘Awkward,’ she replies, but she doesn’t seem particularly bothered by it.

‘So …’ I gesture towards her Marxist tome. ‘You’re in favour of a redistribution of wealth?’

Cosima nods.

‘And the abolition of private property?’

She seems uncertain.

‘Perhaps you haven’t got to that bit yet,’ I say. ‘I can’t imagine you’d want to give all this up.’ I wave at the kitchen, the garden, the sweet peas and the vast unfolding of all the rooms beyond. ‘All these ripe fruits of colonialism, capitalism and inherited wealth …’

‘Ohhhkaaayy,’ she mutters.

‘… just waiting to be plucked from the branch – by you.’

I point at her.

‘You don’t know anything about me,’ she says, nostrils flaring.

‘I know your parents. Where you come from.’

She sits up then. Her dark eyes glitter.

‘I despise it. All of it.’

I lean back in my chair, contemplating her with newfound interest. What a strange thing that this cuckoo should have emerged from Ben and Serena’s feathered nest.

‘Well now,’ I say. ‘There’s something we have in common.’

She laughs. It’s a clean laugh, like the rustle of a beaded curtain.

‘I knew it,’ she says.

‘Knew what?’

‘You’re Martin Gilmour.’

‘Well, yes,’ I say. ‘That much is obvious.’

‘My father’s best friend from school, or at least that’s what you thought you were. He made you think that. Dad’s good at that, isn’t he? At making you think you’re the most important person in the world until you do something that disappoints him or he’s got no more use for you, then he ditches you. Kicks you to the kerb.’

She makes a flicking motion with her fingers. Outside, the faraway rumble of a tractor. It’s so bloody quiet in the countryside. No proper noises to hide behind.

‘And I know what happened at Cambridge,’ Cosima says, sitting forward now, her elbows propped on her knees. ‘I know about Vicky Dillane. The car crash. The fact you took the rap for it. You fessed up years later, didn’t you? But they put pressure on the police to make it disappear.’

There is a tinnitus hum in my inner ear. To hear Vicky’s name in someone else’s mouth after so long is like a jab in the ribs: momentarily winding.

‘How on earth …?’

She shrugs.

‘I know my family, Martin. Masters of the cover-up.’

I wince.

‘But there are some things even they can’t hide.’

‘Such as?’ I ask.

‘Such as police records.’

Her voice drops. An edge of electricity to her, a tight, strumming vibration. She is angry. As angry as I might seem if I allowed my feelings to surface. It comes to me then. This is what I recognised in her. Fury.

‘Look, I’ve been waiting to talk to you all day and now we don’t have long,’ she says. ‘I think you might be the only person I know—’

‘You don’t—’

I’m about to say she doesn’t know me at all, but she grabs my wrist.

‘I know enough. From what I’ve read. Or been told. From how my father acts around you. I know you see the truth of them, of what they do to people. And that’s why I need to give you this.’

Releasing my wrist, she takes a scrap of paper from the inside cover of The Communist Manifesto and hands it to me. On it is a handwritten email address, what looks like a password and then something else.

‘What does this say?’

‘Drafts,’ Cosima says. ‘You have to log in to this email, use this password and then look in the drafts folder. Everything you need to see is in there.’

Footsteps in the corridor and then Serena’s voice rising in a swoop, getting closer to the kitchen door. I slip the paper into my jacket pocket.

‘What’s it about?’

‘Fliss,’ she says. And then, quick as a cat, Cosima curls back into herself on the sofa, opening her book. I stand and move to the sink, where I turn on the tap with deliberate calm and start filling my glass.

The kitchen door opens. The expensive scent of jasmine and cedarwood sweeps in, followed by Serena.

‘Martin,’ Serena says. ‘There you are. God, I’m so sorry about Bitsy.’

‘Please, don’t give it a second thought.’

Serena frowns.

‘Are you sure you’re alright?’

I rest my hand on her arm.

‘Just needed a moment,’ I say, with what I hope is a charming smile – the insouciant kind that Ben does so well. Serena’s shoulders relax.

‘Good. Well if you’re sure.’

‘Perfectly.’

We walk back down the corridor, towards the others. I tell myself I’ll stay for one more drink with the insufferable Jarvises until I can make my excuses and retire to bed.

I will return to my room and I’ll finally be able to get out of this suit. I will open my laptop, follow the instructions on the scrap of paper and log in to the email account. I will click on the file in the drafts folder.

Then, I will read all about what happened to Fliss.




Part Two




XII.

Fliss

PEOPLE IN THE SOBER WORLD often talk about ‘rock bottom’. They say you have to hit it before you can reclaim your life, step by 12 step, surrendering control to a higher power and all that bullshit. The problem was, Fliss kept hitting rock bottom, and each time the bottom in question was rockier and lower than the preceding one, so that after a while she realised there was simply one catastrophic spiral with no end point. Her life was like the Escher engraving that had once hung on the wall of her father’s study: a framed print of lines that went nowhere and made her eyes go funny if she looked at it for too long.

But the day she was recognised by Anna Calhoun was probably the worst rock bottom. It was the one that set everything else in motion. Fliss had been living in a squat near the Barnsbury Estate. It wasn’t bad, all things considered. She had her own mattress on one side of a large room in a Georgian terrace with cracked windows and split floorboards. The squatters referred to themselves as a commune and the overgrown back garden had been planted with herbs and vegetables. The house was filled with the scent of earthy soups and stews. It didn’t feel as dangerous as other places Fliss had found herself – the cardboard shelters under railway bridges, the shop doorways, the hostels where women screamed themselves awake. She didn’t have to sleep with her shoes on for fear of trampling across a discarded needle when she walked to the toilet at night. It wasn’t that kind of place.

Fliss had been there for three weeks and planned to stay for a couple more, just until she’d got herself straight. Her last sober stint had stretched to six months but then she’d turned fifty and the darkness had unleashed itself again, worming its way into her head. She’d celebrated her birthday with her pal, Eric, sitting outside King’s Cross station, sinking cans of Special Brew and smoking spliffs until the police moved them on. She’d sworn at the officers and was lucky not to have been arrested, but there had been some environmental protest going on up York Way and the police had been overstretched dealing with that, which was a lucky break.

The hangover had been terrible, so obviously she drank her way through it the next day and the day after that and then the days had blurred into each other and it just made sense to be drunk all the time. The morning she ran into Anna Calhoun, she’d woken before dawn, slick with sweat. She’d dreamed of Denby Hall. In her dream the family portraits had come alive and were prodding at her ribs with bony fingers. She reached for the vodka bottle to calm herself. Just a small swig, she thought. She drank and waited for the vodka to numb her thoughts. She couldn’t shake a memory of her grandmother, austere and unsmiling, bending to look at Felicity and getting so close to her face that Fliss could smell her coffee breath and see her rheumy eyes.

‘Hello?’ her grandmother said, tapping the side of Fliss’s head with her yellowed finger. ‘Anyone home?’

She drank more vodka, then shuffled outside to light up a quick spliff. The garden was cool and foggy. Someone had found an old armchair on the street, thrown out by neighbours doing renovations, and had put it in the middle of the patio. Fliss sank into it, springs creaking. She watched the smoke from her joint dissolve into the grey strands of morning mist. A fox appeared from behind one of the dustbins filled with compost. When it saw her, it became static, alert eyes staring with caution.

‘It’s OK, love,’ Fliss said. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’

The fox, still wary, experimented with putting one paw out in front of the other.

‘You’re OK.’

She thought of her niece, Cosima, who loved animals and had been distraught a few years ago when the family Labrador had to be put down. Fliss, on one of her sporadic visits home, had put on a ceremony of remembrance for the dog, in the centre of the Tipworth maze. She had lit candles and Palo Santo sticks and she and Cosima had written down Cosima’s favourite memories of the dog on pieces of paper that they then burned and scattered to the air. She remembered Cosima taking her hand and squeezing it.

‘Thank you, Auntie Fliss,’ her niece had said. ‘No one else understands.’

She missed Cosima. Out of all the Fitzmaurices, her eldest niece seemed the most like her. She must call her, Fliss thought, before the shame came and blotted out any warmth. She won’t want to hear from you, the shame told her. You’re pathetic. Do you think she wants to be reminded of you?

Fliss inhaled the final hit of weed, then washed the taste down with the remaining inch of vodka. The fox, reassured now that there was no threat, started nosing the undergrowth. A few moments of peace. Then it looked up again and Fliss saw her grandmother’s eyes staring back at her and she remembered, in a sickening rush, the tap-tap-tap of that long, knobbly finger, the contempt of each gesture, and she went back into the house, threw the empty bottle of vodka in the sink, put on the puffer jacket she’d nicked from a charity shop and slammed the front door behind her. She needed to be outside, walking. She needed to move. She needed to find more drink.

Of course, it wasn’t her grandmother who was the real enemy. But it was safer to remember the old woman. Fliss’s memories didn’t allow her to wander too far. In truth, it was her grandfather who had opened the door to her Denby Hall bedroom at night and insisted he tell her ‘a special bedtime story’ which, for reasons Fliss could never fully understand, required her to take off her nightdress and lie there naked while Grandpa Fitzmaurice touched her and told her she was a good girl and she wasn’t going to tell anyone about their bedtime stories was she, because if she did, she’d be sent away and locked in a faraway school for naughty little children who didn’t do what they were told.

She told no one. Fliss had always tried her hardest to be good. She tried and tried and tried, even though she always knew, deep down, that she was bad. It was the Bad Fliss who stepped out into the north London streets in her puffer jacket that morning, the Fliss who let everyone down.

‘We can’t keep doing this,’ Ben had said to her the last time she’d gone into rehab. He’d paid for a stint at The Dormer, the most exclusive clinic in the country, famed for its insistence on daily ice baths and infrared saunas alongside the usual group therapy sessions. He drove her there in his big silver car with Fliss in the passenger seat beside him, buckled in and sad like she was the child and he was the parent.

‘I’m sorry it’s so expensive,’ Fliss said.

‘It’s not the money. It’s the self-destruction. Every time you’ve got clean, you’ve fucked it up.’

He kept his eyes on the road, his hands on the steering wheel in a precise ten to two position. It was the first time he’d levelled blame directly at her and she felt chastened.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, the words constricted by a tightness in her throat.

‘It’s embarrassing,’ Ben continued. ‘I’ve got a public profile.’

‘I’ll try harder this time,’ she said.

She had meant it. A smiling staff member dressed like a beautician had checked her into her room at The Dormer – single mattress, bedside cabinet, red alarm cord hanging from the ceiling – and Fliss had sat on the edge of the bed, making a promise to a God she didn’t believe in that this time it would work. In group therapy sessions, she had been a willing participant. She had talked and role-played and confessed. She’d admitted to all her myriad failures until, one morning, she wondered if maybe the mistakes hadn’t happened to her; it was that she had been the mistake all along.

Just outside King’s Cross station, Fliss stopped at an off-licence and bought another half-bottle of vodka with money Eric had shared with her from a day’s joint begging. She only ever bought halves. If she hadn’t bought a full bottle of vodka, that was something, wasn’t it?

Fliss walked up York Way, past the Costa Coffee and the squat glass building that housed the offices of the Guardian newspaper and took the steps down to the canal path. A half-submerged shopping trolley rose out of the murky waters, its rusting silhouette stark against the stone walls. She passed joggers and mothers pushing buggies and suited men hurrying about their normal lives. She drank as she went and the sadness became less loud. The image of her grandmother’s hateful eyes receded so that she only saw it when she turned her head to the left. She determined to keep her head to the right, to ignore the ghosts. She took the stairs up to Coal Drops Yard and walked to Granary Square in this way, face twisted to the right, bottle hanging from her hand, stumbling and correcting herself as she walked.

The sun was now high in the sky and Fliss realised it was lunchtime. The square was filled with people in open-air cafés situated around a central fountain. She sat on a bench as she watched children running in and out of the spurting jets of water and listened to their delighted screams. She held the vodka bottle out in front of her, squinting to see how much was left. About two inches. She shook the bottle and the alcohol lapped lightly at the sides. Enough to get her nicely sozzled, she thought, and then she would curl up on the bench for a nap.

‘Fliss?’

She had to shield her face from the sun to make out the features of the woman standing in front of her. In the shadow cast by her hand, she dimly recognised the blonde hair and the button nose. The woman was wearing a Breton-striped top and cropped blue jeans with buckled sandals and a bright red belt. She looked otherworldly in her freshness.

‘I thought it was you!’ the woman said. ‘Anna,’ she continued. ‘Anna Calhoun. We were at school together.’

‘Oh yes,’ Fliss said, but the ‘s’ came out slurred and then she couldn’t think of anything else to add. She snuck the vodka bottle behind her back, hoping Anna hadn’t seen.

‘I’m just here with my ten-year-old,’ Anna said, gesturing towards a lanky boy with blond hair, sloping shoulders and a humiliated air, standing under a tree. ‘We went to the immersive Van Gogh exhibition. Have you been?’

Fliss shook her head.

‘It’s very good. So innovative. I’m not sure how much Harry enjoyed it but – well, you know what it’s like! Trying to interest children in anything other than their screens.’

‘I don’t,’ Fliss said.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘I don’t know what it’s like. I don’t have kids.’

‘Oh, I’m … I didn’t mean …’ Anna frowned and scrunched up her nose. Fliss wondered if she smelled and drew her jacket closer to her. ‘I haven’t seen you for so long, Fliss! It’s hard to keep up. Are you still in Ibiza? What was it you were doing – jewellery or … no, was it yoga?’

‘This and that,’ Fliss said. It came out as ‘Thisssshhh and tha’. She remembered Anna Calhoun as a prim, joyless schoolgirl, her uniform always crisply ironed, always sitting at the front of the class putting up her hand to answer the teacher’s questions. Back then, Fliss had been the cool, popular one and Anna had wanted to be her friend.

‘And … what are you doing with yourself these days?’ Anna asked, with a sympathetic smile. ‘You look …’ There was a long pause before she settled on ‘… like you’re keeping yourself busy.’

There was a low, rumbling laugh. After a moment, Fliss noticed it was coming from her. She hadn’t meant to, but now here it was. She couldn’t stop. She laughed so hard that her stomach started to spasm and she leaned forward and the vodka bottle rolled out from behind her and smashed on the ground. Anna stepped aside so as not to get her sandals wet.

‘Well, it’s been nice to see you, Fliss,’ she said, already moving away. ‘You take care.’

Fliss watched as Anna walked back to her son, grabbing him by the elbow and ushering him briskly in the direction of the station. She watched the Breton stripes and the red belt and the blow-dried blonde hair get further and further away until they became an indistinct mush. Then she vomited.

Maybe it was because of what Ben had said to her in the car that day he took her to rehab. Maybe it was because seeing Anna Calhoun had reminded Fliss of a past in which she hadn’t been as fucked up as she became. Maybe it was remembering Cosima and the dead dog and allowing the shame to seep into her. Maybe it was because she’d lost contact with all her friends from her previous life. Or maybe it was just that she was still drunk. For whatever reason, when she picked up the phone to ask for help, she didn’t call her brother. She called Andrew Jarvis.

It’s not that she knew Jarvis particularly well. But at Ben and Serena’s last Christmas party, he had been kind to her. She had been feeling awkward, newly sober and surrounded by noise and extravagance. Serena’s party planner had decorated the Tipworth rooms with oversized candy canes and swags of gold ribbon. The caterers were serving miniature mince pies embossed with the Fitzmaurice family crest. There was a mulled wine bar, where you could choose which candied fruit to add to your serving. Gospel choir singers lined the hallway and performed covers of Michael Bublé. Everyone had been told to come dressed in the same colour theme as the decor but the only thing Fliss owned in gold was a crochet mini-dress, so Serena had lent her a brocade trouser suit which was too tight around Fliss’s hips. When Fliss examined herself in the mirror, she thought she looked like a doomed Eastern European dictator.

‘And what are we going to do about your hair?’ Serena had said, looking at Fliss’s braids with concern.

‘I thought I’d just … leave it down?’

Serena shook her head.

‘No,’ her sister-in-law said. ‘Do you want to borrow some make-up?’

Serena had a way of asking questions that made Fliss feel small and stupid. She never wore make-up but she nodded and took the bronzing contour stick and the liquid highlighter and the shimmery eyeshadow and Vast Lash mascara and applied them as best she could, trying to make herself acceptable.

At the party, Fliss had made small talk with a man who worked in hedge funds and a woman who spoke with great passion about beagles, before escaping to the welcome coolness of the chapel. The chapel was the only part of Tipworth that Ben and Serena had left untouched. It was linked to the main house by a narrow corridor and as Fliss walked down it, she imagined the footsteps of the monks before her, shuffling in silence to evening prayers. She took a seat in one of the pews. It still smelled of incense even though there hadn’t been a religious service here for many years. It was quiet, the jingling music of the party reduced to a tinny murmur.

She shut her eyes and tried to meditate, visualising a circular whiteness that expanded to block out her thoughts. But the thoughts kept coming.

She heard the door and opened her eyes. It was Jarvis, his bulky silhouette stark against the corridor brightness. An unlit cigar hung from his right hand.

‘Fliss,’ he said. ‘Sorry. Didn’t realise anyone was in here.’

She shrugged.

‘Were you hoping to smoke that?’

He laughed.

‘Yeah, I was rather.’

She shifted up the pew, patting the space next to her.

‘Well I won’t tell if you won’t.’

‘You sure?’

‘Course.’

Jarvis lit up and sucked on the cigar’s stubby end. He didn’t try and speak to her, which Fliss appreciated. Growing up, she’d never paid much attention to Jarvis. He had simply been Ben’s irritating friend: a ginger kid who laughed too loudly and swore too readily and who never quite grew out of his crudeness. But when she was twenty, Jarvis had taught her how to drive. It had been the summer just after he’d passed his test and he’d patiently explained to her the basics of gearstick shifts and clutch control and then they’d taken off down the Denby driveway in her mother’s dilapidated VW Golf runaround. She had pressed the accelerator pedal too hard and they would have crashed into the gatekeeper’s cottage had Jarvis not leaned across and pulled the steering wheel towards him, swerving the car just in time.

‘I thought it was the brake!’ Fliss had shouted. ‘Why didn’t you tell me it wasn’t the brake?’

The smell of exhaust fumes filled the car. They stared at each other. Then Jarvis had started laughing, which made Fliss laugh too. It was the unstoppable, semi-hysterical kind of laughter that happens only when two people have a shared experience of narrowly averted disaster. Her stomach was stiff for hours afterwards.

‘You OK?’ Jarvis said now, mid-exhale. The smoke clouded her vision.

‘Yeah. You know. These parties are tough.’

‘I was sorry to hear about …’ He turned to her. ‘… all you’ve been through.’

He tapped her wrist with his fingers, like a doctor checking a pulse.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

‘I had a cousin. Heroin addict. He died of an overdose.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Fliss said. She was surprised. She didn’t think of Jarvis with any family.

‘S’OK. Sad for my aunt and uncle, of course. We weren’t that close. But I know it’s hard. Very hard,’ he repeated.

People sometimes said this sort of thing to Fliss, alluding to the difficulty of it all. They meant well but it just added to the sense that she should get over it; that it was her fault she couldn’t simply pull herself together.

Jarvis’s fingers rested on her wrist and then slipped into her palm until he was clasping her hand. Heat radiated from him. It was nice to feel another person’s skin.

‘If you ever need any help,’ Jarvis said, ‘I want you to have my number.’

He’d put it into her phone before the cigar was finished.

Her vomit had pooled into the cracks between the paving stones. Fliss leaned back on the bench. She reached for her phone from her inside jacket pocket. Her fingers were shaking and it took her three attempts to slide it out from the slippery synthetic fabric of the puffer. She scrolled through her paltry contacts list – Ben, Cozzie, The Dormer, Dr Abdul, Hostel – until she got to Jarvis. She pressed call.

He answered on the third ring.

‘Felicity Fitzmaurice,’ he said in his booming voice. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’

She didn’t know where to start or what to say. She tried to form the words but they wouldn’t come. Her breathing was ragged and she realised she was crying.

‘Hey, hey, hey,’ Jarvis was saying now. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I just …’ she stammered. ‘I didn’t know who to call.’

‘That’s OK. You did the right thing.’

She could hear muffled noises on the other end of the line, as if he were reaching for a coat and keys.

‘Where are you?’ he asked.

‘Granary Square. King’s Cross.’

Her throat was raw.

‘At a restaurant?’

‘No, on a bench.’

There was a beat. The shame brought on by his silence almost overpowered her.

‘Stay there. I’ll come and pick you up.’

‘I don’t want to be any trouble,’ she said feebly.

‘I’ll be there in half an hour.’

The phone went dead. She wanted to buy more booze but her fear kept her seated. Instead she concentrated on counting how many people were sitting in the square during the lunch-hour rush. She kept forgetting which number she had reached and had to start over again, but it kept her mind occupied. The shame lurked wolf-like at the edge of her consciousness and she knew that if she wasn’t careful, it would pounce. Twenty-five minutes passed in this state of high alert and then there he was – Jarvis, trench coat flapping behind him as he strode towards her. He took in the scene with one cursory glance, then reached down and pulled her up by her elbows.

‘Let’s get you cleaned up,’ he said.

They got into a black cab. She didn’t ask where they were going until they pulled up outside a tall grey building by the river.

‘It’s my London flat,’ Jarvis said.

He paid for the taxi, then bundled her through the glass doors and into the lift, pressing the button for the fifth floor. The flat had windows overlooking the Thames. The furniture was clearly a selection of cast-offs from other houses. There was a threadbare red sofa and a baggy leather armchair situated at right angles on a Moroccan rug.

‘It’s not much, but it’s home,’ Jarvis said, laughing. ‘Well, when I’m in town anyway.’

Fliss flopped into the armchair.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘Can I charge my phone?’

‘Of course.’

She handed over her charging cable and her Nokia, the battery now dead and the screen blank. Jarvis took both from her and placed them on the kitchen counter. But he didn’t plug them into the socket.

‘Now, can I get you something to drink?’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

‘Oh fuck, no, God, I meant water or tea or … I think there’s some Coke? Coca-Cola, I mean. I wouldn’t offer the other kind to someone in your, uh, predicament.’

She asked for water and drank it down gratefully when he brought her a glass.

‘Good,’ he said, looking down at her. ‘Good.’

He stayed standing and, after a while, she wasn’t sure what to do. The atmosphere shifted into something sharp and uneasy. Fliss realised she had rarely been alone with Jarvis and that she hadn’t thought to question where he was taking her.

‘You can stay as long as you like,’ he said.

She nodded, digging her fingernails into the palm of each hand.

‘Maybe I should call Ben?’ she said, staring at her phone on the counter.

‘Wait until you’ve sobered up a bit, yeah?’

She stared at her knees. Her jeans were dirty and she crossed her legs in an attempt to hide a brown patch on her right thigh.

‘Why don’t you have a lie-down in the bedroom? I’ll bring you a cup of tea.’

Fliss hated tea. It reminded her of all the things she disliked about England: it was weak and smug and bland.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Thanks.’

He showed her to the bedroom, which was small, with one high window. The bed took up most of the floor space. A clothes rack was squashed into the corner, hung with an array of blue and white shirts. A pair of crumpled underpants lay on the floor. Jarvis kicked them aside.

‘Bit of a bachelor pad here, sorry!’

He bent down and opened a drawer under the bed, fishing out a pair of striped pyjamas.

‘Here,’ he said. ‘You can put these on. Bit more comfortable.’

She took them and waited for him to leave. Jarvis stayed put until it became obvious she wasn’t going to undress in front of him and then he smirked, his piggy eyes almost disappearing into the folds of his face, and went to put the kettle on.

She changed quickly into the pyjamas, which were several sizes too big, and folded back the duvet. It had been a long time since she’d been in a real bed. She lay down and was immediately worried about messing up the pillowcases with her matted hair. She arranged her limbs in a way that would take up the least possible amount of space. She heard the kettle whistle and click and then felt the weight of Jarvis sitting on the edge of the mattress.

‘Here you go,’ he said, offering her the mug. ‘I put milk and sugar in it.’

She took the tea and set it on the bedside table. The mug had ‘Better together’ written across it in blue block capitals. She remembered the phrase from somewhere. Jarvis looked at her expectantly.

‘Just waiting for it to cool,’ she said, but he seemed offended and so she took a sip and it burned her tongue.

‘Lovely,’ she said, although in truth it tasted odd. Perhaps the milk was off?

Fliss drank the mug down under Jarvis’s watchful eye. He seemed satisfied when she handed it back, empty.

‘Good girl,’ he said.

She was suddenly extremely tired. A wooziness settled in the pit of her stomach. She thought it must be the after-effects of the vodka. As she rested her head on the pillow, she remembered where she knew the phrase from. Better Together: it had been the Conservative Party’s general election campaign slogan.

She passed out.

When she came to, she didn’t know where she was. Her vision was filmy, her mouth dry. The buttons on the pyjama top had come undone. The mattress was moving and a grunting sound was coming from behind her. She tried to say something but found she couldn’t speak. Her tongue was swollen. A hand cupped her right breast, kneading it like dough, twisting her nipple. The fingers were chubby. A signet ring. In the fuzziness of her head, recognition came briskly into focus. She knew this hand. She remembered it holding an unlit cigar, opening the door to the taxi, pressing the button in the lift, handing her a mug of tea that had tasted odd.

Jarvis.

Why was he—

She arched her back, trying to wriggle away from him, but he held her down.

What was he—

He gripped her arm with great force. She could imagine it bruising, the blood vessels coalescing purple against her skin.

How could she—

She thrashed and twisted. But it was hopeless. She was too weak and he was bigger than her. Then her muscles went slack and she lay very still. She imagined disappearing.

‘Good girl,’ Jarvis said. His voice was muffled, the words reaching her from far away. He released his grip on her and she heard him spit into his palm. He spread her buttocks and jammed his fingers into her. She gasped. Her stomach cramped. She thought she might be sick again. She swallowed, trying to relieve the nausea. She knew, from a place deep within, that the only way to survive this was to allow it to happen. She was crying. She tried not to make a noise. Tears dampened the sheets. She tried not to be herself. She tried to leave her body, to hollow it out. She tried to become a void in which she ceased to exist; an emptiness where nothing could harm her because she was no longer there.

He pushed into her, then. The pain was celestial in its enormity. Fliss twisted her face into the pillow. She imagined her soul floating high up above, disconnected and free from the war being waged on her body. Jarvis slammed into her again, pushing himself in and out.

‘Stop,’ she croaked. ‘Please stop.’

He didn’t stop.

She willed the moments to pass. He thrust into her one final time. She gulped down her scream. He groaned then rolled to one side, releasing her. His sperm leaked down her thighs. His sweat coated her back.

Fliss trained her gaze on the patch of wrinkled sheet in front of her. She saw a single curled ginger hair. She thought of her grandfather, the monstrous weight of him. Bile rose in her gullet. She dashed out of the room and threw up in the kitchen sink.

It was here that Jarvis found her, minutes or perhaps hours later, hunched over, naked on the floor, curled up into a corner with her back against a cupboard door. She didn’t want to go back into the bedroom. But she couldn’t leave without her clothes. She cowered as she heard his footsteps, raising her arms reflexively to protect her head. She heard him come to a standstill, breathing heavily.

‘You can let yourself out.’

She listened to the jangle of keys and to the sound of him putting on his coat and then, finally, to the relief-inducing sibilance of the door sliding shut behind him as he left.

She had plugged her phone in to charge and then she had called Ben from Jarvis’s flat, the words tumbling out of her in a savage flurry. He told her to breathe, to stay calm, not to worry, they’d sort it out. He sent a car to pick her up and bring her to Tipworth. But the thing that struck her the most, the thing that she would keep thinking about over the following weeks and months, was that he didn’t sound surprised.

Her brother was waiting for her in the driveway in front of the house. He drew her close and hugged her. She felt grateful for this and worried she smelled. He took her inside and made her a cup of coffee in the kitchen. The housekeeper was fussing around, trying to offer biscuits, and Ben told her to leave them alone and close the door after herself. He asked Fliss to tell him again what had happened, just so he could get it ‘clear in my mind’. She managed to get the words out. By the end she was sobbing.

‘He raped me, Ben,’ she said, allowing the coffee mug to cool in her hands. It was the first time she had used the word.

Ben didn’t reply. The pause was everything Fliss had been fearing. She knew then that he didn’t believe her.

‘I’m so sorry, Fliss,’ he said, putting his hand on her knee. ‘But you’ll forgive me if I sound a note of … caution.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You said you’d been drinking. You’d taken drugs.’

‘Only weed.’

‘So you were pretty out of it, yes?’

She shook her head. The tears clung to her cheeks.

‘Can you really be sure of what you remember?’ Ben continued. ‘And, I don’t know how to put this, Fliss, but you don’t exactly have an unblemished sexual history when it comes to my friends.’

She thought she might throw up again. She couldn’t bear hearing him say it. It was the worst thing he could wound her with and she also knew it was true.

How can one thing be true and another, seemingly contradictory thing be equally so?

It just can.

‘But Ben …’ She put her mug down on the table, more forcefully than she’d intended. Coffee spilled over the rim. ‘I promise you … I’m telling you what actually happened. What he did to me. You have to believe me.’

He looked at her sadly. Then he got up to retrieve a cloth from the sink and wiped away the spilled coffee.

‘I can’t, Fliss,’ he replied. ‘You have a record …’

‘You make me sound like a criminal!’

‘… of making up stories where this kind of thing is concerned. What you said about Grandpa …’

When they were teenagers, she had told her family what their grandfather did to her. He was long dead by then, but their grandmother – still alive, still guarding the precious flame of the Fitzmaurice reputation – had vehemently denied it. Fliss had thought, out of all of them, that Ben had been the one to believe her. She had carried this belief like a talisman. Now, like an axe to the gullet, she understood he never did.

‘You ruined my memories of him and almost ripped our family apart,’ Ben said. ‘And I’m sorry you thought he did that. Truly. I am. I’m sorry you think Jarvis has attacked you. But the truth is, darling Fliss, that your brain is very unwell and you’re not a reliable witness and we need to get you some help. So that’s what we’ll do, OK? You’ll stay here and we’ll look after you until we’ve found somewhere for you to go.’

There were no words left. She would never be able to change his mind. She slunk upstairs to one of the many spare bedrooms and fell asleep without taking off her clothes.

After a week at Tipworth, she had gone to the police. She hadn’t told Ben. She had walked into town one morning on her own. She had filed a report, said she wanted to press charges. The male officer had looked at her with patronising kindness and told her she’d left it ‘a bit late for that’. They didn’t have any evidence, did they? She should have come straight to them and had swabs taken. Now it was just her word against his. The unspoken implication was, well of course no one is going to believe a tramp like you over a notable individual like Andrew Jarvis.

‘You staying with your brother at the big house?’ the officer had said as he saw her out. ‘Send him our best, won’t you?’

Fliss remained at Tipworth for a fortnight. Every morning, she would get up early to walk the maze, the twists and turns of the carefully pruned hedges acting as counterpoint to her own internal messiness. She kept retracing the sequence of events over, trying to make sense of the senseless.

Had she led Jarvis on?

Had she deserved it?

What could she have done differently?

Every time she asked herself the questions, she found herself in another dead end. There was no way out.

Over those weeks, Ben never spoke again of what had happened to her, other than oblique references to ‘the incident’. Fliss didn’t tell Serena and neither, as far as she knew, did Ben. They were busy with their own lives, she supposed, although the lack of concern stung. But after so many years of lying and stealing and letting them down, what could she expect? She had finally achieved her fullest potential in the quality that came most naturally to her: being unlovable.

She was unable to sleep at night. Serena gave her some beta blockers and Fliss helped herself after that. There was also a well-stocked bar in Ben’s study, so she self-medicated quite successfully. She was careful to tread the narrow line between not being too drunk and not being too high. Once she heard back from the police, her path forward would be clear and sober. But nothing happened. And it dawned on her, during those mornings walking the Tipworth maze, that it never would. At some point over the last few years, Felicity had lost her right to belong. Any protection that her family might once have afforded her was gone. The institutions that had once existed to shield her, the great houses that had opened their doors to her, inviting her in for society balls and parties and polo matches, the systems that had worked in her favour, purely because of who she was and what her name represented, all of it had disappeared. Her degradation was complete. She was a nobody, banished outside the citadel walls. Andrew Jarvis had stolen the last of her. And her brother – her beloved little brother – had done nothing to stop it.

So Felicity did what she always did. She ran away. She took Serena’s black AmEx from her wallet and booked a flight to Bali. Business class so she got free booze. She left without saying goodbye or leaving a note. On the aeroplane, she drank until she blacked out. When she arrived at the airport in Denpasar, the humidity wrapped itself around her limbs like swaddling. She hitched a ride on the back of a moped to Canggu, the warm wind hitting her cheeks. That first night, she slept on the beach. When she woke, she felt clearer. She made the decision not to drink that day and she almost managed it until an Australian tourist offered to buy her a beer and then she spent the evening with him and his mates smoking weed on the beach until sunrise. Within a few days, she had a scattering of friends. They didn’t judge her or ask many questions. She was closest to Derek, who had moved to Bali from Jamaica a decade earlier and who worked with the boatmen offering trips across the bay to Uluwatu. Derek was tall and gentle. When he put his arm around her, it felt fraternal and nothing else. When he offered her a room to stay in, she accepted. He said she didn’t have to pay until she found her feet, which happened sooner than expected when a local yoga studio offered her a job – on reception at first, but when they discovered she had done her teacher training years before in Goa, they gave her a couple of classes a week. She enjoyed teaching. Hearing the sound of her voice taking the students from chair pose to side crow to a one-legged chaturanga reminded her she existed. She was a little rusty but it came back to her easily enough – the flow of it, the delicate combination of ease and effort. Her students were mostly social media influencers and Western travellers like her. Their alignment was terrible, but Fliss didn’t mind. At the end of the class, they would thank her, and every tiny acknowledgement pushed her slightly closer to believing she mattered.

She was still drinking, but it was under control. No drugs. A tumbler of arak each morning – the local liquor, made from fermented white rice and palm sap, just to keep her sharp through the day. Every evening, she went to the beach with Derek and a group of friends and drank beer and watched the sun do its thing. Time passed easily enough.

‘I’m trying to get sober,’ she told Derek one evening. ‘My way.’

He nodded.

‘And you’re doing just fine,’ he said, patting her gently on the back.

‘Something happened to me, back home.’

Derek waited. She told him about her years of being the family disaster, about struggling to find anything she was good at, at her inability to be ‘normal’ and her eventual refuge in drugs and alcohol, but mostly alcohol. She told him about Andrew Jarvis raping her and about her brother Ben who didn’t care and about how no one – not even the police – had done anything and that it was this indifference that had been the cruellest part because it was final confirmation that it was her fault and always had been.

When she finished her story, Derek leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. Every part of him was long and graceful and smooth as polished wood.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said.

Fliss’s shoulders relaxed. Those words were all she had been wanting to hear. The release of a bird from a cage.

At night, the memories still haunted her. She tried to avoid sleep because she had nightmares. Jarvis came to her in her unconscious moments: the weight of him, the stickiness, the jagged force. She couldn’t remember the pain, only that it had been so vicious that the expression of it now lay beyond mere words.

And maybe she could have made a life for herself in this way: not happy, exactly, but functioning. Slowly stitching herself back together. But then, one day, she forgot to be cautious and the earth tilted and she let the shame back in.

It was coming up to her birthday. It shouldn’t have mattered because what was one more year? She was doing so well, wasn’t she? She was almost sober. But with this newfound clarity came clearer memories. Every time Fliss closed her eyes, it was as if an unknown hand was projecting the past onto a brightly lit cinema screen. And there Jarvis was, at the centre of it, beamed onto her mind’s eye.

The day before she turned fifty-four, she sat on the doorstep of their dirty courtyard, next to the offering of flowers and fruit left by the locals for some unspecified deity, and she drank a whole bottle of arak, wincing as she swallowed. Then she walked inside, dropping heavily onto her bed. She fell asleep to the whir of the fan above and she dreamed of a huge jaw, opening to reveal sharp teeth. The mouth grew wider and she strained her neck to try and see what creature it belonged to. She recognised Jarvis, the lower half of his face grotesquely distended, cheeks bulging, and then he morphed into a different face with brown eyes and curly hair and she saw it was Ben. He was going to eat her alive. He was going to chew her flesh and spit her bones out.

She woke with an acute fear hovering just above her chest and a voice, insistent and measured, telling her to kill herself. She tried to ignore it, to shake her head and rid herself of it, but it wouldn’t leave. The voice was perfectly clear. It came from within her and gave her no option. There was only one course of action. It was to end her life.

She stumbled to the kitchen and took out another bottle of arak. The alcohol tasted of cinnamon and petrol. When the bottle was empty, she reached for a notepad Derek left by the kettle for shopping lists, and she wrote:

‘I’m so sorry. Can’t do this anymore. I have to go. Thank you for being a friend.’

She felt quite calm. The way ahead was clear. Alcohol wouldn’t be enough, so she made her way down to the beach, sandals slipping on the loose chips of rock left on the side of the road by workmen building new luxury hotels. A teenager squatting by the shuttered vegan café gave her some pills. Blue oblongs, scattered in the palm of her hand like maggots. She gave the teenager all that was left of her money.

On the beach, she swallowed the pills and then lay on the sand, feeling her stupid heart beating. Not long to wait now, the voice told her. Almost over. You’re doing the right thing. No one on this planet needs you or loves you. You are a burden. You are lost. Come. You belong in the nothingness, because nothing is what you are.

She kicked off her sandals and walked into the sea. She cried out as the waves slapped against her. She kept walking until the water rose up to her knees, her thighs and then her waist. The water drifted up to her chest and then her neck. She bent her head back, allowing the sea to slide over her hairline. The current rose up from beneath her, snaking its way around her limbs, dragging her down, underneath the surface where the moon spilled its pale fragments, down, down, down, below the silhouetted shoals of fish, down further towards the seabed, down into the depths of that giant void she’d imagined, the one where the pain stopped and she ceased to exist and where her thoughts disintegrated into granules of sand and shell and stone and where she returned to the blissful darkness her soul had always known.




XIII.

Serena

THEY ARE AT ANOTHER TEDIOUS EVENT. Serena has been dragged to an increasing number of them ever since Ben announced his intention to run for leader.

‘It’s good to be seen out and about,’ was all he ever said.

The reception is being held at the British Museum to mark the opening of an exhibition on female rage. A woman in a purple jumpsuit is giving an impassioned speech, claiming that anger is a tool for change. Serena listens as she drinks a tepid glass of sparkling water and tries not to be resentful. It’s so much easier for younger women, who grew up being able to express themselves. What if you’ve never been able to admit your anger? she wants to say. What if no one has ever cared enough to notice it burning away inside you? What if you’ve had to hide it all your life, whittling away the roughness of your resentments until you become a perfectly smooth stone? And what if that is the only way you know how to be?

She takes another sip of water and arranges her face in a bland smile. She wonders if anyone else feels like this? She doesn’t really trust any of her friends enough to ask. Not anymore. Not after the Violet business.

She thinks, then, of Fliss and feels an acute pang of loss. Serena misses her sister-in-law more than she ever thought she would, and in this late-flowering realisation, has understood that Fliss occupied a unique position in her life: Fliss was non-judgemental, even of things and people she couldn’t understand. She listened rather than filling the silence with more words. Serena wishes she could have told her this when Fliss was still alive; that she could have known it then and done more to help her.

Next to her, Ben stands with a champagne flute in one hand, checking his phone with the other. Ever since he launched his campaign, his phone has become like an extension of his arm: a mechanical adjunct that enables him to monitor the erratic sway of public opinion and private promises. He has an official Instagram account now. His younger staff are trying to entice him onto TikTok but so far, thankfully, he’s resisted. She watches out of the corner of her eye as he opens WhatsApp and texts a photograph of the two of them taken on the steps outside to his social media manager, a young but thankfully unattractive (the relief, when she met her!) girl called – of all things – Kennedy. Ben hasn’t asked Serena whether she minds this picture being used. If he had, Serena would have told him to pick another one where her hips don’t look as wide and insisted he slap a Paris filter on there. Ben doesn’t understand filters or judicious editing of exposure and contrast. Men don’t need to bother. When Ben goes grey, he’ll be a silver fox. Serena’s grey hairs, by contrast, are assiduously dyed back to blonde at considerable expense. If she goes grey, she’ll be a witch.

‘Actually,’ she says, ‘do you mind if I just send that picture to Cressy? Get her to work her magic?’

‘Sure,’ Ben says and she can tell he thinks she’s being unnecessarily demanding.

Her younger daughter has turned out to be a whizz at photo editing and has recently introduced her mother to the joys of FaceTune. She can shrink a bloated stomach, remove crow’s feet and make unflattering shadows disappear.

Serena takes Ben’s phone to forward the image to Cressida.

‘What are you doing?’ he whispers, grabbing it back. ‘I’ll send it to her.’

Curious that he doesn’t let her look at his phone. She imagines what incriminating messages she might find there but decides not to care. She watches the woman in purple come to the end of her speech. There is polite applause and then a rush to abandon glasses. The crowd begins to walk up the curving staircase and into the exhibition.

The entrance is lined with a large canvas graffitied with a giant word cloud. ‘Empowerment’ is slashed in magenta across the right-hand corner. ‘Bitch’ is splattered across the centre, right next to ‘Strong’ and, in vivid red, ‘Warrior’.

The curator, dressed in a black skirt and waistcoat, stands beside the canvas and starts to tell them it was commissioned by the British Museum. Participants from around the country were asked what words they associated with the term ‘woman’ and these were then painted onto the canvas by a transgender artist known simply as ‘Ghost’.

‘As you can see,’ the curator says, gesturing towards the virulent mish-mash of colour, ‘our perceptions of womanhood are multi-faceted and complex.’

‘Give me strength,’ Ben mutters.

‘Shh.’

It’s not that Serena wants to listen but, at the same time, she finds herself unsettled by the art piece. Her eyes focus on a single word in block capitals in the bottom left-hand corner: ‘SLUT’. Odd, isn’t it, that there is no comparable word for a man?

‘And now, if you’d like to follow me into the exhibition itself,’ the curator says, ‘it’s just this way. The first thing you’ll see is a sculpture of Lilith, believed to be the first wife of Adam – before Eve. She was banished from the Garden of Eden for not obeying him. Adam took another wife in revenge – Eve – who, according to Genesis, was made from Adam’s rib to be his subservient companion.’

The curator gives a thin smile.

‘Jewish folklore views Lilith as a demonic presence and amulets and incantations were once used to counter her sinister powers. She was said to prey on pregnant women and infants. The Irish novelist James Joyce called her “the patron of abortions”.’

Ben murmurs in Serena’s ear, ‘She sounds like a right laugh.’

‘And yet,’ the curator says, ‘her only crime seems to have been disobedience to a man.’

She gestures upwards towards the ceiling and halfway up the wall, Serena sees it: a crouching sculpture of a sinewy female form, hunkered down as if ready to launch herself into space. From this angle, Lilith looks as if she might jump right onto them, wreaking vengeance against all who have wronged her.

Serena is impressed by the physicality of the bronze. She imagines being brave enough to flee the Garden of Eden, screaming with great righteousness into the night sky. She imagines what it might be like to refuse to surrender to what is expected of you. She thinks of Cosima, her brave, brilliant daughter, who cares much less than Serena does about what everyone else thinks. She’d like the story of Lilith.

When Cosima was ten, they had taken a family trip to Egypt. There had been long days of guided tours to ancient temples and tombs, the starkness of yellow sandstone pressed against a sky of startling blue. They’d brought nannies for the younger three and stayed in a pink villa on the outskirts of Luxor where the swimming pool was edged with palm trees. Serena had thought Cosima would want to spend her days tanning on a sun-lounger, but she had insisted on coming on all the tours.

‘I like it, Mummy,’ she had said. ‘It’s so different.’

Serena had watched Cosima as she wandered through the monolithic grandeur of Karnak Temple, neck craned so that she didn’t miss a single detail of the hieroglyphic representations of divine entities, and had been amazed that this was her daughter. Cosima was engrossed: capable of asking polite and perceptive questions of their guide at an age when Serena’s attention would have been scattered and unfocused. Back at the villa each evening, Cosima would describe what they had seen to her siblings. She remembered every element: the winged falcon, denoting protection; the sun god Amun-Ra with his double-feathered crown; the horned cow Hathor, who represented motherhood and kindness and who was shown suckling babies from her udder. Cosima was particularly taken with the female pharaoh, Queen Hatshepsut, who had insisted on representing herself as a man in statues in order to emphasise her dominance after stealing power from her stepson. Hatshepsut, born of common blood, had claimed to be the daughter of Amun-Ra in order to convince Egyptians of her right to take the throne.

‘So you can just invent yourself?’ Cosima had asked, taking her mother’s hand as they walked through Queen Hatshepsut’s temple.

‘What do you mean, darling?’

‘If you don’t like who you are, or people don’t accept you for who you are, you just tell a story about who you want to be.’

‘I suppose so,’ Serena said, but she hadn’t really taken it in. She had been distracted in those days, still getting used to the idea that her role as a mother now seemed to supersede anything else she might have been. Her identity was no longer her own.

So she had ignored Cosima’s upturned face and the constellation of pale brown freckles forming across the bridge of her nose, and she had ignored the pleading in her daughter’s eyes for parental approval and she had carried on walking through the temple, hugging her bag closer to her chest, protecting it against imagined thieves.

Now, remembering that moment, Serena wonders if Cosima is writing her own version of Hatshepsut’s story: creating a different life for herself, outside the confines of her own family. Perhaps Serena has pushed her away? Perhaps it is her fault Cosima is now so sad and angry?

I must speak to her, Serena thinks. I must try. She makes a promise to herself that she’ll call Cosima tomorrow. She’ll stop being so critical and listen, as Fliss would have done. Listening does not come naturally to Serena, who is more frequently caught up in self-reflection, but she will attempt to get better at it. With this decision made, Serena feels calmer – brighter, somehow – and walks on to the next museum display.

Ben nudges her shoulder and points to a glass cabinet containing a carved wooden Indonesian goddess, open-mouthed and wide-eyed, painted red and snarling fearsomely.

‘Looks like Jarvis,’ he says, sniggering at his own joke. She shrugs him off.

She really needs to deal with the Jarvis issue. He’s texting her multiple times a day. The texts are decidedly crude in nature, which disturbs her.

‘When can we next fuck?’ he’d messaged at nine-thirty this morning. She hadn’t replied, then at midday he’d followed up with ‘Don’t tease me’ and her least favourite emoji – the asymmetric winking face with a sticking-out tongue. Then, at 5 p.m., just as she was getting ready: ‘I’m hard. Help me.’

She had been buttoning up her silk blouse at the time, so snapped a quick picture of her boobs in a lacy blue bra to keep him quiet. There was silence over text for several minutes, which Serena didn’t want to think about. Then – ping! – ‘Take the bra off.’

She slid off the bra, snapped another photo. Her boobs were tiny. Even when she was pregnant, she’d only gone up to a B-cup. She used to hate her flat chest but was now grateful for the fact her breasts hadn’t sagged with age. With a bit of artful lighting, she made it look like she had cleavage and pressed send.

‘Good girl,’ Jarvis typed back.

She relaxed as the beast slunk away.

The next room is filled with religious iconography – Virgin Marys on ancient diptychs holding green-faced babies in lapis lazuli robes – and leaves her cold. She attempts to keep her mind focused enough to read some of the information panels. Heat engulfs her lower back and her cheeks. She stands very still to allow the hot flash to pass. Her GP has inserted a coil and given her oestrogen gel but she can’t yet get the dosage right. The sweat presses against her face, moistening her hairline. She breathes in to the count of four, then out again until the heat recedes.

It is as Serena is looking at a fifteenth-century etching of witches that it happens. A splintering, crashing sound. She jumps. Her first thought is that the museum’s vaulted glass ceilings have smashed. Ben grabs her hand. The room fills with people wearing balaclavas. They are shouting. She can’t make out the words. She thinks they must be terrorists and braces herself for a suicide bomb. I am going to die, she thinks. And then, with total clarity: is this what Fliss felt like when she drowned?

An urgent need to empty her bladder. She ignores it. Ben pulls at her hand but she finds she cannot move. She is frozen to the spot, clamped to the concrete just like Lilith.

Suddenly, she’s pushed into with such force that she drops Ben’s hand and stumbles, catching her hip on the corner of a picture frame. A man glares at her through the holes in his balaclava with blazing disgust.

‘Get out of the way!’ he shouts. He is followed by the rest of the group – there must be a dozen of them at least – chanting a repetitive phrase.

‘End fossil fuel!’ they shout. ‘End fossil fuel!’

Two of them have their fists held high. So they’re not Islamic terrorists, she thinks. It’s the eco-protest group she’s been reading about on her phone: a group of them recently superglued themselves to a portrait of Winston Churchill in the Houses of Parliament. Another set erected tents at the Oxford Circus intersection and then lay down across the tarmac so that the traffic stalled for several days.

Next to her, Ben is agitated.

‘Jesus Christ,’ he says, his face grim. Despite his time in the Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, Ben has never had much patience for what he calls ‘the hippy dippy brigade’. He thinks reports of global warming are exaggerated and insists that climate change is simply part of human history, frequently citing facts about the Ice Age gleaned from one of his favourite right-wing podcasts. It drives Cosima mad, Serena knows. Their eldest daughter used to have a picture of Greta Thunberg as her screensaver. For her last birthday, Cosima had refused presents, asking them instead to donate money to victims of a mudslide in India. Serena had dutifully arranged the PayPal transfer. She wishes Cosima could enjoy herself more. Serena’s own teenage years were full of posh boys and society balls and the heavy scent of Body Shop White Musk. She longs for her daughter to be more normal, less troubled. She worries about her. Life would be easier for Cosima if she were more able to compromise.

The protesters are still chanting, still holding their clenched fists aloft. It has now tipped into the farcical and has the feel of an amateur dramatics production.

One of the figures – slighter in stature than Serena’s assailant – stands in front of the statue of Lilith.

‘We call upon every principled and peaceful citizen to rise with us,’ he says. ‘Our government has to tell the truth by declaring a climate and ecological emergency and has to act now to halt biodiversity loss and reduce greenhouse gas emissions to net zero by 2028.’

‘Oh for goodness’ sake,’ an elderly man wearing a three-piece suit is saying. ‘This isn’t going to help.’

‘Do go home,’ says another guest.

The curator is ineffectually trying to usher the guests through to the next room and asking the protesters to talk ‘like reasonable adults’. Serena, finally able to move again, follows Ben towards the exit. As they turn to leave, one of the protesters takes out a fire extinguisher.

Where’s the fire, Serena thinks automatically, as the protester removes the pin and sets off the extinguisher. There is a hissing sound but instead of white foam, a flume of orange arcs over their heads, splattering the clothes of the guests and the walls and the cabinets and the Indonesian goddesses and then, with the nozzle pointed even higher, it reaches spider-like Lilith on the wall above. Within seconds, her dark bronze muscles are coated in orange paint.

The curator shrieks and rushes to press a red button that sets off a security alarm. Serena, rooted to the spot, watches as a woman tries to wipe orange rivulets off her white Chanel jacket.

‘Come on,’ Ben says. ‘We need to get out of here.’

He manhandles her through the melee. In the confusion, an abandoned canapé tray is knocked over. Automatically, Serena stoops to pick it up. As she does so, she catches sight of a pair of Doc Marten boots. She wouldn’t have noticed them otherwise, would never have thought to look down, but there, amid the broken glass and the messy smatter of paint, she sees them. A pair of scuffed Doc Marten boots. Orange laces.

She knows these boots. She knows these laces.

‘Cosima?’ she says, her voice shaking.

A balaclava-ed head turns. Her daughter’s coal-black eyes stare back at her and blink.

Her stomach twists in on itself.

She senses her spine grow rigid with fear. She is so scared for her child in this moment that the terror engulfs her, sticking to her like tar.

Her daughter.

Unmistakably Cosima.

Her child.

The one she has known the longest – or thought she has. The fear trickles through her, shape-shifting into anger. Because now Serena understands that she doesn’t know Cosima – not at all, not even a little bit – and that this not knowing is Cosima’s betrayal. It is Cosima’s lies. It is Cosima choosing to turn her back on her family and burn their certainties down. How dare she? Serena thinks. How dare she do this to us? The affront she feels is complicated. It has its roots in a muscle memory of order, of how things should be, of the structure and systems Serena has spent her life in service of. This chaotic protest, with its ugly self-importance and its naive belief that the world can be changed simply if one shouts loudly enough, stands in direct contradiction to everything she has been raised to believe. And hovering above Serena’s disgust like a mutating cloud of flies is a twisting, turning anger directed at Cosima for believing she knows better.

You have no idea, Serena wants to tell her. You have to play the game. You can’t just smash everything apart like this. It doesn’t work that way.

Because Cosima can’t be right. If she is, it means Serena is wrong. And then her whole existence is a sham. She won’t allow it.

Serena feels a hand grab her shoulder.

‘Come on,’ Ben is saying, pulling her roughly away.

‘It’s Cosima,’ she tells him.

‘I know. It’s why we have to get the fuck out of here.’

‘She lied to us,’ Serena says. Her fury seeds itself as she speaks the words. ‘She must have lied to us so many times.’

‘Not now,’ Ben says.

‘She’s making a mockery of us. What are we going to do?’

‘We’ll sort it.’

She looks at him then, in the midst of the rush of people scrambling to make sense of what has happened, and she notices that although he is aggravated, there is a conspicuous absence of surprise.

‘Did you know?’ she asks. ‘Did you know she was doing this?’

‘Yes,’ he replies. ‘I was briefed about it last week. We need to go, Serena! Before it sinks the entire campaign.’

‘But …’ She grasps for words that seem strangely elusive. ‘Ben. She could have been killed.’

He scoffs. ‘Hardly.’

Serena feels a febrile lightness in her body, as though she is falling through space. Ben knew about Cosima and didn’t tell her. The treachery stings. If the situation had been reversed, she knows she would have told him. Clearly they have some secret alliance and Serena isn’t trusted by either of them. Are they intent on laughing at her? What other secrets do they nurture? How many other lies have they told to keep her quiet? They must think she’s a fool. An untrustworthy, stupid fool who no longer deserves their intimacy or their respect, even after these long decades of effort, squeezing herself dry of maternal and wifely love. Serena has tried. She has tried to save face, and all they have done is throw it back in hers. Without beauty, without family, without the Fitzmaurice belonging that guards itself against the outside world, what, now, is the point of her? Do they even care?

Ben bundles her out of the museum. The reason he needs to leave is not some chivalrous desire to protect his wife but because he knows that if the press get hold of this, it will be the endgame. If people find out his daughter is an eco-activist who vandalises national treasures and causes upheaval and disruption for the everyday Brit, he’ll never get to be prime minister. That is more important to him than anything else.

Fliss once told Serena that Ben’s childhood ambition was to become ‘emperor of the universe’. He’s probably been watching too much Star Wars, Fliss had said, and at the time, Serena had laughed along with her. She had thought she was in on the joke, that she and Ben were a team. But now she sees it was never a joke, not really. Now she sees that he didn’t – doesn’t – consider her his confidante or his equal.

She follows Ben out onto the street, where he hails a cab and shoves her in it. She catches her ankle on the door. The cut starts to bleed, but he doesn’t notice.

‘Tufton Street please, mate,’ Ben says.

In the taxi, she scans through her recent memories of his half-truths and obfuscations. The affair with Violet. The row he had with Cosima at the funeral, which he told her point-blank she was imagining. The fact he hadn’t even informed her he was running for leader but had confided everything in Jarvis. The way he didn’t want her to look at his phone – what incriminating things would she find there? All her previous certainties collapse like dominoes. Whatever and whoever else he lied about and to, she had always laboured under the misapprehension that he never lied to her. Not about the important stuff. Not about their family. Because the Fitzmaurices stuck together, didn’t they?

She understands now the extent of her delusion. He doesn’t care about protecting her. He cares only about his own advancement. And she can never be Lilith. She is fated always to be Eve.




XIV.

Richard

ACCORDING TO HIS DIARY, he has a meeting at 2 p.m. in – of all places – an itsu sushi on Piccadilly. He squints at his phone, trying to make out further detail. At his last appointment, his optician told him he would probably need reading glasses but Richard refuses to believe it, as if the refusal is enough to make the belief true. Wearing reading specs would make him look weak, particularly at this sensitive juncture in the leadership campaign. Ben Fitzmaurice recently came out on top of the MPs’ ballot and then aced the hustings and emerged, triumphant, as the frontrunner of the final two.

Ben’s opponent is Graham Bunn, who has the support of the rabid anti-woke, anti-Europe, anti-immigrant right-wingers, but not much traction with the centre of the party. Also – and there’s no kind way to say this – Graham Bunn is a very ugly man. Sparse hair and eyes of the protruding variety that physicians look for when diagnosing an over-active thyroid. His face is a map of burst capillaries and he has a squat, flaky wart on the tip of his nose that reminds Richard of an unforgiving portrait he once saw of Oliver Cromwell. Compared to Ben, with his dashing good looks and extraordinarily well-groomed hair, there is no contest. However racist, xenophobic and anti-immigrant the Tory heartland might be, there’s surely no way a majority of them would want to be represented by the odious Graham Bunn on the world stage?

It’s ‘Ben Versus Bunn’, as the Evening Standard put it on yesterday’s front page. There are only a few weeks left before an internal popularity contest in which the future fate of the entire country rests on the gut instincts of 0.00000149 per cent of the population. Richard has worked it out: the party membership amounts to a grand total of 172,437 and the UK population is approaching 67 million, so, you do the math, as Mickey Minton might say.

In order to read the diary entry Terri has seen fit to add in without his permission, Richard has to hold his phone out at arm’s length and tilt his head down to a 45-degree angle. He accidentally presses the camera button and takes a selfie in which he possesses several double chins and a ghostly pallor. He gasps with repulsion, deletes it and then returns to the diary app, where he is finally able to make out the name.

‘Martin Gilmour,’ he reads aloud. ‘What the fuck?’

Terri has an annoying habit of putting in meetings when he least expects them. The man on the next table glares at him. He is reading a hard copy of Hansard and returns to the thickly bound tome when Richard gives him an apologetic shrug.

Richard is sitting in the Portcullis House lobby. He’s just bought himself a Korean squid and seafood stew from The Debate café, purely because it sounded so fantastical. When he tastes it, the texture is sponge-like and off-putting. As he lifts the fork to his mouth for a second go, an unshakeable splotch of brown lands on his tie, reminding him of the burst sewage pipe on Shit Happens!. He slides the carton away from him. He’ll be able to get something in itsu, he thinks, although why on earth Martin Gilmour wants to see Richard is beyond him. He’s never warmed to the fellow. The last time they crossed paths was at a campaign strategy ‘brainstorm’ at Tipworth Priory. Richard hadn’t been sure what Martin was doing there. The only thing he’d contributed over the course of a two-hour meeting was to suggest Ben rolled up his shirtsleeves for the forthcoming televised leadership debate.

When Martin left, Richard ventured to ask: ‘What’s he doing for you, exactly?’

Ben talked vaguely of ‘the need for a cultural advisor’ and then added: ‘He’s got a good instinct for how things might play out in areas we don’t have access to.’

‘Such as?’

‘Plebs and poofs,’ Jarvis answered, with his usual crassness.

Richard felt obliged to titter. It had been made clear to him that he was expected to defer to Jarvis in all matters, including whether things were funny or not.

‘And,’ Ben continued, ‘I’ve found in the past that, with Martin, it’s a case of better in than out.’

‘That’s what she said,’ Jarvis added, with tiresome inevitability.

‘I find it difficult to get a read on him,’ Richard offered.

Jarvis snorted.

‘Yeah. He’s a slippery little fucker.’

‘Jarvis has never been his biggest fan,’ Ben said. ‘And Martin has certain … well, shall we say, complexities. But he’s been loyal—’

‘Devoted, some might say.’ Jarvis smirked.

‘Now, now.’

‘What you need to know, Dick—’

‘Richard.’ He always tried to stop Jarvis calling him Dick.

‘What you need to know is that Martin has been madly in love’ – Jarvis adopted the campy, effete voice of a 1960s Carry On star – ‘with Benny Boy for longer than either of us can remember.’

‘Oh.’

Ben shook his head but Richard couldn’t help but notice he was grinning. Over the preceding weeks, Richard had come to understand just how much Ben revelled in attention of any description. It didn’t matter who it came from or what the context might be. What mattered most was that it was there.

‘Look, he’s only human,’ Ben said, holding up his hands with a goofy smile.

Richard, unsure what to say, studied the beige-knotted carpet in Ben’s study with great intensity. His eyes wandered to the kelim rug under Ben’s desk, woven with a repetitive triangular pattern in reds and browns.

‘I know he’s a bit of a pest, Jarvis, but would it really be too much to ask for you to play nice?’ Ben added. ‘Just until the leadership contest is over?’

‘Of course, of course,’ Jarvis said. ‘As long as we don’t have to appoint him to cabinet. Make him minister for the limp-wristed or some crap.’

‘I promise,’ Ben said. ‘I’ll find him some inoffensive non-exec role where he can’t do any harm, or I’ll just pay him off again.’

Richard wondered if he’d heard correctly.

‘Again?’ he asked, mildly.

‘He’s only joking,’ Jarvis said, a firm edge to his voice.

‘Yeah, sorry, Richard, just – um – a joke between friends. He’s always sniffing around after money and influence, is our Martin.’

Ben checked his watch. Vintage Rolex, naturally.

‘Right, we should wrap up here.’

Jarvis stood and shoved his hands in his pockets, rocking gently back and forth on the balls of his feet. Watching him, Richard was reminded of a shoot he’d once been on with Hannah. One of her awful posh friends who insisted they get kitted out in tweeds and gilets and tramp around the countryside knocking back tots of whisky and trying to shoot pheasants. The startled birds were ushered into their paths by a group of village locals who had been paid a pittance to thrash the undergrowth with sticks. They were called beaters. It had struck Richard as a fundamentally unfair fight. The pheasants would never be able to win. And the beaters were being exploited, too.

‘Martin just doesn’t get it,’ Jarvis said.

‘What’s that?’ Richard asked. He imagined Jarvis with a stick, beating birds out of the grass and into Ben’s crosshairs.

‘That he’ll never be one of us.’

Recalling this episode now, sitting in Portcullis House and watching his Korean stew congeal, Richard wishes he’d said something. But when Ben and Jarvis were together, ensconced in the trappings of their success, it was difficult to stand up to them. What would he have said? That you couldn’t talk about someone in that way? That it sounded callous and demeaning? That this wasn’t the way to appeal to the electorate? They’d have laughed him out of the room.

Besides, he’s beginning to suspect the electorate like being fucked over.

He’d met a man while filming Shit Happens! who had been blown up by an IED while serving in Afghanistan. The man, now a double amputee, lived in a council flat, repeatedly having to go into hospital for surgical procedures. The operations would require months of waiting and then they’d be delayed or he’d contract a bug on the ward or he’d be discharged too early and become ill at home. Day to day, he relied on benefits but found the forms increasingly difficult to complete. He struggled to make ends meet and had taken to visiting a food bank once a week for tinned goods he could live off over the next seven days. He was a proud man who hated the humiliation. And yet when Richard asked how he voted, the man had said, without a moment’s pause, ‘Conservative. Always have.’ At the time, Richard had been thrilled and asked the producer to get it on camera. But the closer he gets to Ben Fitzmaurice, the more unsettled he starts to feel. There is a rattling unease at the edge of his consciousness, like a pebble in a shoe. He tries to ignore it. He reminds himself that this adjacency to power is what he’s always wanted. He tells himself that politicians have always compromised. Real choices have to be made. Real decisions that might prove unpopular.

Still, he can’t shake the sensation that there’s a darkness to it all, a moral vacuum at the centre. He wishes he could speak to Hannah about it. Hannah would know what to do. Without her, he is a boat cut adrift from its anchor, buffeted by other people’s tides. He knows this and he also refuses to know it, in the same way that he refuses to believe he needs reading glasses. If one simply rejects an idea, Richard thinks, getting up from his table and striding towards Westminster tube with what he hopes is the gait of a more self-confident man, then surely it ceases to exist?

Martin is sitting at one of the corner tables when Richard arrives, a plastic tub of edamame beans in front of him.

‘Martin,’ Richard says, putting out his hand to shake. Martin is wearing a pale grey suit with a pink pocket square. His spectacles are tortoiseshell and both these and the pocket square belong to the class of accessory Richard categorises as ‘arty’.

‘Thank you for meeting me,’ Martin says, sitting back down on a wooden stool that has been clamped with bolts to the floor. There’s a brown folder next to the edamame beans on the table in front of him. Richard’s heart sinks. He knows one of the green-ink brigade when he sees them. Terri usually does a good job of filtering them out – those ranting letters written in fountain pen decrying the lack of village centre parking spaces or the difficulties of getting a doctor’s appointment.

‘Not at all, not at all,’ Richard says. ‘I’ll – uh – get some food.’

‘Please.’ Martin gestures towards the open fridge containing trays of pearlescent sashimi. Richard picks a shredded duck salad that the display informs him contains 756 calories. There is a baffling automated touchscreen that Richard bumbles his way through to pay £7.99 by tapping his phone against a plastic square. He misses the days of cash. You knew where you were with the comforting heft of pound coins.

‘What an interesting jacket,’ Martin says when Richard returns to the table.

‘Oh, yes. Thanks.’

He’s recently employed a personal stylist called Cody. Cody says Richard’s neckline is suited to a Nehru collar. He has, up until this point, agreed with her but now he worries his three-quarter-length linen number, purchased at considerable expense from a high-end department store might look a bit silly.

‘It’s an Indian designer,’ Richard says, unwrapping his chopsticks. ‘Well, sorry, British-Indian, I should say. His parents came over in the seventies. Immigrants. Hardworking, decent people. British born and bred. The designer, I mean, not the parents. They came over from … uh … somewhere. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. With coming over, I mean.’

‘I never said there was.’

‘No, no, of course you didn’t.’ Richard spears a clump of noodles with his chopsticks. ‘Christ, you have to be so careful with what you say these days, don’t you? Hahahahaha.’

Martin Gilmour makes him nervous. Perhaps it’s his coolly assessing stare or the fact that his reactions seem delayed. Perhaps it’s what Ben and Jarvis have intimated about his murky past and his sexual inclinations. Perhaps it’s the facial twitches Richard has noticed – every so often, a slight but noticeable judder of the jaw, like a cat ridding itself of fleas. Or perhaps it’s simply that Richard can’t get a grip on what Martin might be thinking at any given time. His emotions don’t show on his face like normal people’s.

‘Anyway, the jacket pays tribute to his heritage – hence, you know, the collar,’ Richard concludes, feebly.

‘Mm. I suppose one could say that wearing it is a form of cultural appropriation,’ Martin says.

A piece of duck becomes lodged in Richard’s throat.

‘Do you think so?’

He immediately wants to take the jacket off and set fire to it underneath the itsu table.

The edges of Martin’s mouth curl.

‘No, no, don’t worry. It was a joke.’

‘Oh, hahahahaha. Yes. Very good. Ha.’

Richard shifts on his stool. He scans Martin’s face, which has reassumed its usual blankness.

‘But you’re right that we have to be careful what we say,’ Martin says. ‘I know that only too well.’

Richard has read about Martin’s skirmish with Jacob Malik-Edwards and the university authorities – it’s one of the first things that comes up when you google him. But surely he didn’t arrange this meeting to talk about cultural semantics?

‘How can I help, Martin?’

‘Well, it’s not so much how you can help me. It’s more a question of how I believe I might be able to help you.’

‘Me?’

Richard pushes the empty duck salad box aside, mopping up spilled dots of soy sauce from the table with a thin paper napkin. He scrunches up the napkin and puts it in the box. His fingers feel sticky so he fishes out the miniature bottle of sanitiser he carries with him (politicians never know where the hands they’re shaking have been) and squeezes a globule into his palms, rubbing them together until the stickiness has gone. Martin stares at him.

‘Sorry, bit of a hygiene freak,’ Richard says, gabbling again. ‘Bit OCD. Like David Beckham. Have you seen the Beckham documentary …? It’s very good.’

Martin doesn’t answer. Instead, he pushes the brown folder across the table.

‘What’s this?’

‘Everything you need to bring Ben Fitzmaurice down.’

Against the noisy backdrop of the afternoon itsu rush, Richard isn’t quite sure he …

‘You heard,’ Martin says.

Richard takes the folder and starts leafing through it. The first page is a police report, stamped with the insignia of the Gloucestershire Constabulary. ‘Statement of …’ is typed at the top and he has to hold the sheet of paper at an angle to make out the handwritten name: Felicity Fitzmaurice. It is signed and dated from a year ago. Under paragraph A, ‘Details of the Incident’, the word ‘RAPE’ is written in the capital letters of officialese.

Richard looks at Martin.

‘Rape?’ he asks, voice hoarse.

Martin nods.

‘Carry on.’

Richard turns the page. He skims through the witness statement. Rape. Spiked mug of tea. A flat with the doors closed. Pain. Confusion. Fear. He imagines the police officer who would have listened to this story. Was he attentive? Kind? Bored? Dismissive? Then he imagines Felicity Fitzmaurice sitting in an anonymous interview room having to explain what she’d been through and he wants to run away. It is unlike Richard to suffer from a surfeit of empathy, but Hannah once told him about her own experience of sexual aggression at the hands of a lecherous male partner at a leading law firm and it shocked him that his wife – his strong, assertive, no-nonsense wife – had been made to feel so worthless. It knocked Richard’s sense of how the world operated, and he had never entirely recovered his equilibrium when it came to matters of sexual assault. It was partly why he watched so much porn. He hated the idea that his own predilections for sexual fantasies involving figures of male dominance – doctors, businessmen, gym instructors, the usual – would make Hannah uncomfortable or make her think less of him. So he repressed these urges in real life, preferring to indulge them on his own, in front of the flickering blue light of a computer screen.

Richard keeps scanning the police report. Another name leaps out from the page. He blinks to make sure he’s read it correctly. But there it is, in black and white: Andrew Jarvis.

‘What the …?’

Martin raises his eyebrows, as if to say, ‘Well, are you really surprised?’

But he is. Richard is aghast.

‘Jarvis?’

‘One and the same,’ Martin says.

‘I don’t know what you expect me to do with this.’

Martin crosses his legs, taking great care to lift the crease of each trouser leg in the pinch of his thumb and his index finger as he does so. Richard finds this air of studied nonchalance – so at odds with the sheaf of papers he has been confronted with – irritating.

‘You seem remarkably unconcerned,’ Richard says, heat rising. ‘I don’t know what seedy little game you’re trying to play with me, but I’m not a fool. I can see when I’m being used as a …’ He searches for the word. He knows he knows it but for some reason he can only think of sushi and prawns. It’s not a prawn. He’s not being used as a prawn but …

‘I’m not using you as a pawn.’

‘That’s it!’ Richard exclaims, relieved in spite of himself.

‘If I seem unruffled, I suppose it’s because I’ve known what Ben Fitzmaurice and Andrew Jarvis are capable of for years.’

‘I don’t see how Ben’s involved. I mean, clearly his poor sister was the victim of this awful attack and I’m sure he’s still grieving her death, which was a terrible thing. Just terrible.’ Richard gets lost, momentarily, in his own expressions of sympathy. ‘But surely this is all Jarvis? I mean, what a bastard.’ He is working himself up now, thinking of Hannah. ‘Spiking her drink and raping her? When she was already in such a bad way? Disgusting. I knew I didn’t like him. Knew it. You know, Martin, I’m a pretty good judge of character. Always have been.’

There is no time to examine the truth of this (if he did, he would find it wanting) because he’s interrupted by a woman in a black trouser suit, wearing a lanyard around her neck and carrying a pot of heated dumplings.

‘Anyone sitting here?’ She points to the empty stool next to Richard who, reflexively, shakes his head.

‘No, please,’ he says, gesturing to the seat.

Just as the woman begins to sit down, Martin says, ‘Actually, would you mind giving us some space?’

He says it calmly but in a way that makes it clear there is only one acceptable answer. The woman, sensing this, moves away and Richard understands that Martin’s lack of emotion, his inability to read social cues or experience normal levels of embarrassment is what gives him a curious kind of power. After all, you can’t win a game against someone who ignores the rules, or who isn’t aware of them in the first place.

‘It’s not just Jarvis,’ Martin says, lowering his voice. ‘It’s Ben who covered it up.’

Richard opens his mouth to speak but finds he has nothing to say. Martin reaches across the table to retrieve the folder. He flicks through the pieces of paper, then retrieves a scribbled sheet of foolscap and passes it back over to Richard.

‘You’ll see here’ – Martin points at the relevant passage – ‘a memo written by a very senior member of the Metropolitan Police, detailing a meeting he had with the Rt Hon Ben Fitzmaurice in which he was told to hush things up.’

‘But why would he write a memo?’

‘One can only assume the officer in question had a crisis of conscience. As much as I despise the police, I suppose it can occasionally be the case that there is a good apple in the barrel of rotten ones.’

‘And how did you get this?’

‘That’s not important.’

‘Sorry, but it is. I barely know you, Martin. If I’m meant to trust you on this, I need to be told where it’s from.’

Martin sighs, then glances around quickly to check he’s not being overheard.

‘A contact of mine knows an undercover police officer who has access at the highest levels. I’ve checked it all out. It’s real. If you use this – and I highly recommend that you do, given your own political ambitions – it has the capacity to destroy them; Ben, Jarvis, the lot of them.’

‘My political ambitions?’

‘Well, I assume you want to be PM? All politicians do.’

Richard is taken aback. Does he want to be prime minister? He used to. But when he got to Parliament and saw how it was run like a fusty Oxbridge college, he began to understand the impossibility of it for someone like him, who didn’t have the right kind of connections or scratch the right kind of backs. The British wanted to believe their democracy was meritocratic in the same way children wanted to believe Father Christmas was real.

Richard picks at a hangnail. A thin line of red appears at his cuticle as it starts to bleed. He wipes it with one of the paper napkins.

‘I don’t understand,’ he says. ‘I thought you and Ben were friends. Why would you want to do this?’

‘“Friends” is a loose term when it comes to Ben,’ Martin says. ‘I’ve known where I stand with the Fitzmaurices for a long time. They think I don’t see it, but I do. I know they laugh at me. I know they think I’m a pliant little lapdog, but I despise them as much as they despise the rest of us for not being them.’

Richard thinks back to all those occasions when Ben and Jarvis said something cruel or demeaning or arrogant. The time Jarvis called by-election voters in Staffordshire ‘flat-capped wankers’ or the time Ben laughed at an elderly woman for her Cockney accent when she stopped and asked him for a selfie. He thinks of the casualness with which Ben and Jarvis assume power is theirs for the taking, and the sadness he feels when he realises they’re correct. He thinks of his grammar school and how hard he worked and how his history teacher gave him extra tuition for his Oxford interview because ‘the poshos have it all sewn up otherwise’. He thinks of Durham University and the rugby crowd who once forced him to drink down a pint of urine and vomit simply because he wore the wrong kind of tie. He thinks of the Houses of Parliament, designed to resemble the stately homes and public schools and Oxbridge colleges of those chosen to rule from birth. He thinks of hereditary peerages and Masonic handshakes and private members clubs. He thinks of being left out of all the important campaign decisions and of Ben and Jarvis talking over him as if he were mere furniture.

‘Why are you giving this to me?’ Richard asks. ‘You don’t even like me.’

‘I don’t know you enough to like you. But I see some similarities between us, in our backgrounds, our outlook, the way we’re treated. We’re both outsiders, aren’t we? I’d rather have you in power than Ben. And Jarvis belongs behind bars. Quite frankly, they both do.’

Richard looks around, fearful they will be overheard. But the crowd has thinned. There are only a couple of customers left, sitting in the corner, too far away to listen in.

‘You don’t need to know what motivates me,’ Martin continues. ‘You need to know what motivates you. Do you really want someone who did this to his own sister running the country? He protected Jarvis because he needs his money. They always have each other’s backs and they always will.’

Martin pauses, then adds: ‘You know Fliss left a suicide note?’

Richard shakes his head.

‘She did. In Bali. That’s in the folder too. She killed herself. It wasn’t an accident, like the Fitzmaurices say. She killed herself because of what they did to her.’

‘God, how awful,’ Richard says.

‘And that’s not all,’ Martin continues. ‘When we were at university, Ben killed a woman. He was drunk at the wheel of a car. I took the blame and they paid me off and hushed it up with the police like they always do. But that’s not going to happen again, Richard. I’m just … not going to let it happen again.’

Martin breaks off. He re-adjusts his pocket square, pulling it half a millimetre to the right. He takes one long breath in through the nose before he speaks again. When he does so, his voice is low and urgent.

‘Fliss was the only one of them who was kind to me,’ he says. His face softens for the briefest instant before switching back to its lacquered neutrality. But Richard notices it. There is real feeling there. He reaches across the table and takes the folder.

He walks into the afternoon swathe of Piccadilly traffic with the folder tucked into his briefcase. There are grey clouds in the sky and a light drizzle settles across his face like a veil. He buttons up his Nehru jacket and asks himself, for at least the fifth time that day: what would Hannah do?




XV.

Cosima

THE BRITISH MUSEUM ACTION HAD been a disaster. Cosima hadn’t known her parents were going to be there. She’d clocked them as soon as the group stormed the exhibition, the two of them standing by a glass cabinet, her father with one hand resting lightly in the dip of her mother’s silken back. She had grabbed Meadow’s arm.

‘Shit.’

‘What is it?’ Meadow hissed, shaking her off.

‘My parents,’ Cosima said. ‘My fucking parents are here.’

Through the balaclava slit, she could see the surprise register in Meadow’s eyes.

‘That guy?’ Meadow said. ‘The politician?’ Her voice rose. ‘Your dad’s the fucking Energy Secretary? What the fuck, Pineapple?’

Cosima had no time to explain. Peatbog was now standing at the front, about to give his usual rousing speech. Cosima glanced around her. She was standing to the left of an emergency exit. She calculated that it would take three steps to reach it and if she waited until they set the fire extinguisher off, she’d be able to press down on the bar to push the door open and make her escape without anyone noticing. She took one sideways step, just to try it out. Then another. Then Meadow gripped her wrist. Cosima felt the pressure of her fingers like a handcuff.

‘Don’t you even think about it,’ Meadow said. She was angrier; angrier than Cosima had ever seen her. After River had been unmasked as an undercover police officer, the group had been jittery. They’d had lengthy conversations about the betrayal and ‘how best to process their resentment’. Cosima had stayed put during these impromptu group therapy sessions. She, alone, didn’t feel let down by River, not after what he’d risked for her. The files he’d passed on to her, containing all the terrible details of her aunt’s rape and subsequent suicide are safely saved in the drafts folder of a Gmail account to which only she, River and now Martin Gilmour have access. Reading the details of Fliss’s last weeks had been difficult and, at several points, Cosima had to take a break, fearing she might faint or throw up or punch a wall or all three at once. But she forced herself to read every single word, and when she was done, instead of the fury she expected, she experienced razor-sharp focus. She knew exactly what to do in order to stop Andrew Jarvis abusing any other women. And if it blew open the truth of her father’s collusion, then so be it. She was disgusted with them all. If her dad could betray his own sister to protect his reputation, and if he could place loyalty to Jarvis above love of his family, then he was capable of anything. It was kill or be killed, she thought darkly. That’s when she’d remembered Martin Gilmour.

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ Meadow said. ‘You’re doing this with us. OK?’

Cosima stayed silent. Around them, the crowd was becoming restless. Their initial fear had turned into irritation at the inconvenience. This often happened with posher people who treated protesters like obstinate members of staff rather than just calling them cunts.

‘OK?’ Meadow said again, her nails pressing into Cosima’s skin.

‘Yes.’

She’d stayed. Her father had spotted her before they’d even sprayed the orange paint. She could see the disappointed set of his face and although she tried to hate him, she found her eyes were wet. She wiped the tears away, hoping no one else had seen. Her father tried to lead her mother out, pushing other museum-goers out of the way. But then her mum had turned back, just for a moment, and Cosima could see the recognition hit her face like a slap.

Was it absurd that, in the middle of the chaos, Cosima had had time to register that, despite the balaclava and the anonymising black clothes she was wearing, her parents had still known it was her? Was it stupid to admit that this was the closest she had come in many years to understanding they did actually love her? That they cared?

After they’d sprayed the orange paint, there was commotion. Broccoli and Peatbog handcuffed themselves to the bronze statue. Meadow was pushed aside by a security guard. In the kerfuffle of shouting and shoving that followed, Cosima was able to run out of the emergency exit unnoticed. No member of the group was ever meant to leave an action without prior planning. The group moved as one or not at all. It was one of their key principles. She knew that by running away now, she was also leaving them forever. But, in that moment, she was more scared of her parents than of her fellow activists. Her dad would be raging and her mum wouldn’t stand up to him. Not in the way Cosima would need.

She sprinted down the stairs, removing her balaclava as she went. She unzipped her black hoodie to reveal a faded red T-shirt, unlaced her boots and slid out of her tracksuit bottoms as quickly as she could. She retrieved a pair of blue jeans from her backpack and put them on. Then she bundled up the black, paint-spattered clothes, stuffed them into the backpack and pushed through another fire safety door into the vast, soaring calm of the Great Court, with its webbed glass ceiling panels. She walked as naturally as she could towards the exit. She wondered if her parents were waiting for her outside and what she would do if they were. But they weren’t there – of course they weren’t, she thought bitterly – and when she emerged into the early-evening light of Great Russell Street, her only thought was to get away from London as quickly as possible. She went to King’s Cross station and bought a train ticket to Cambridge.

When she gets to Cambridge, it’s still light. She has nowhere to stay and doesn’t know the city, other than from a weekend trip with her parents when she was seven and was dragged around the various sites of her father’s student glory. She remembers the name of his college – Queens’ (‘Apostrophe after the s,’ her father said, ‘because there were two of them’) – and because she has no other plans she begins to make her way there by following the Maps app on her phone. She walks down a busy stretch of road towards a war memorial, depicting a soldier striding out towards the horizon. The soldier is young and bare-headed. He holds his helmet in one arm, which swings forward, leading the way. His other hand rests on the butt of his rifle, which is slung over his shoulder. A wreath hangs from the barrel. He has a backpack the same size as Cosima’s but squarer in shape with a rolled-up blanket on top. She is struck by the lifelike nature of the statue: the creases in the soldier’s uniform depict the exact angle of his movement. He seems – there is no other word for it – hopeful.

The inscription on the plinth pays tribute to the men of Cambridge and of the university who served in the Great War. All that hope, Cosima thinks, and they died anyway.

She has to stop and check the map three more times before she reaches Queens’ College. She recognises it because of the wooden bridge that arcs over the river – the Mathematical Bridge, her father had told her, supposedly designed by Sir Isaac Newton himself to bear its own weight without a single bolt. Except now, she sees, it is in fact bolted together. Another lie.

She stands on the other side of the street and watches. The entrance to the college is through a porter’s lodge with an automatic glass door, accessed with an electronic key card. A group of students arrives in flapping black academic gowns, clutching bottles of wine. She crosses the street just as one of the students swipes his card on the reader and follows the group in, unobserved by the porters.

‘To the bar!’ a girl shouts.

The rest of them cheer. And Cosima, with nothing better to do, trails them through the porter’s lodge, past the bicycle racks and then into a modern courtyard, ringed by a grey concrete building with open staircases. The bar is on the ground floor, halfway round the central square. Another electronic glass door swishes open at her approach. The bar resembles a 1970s holiday chalet – dark wood and an overextended conservatory. Tamping down her nerves, she orders a gin and tonic. The barman doesn’t question her or insist on seeing her (fake) ID. He simply asks if she wants to make it a double. Cosima nods. He passes her a plastic tumbler and asks for £3.50. Subsidised prices, she thinks. Nice little perk for the educational elite.

She finds a spot in the corner and wedges her backpack between two cushions. She sits and takes out her phone. It’s on the last sliver of battery. She scrolls through her news apps to see if the British Museum action has made the headlines. There it is, the third story on the BBC: ‘Eco-protestors storm exhibition opening’. No mention of her by name, thankfully. No mention of her parents. Her shoulders relax. Then her phone shuts down.

She takes a sip of her drink and then another, placing it carefully back on the low table so that it makes the least amount of noise possible. For now, her primary concern is to remain unobtrusive. Perhaps she could spend the night in one of the open staircases? She has a thin sleeping bag with her – River taught them always to take a sleeping bag, torch and battery pack on night-time actions, and while the British Museum wasn’t exactly wild territory, you could never be too careful. She fishes out the battery pack and plugs her phone in. After a few moments, the screen flashes back to life.

The thought of River makes her sad. She misses him. At the same time, she questions if she ever really knew him and it’s difficult to know where to put those feelings. Lately, it feels as though everyone close to her has been engaged in a lifelong pretence, like the masked players in one of those Shakespearean plays she’s had to study for A-level English. And now the masks are dropping, one by one.

‘This free?’

A male voice. She glances up. Messy brown hair, a likeable face. He’s wearing a Nirvana hoodie and low-slung jeans.

‘Sure. I mean, yes.’

She moves her backpack onto the tiled floor.

‘Thanks,’ he says, slumping down on the banquette with a loud groan and opening a packet of peanuts in one swift movement. ‘Help yourself,’ he says, charitably. ‘So I haven’t seen you about, have I? I’m Alfie.’

He is so friendly and Labrador-like that Cosima can’t help but reply.

‘I’m Cosima. Cozzie.’

‘Well, Cosima-Cozzie, nice to meet you.’

He extends a hand to shake, the fingers gritty with peanut salt.

‘What are you up to tonight?’

‘I guess … looking for somewhere to stay, if I’m honest.’

She drinks more of the gin, feeling the strength of it soothe her.

‘You’re not a student here?’

‘No,’ she says, then, worried, adds: ‘I mean, my dad was.’

‘Oh, right,’ Alfie says, accepting it. ‘OK.’

But somewhere between the third and fourth gulp of gin and the second helping of Alfie’s peanuts, she realises she has a plan. The solution has been sitting there in her subconscious all along and now it slots perfectly into her frontal cortex like a Tetris brick.

‘Actually, I’m trying to find an old friend of my dad’s. I know he lectures here.’

‘Have you tried looking on a quaint little information system we call Google in these here parts?’ Alfie says, grinning.

‘I had to wait for my phone to charge, genius,’ Cosima says.

Alfie sweeps his hair to one side and starts tapping into the search engine on his phone. ‘What’s this geezer’s name?’

‘Martin Gilmour.’

He types with such rapid dexterity that she wonders if he’s studying computer science. You can always tell a coder by the way they use their thumbs.

‘Found him.’

‘That was quick.’

‘Oh dear.’ Alfie hangs his head. ‘Oh Christ. I’m not sure how to tell you this …’

Fear rises in her chest.

‘What? What is it?’

‘He’s not actually a lecturer at Cambridge Cambridge,’ Alfie says, modulating his voice as if to impart terrible news. ‘He’s at … fuck, how to say this?’ He whispers melodramatically, ‘He’s at the other place. The University of Southern Anglia.’

He laughs.

‘Oh my God, your face!’ he says. ‘You’ve gone all pale! I’m sorry, it was just a joke.’

She stands, too quickly, and grabs her bag with such force it knocks over what remains of the gin.

‘That’s not funny.’

‘Hey, hey,’ Alfie says, hands outstretched as if fanning a fire. ‘I didn’t mean to—’

‘I’ve got to go.’

‘Sorry.’

Alfie looks crestfallen. He reaches into his jeans pocket and fishes out another packet of peanuts.

‘For the journey,’ he says. ‘You might need sustenance.’

She takes the nuts.

‘Thank you.’ She doesn’t say sorry.

‘Bye, Cosima-Cozzie.’

‘Bye, wanker,’ she says but not unkindly. He blushes as she leaves.

Outside, she looks up the University of Southern Anglia on her phone and starts the long walk back across town.




XVI.

Martin

WELL, FRANKLY, IT WAS THE last thing I was expecting. I had been in the cottage watching the latest episode of House of the Dragon accompanied by the cat and a glass of inoffensive New World Pinot, when the phone rang. My landline never rings, not if I can help it. I checked my watch. It was just after 10 p.m.

‘Who could that be?’ I asked Maurice, who looked at me through half-closed eyes and thumped the tip of his tail decisively against the sofa cushions.

I paused the TV and let the phone ring out. In the silence, I pressed play, stroking the top of Maurice’s head in the rhythmic, smooth way he appreciates. I know I shouldn’t love this televisual dross as much as I do but we all have our vices. Besides, the chap who plays Daemon Targaryen is rather fetching with all that peroxide hair.

The phone rang again.

‘Oh do leave me alone,’ I said, rising from the sofa. Maurice miaowed resentfully and leapt onto the floor, aggrieved by the impertinence.

In the hallway, I picked up the receiver.

‘Hello?’

‘Oh, hello there, hi, am I speaking to Martin Gilmour?’

‘You are.’

‘Ah great, that’s great.’ It was a woman’s voice, cosy and overly familiar. ‘It’s Linda here, from the USA. I’m on the night-time security desk and you have a visitor.’

‘I’m sorry?’

I glanced through the doorway into the living room where Maurice had taken up residence on his favourite mustard-yellow armchair.

‘A visitor. She says you’re expecting her. Her name is …’ There was a ruffling sound on the other end of the line and he heard the woman speak to someone, but more distantly this time, as if she were holding the receiver away from her. ‘Cosima Fitzmaurice.’

As I say, it was the last thing I expected.

And now here she is, bedraggled and stubborn-looking, standing on my doorstep with a horrid backpack and wearing those heavy, military boots.

‘Cosima,’ I say. ‘What are you doing here?’

She raises her hand, in a gesture that reminds me instantly of Ben. Part of his politician’s patter, along with the y’knows and the I-hear-yous and the if-you’ll-just-let-me-finishes.

‘I’m sorry, I knew you’d say that. But I just … didn’t know where else to go.’

She looks at me in the same beseeching way Maurice does when I’m opening a can of tuna. I am intrigued, it’s true, but I also don’t particularly want her hanging around. My cottage is not open to guests. I’ve never had anyone over for dinner in the seven years I’ve been living here. The idea appalls me. Stacking plates slippery with uneaten lasagne, trying to make small talk as the wine grows tepid amid guttering candlelight. Just awful.

‘I’m not equipped for guests,’ I say.

She twiddles the ends of her hair with one finger.

‘Could I maybe just stay the night? I promise I won’t be any trouble. You don’t have to talk to me, or make a bed. I’ve got a sleeping bag. I’ll sleep on the floor.’

I lean against the doorframe, arms crossed, assessing.

‘Why can’t you go home?’

She shuffles her feet.

‘Long story.’

‘Does it have to do with … what you shared with me?’

She shakes her head.

‘No. It’s more that they hate everything I stand for and I hate everything they stand for, so …’

The thought lapses.

So, obviously, I have to invite her in. It’s not just my curiosity, I’ll admit. There might be an opportunity here too, although what shape this will take has not quite clarified itself in my mind. I stand aside and beckon her into the hallway. She casts her eye over the stacked towers of old newspapers and the unopened mail – brown envelopes and pizza delivery flyers, mostly – and I see her turn away quickly. It strikes me that I’ve let things get a bit unwieldy on the domestic front. When we walk through to the sitting room, I notice that apart from Maurice’s chair and the side of the sofa I’ve been sitting on, every other surface is covered with books and bits of paper. There is a mustiness to the air – perhaps it’s the wilting peonies I have yet to throw out or maybe it’s something Maurice has unwittingly dragged in. But I can’t tackle it now so I open the window instead, to let in the night air. Maurice starts at the noise, leaping off the chair.

Cosima stands in the centre of the room, holding her backpack in her hands, while I clear the scrapbooks I’ve left on the leather armchair. They are bulging with all the press cuttings I’ve collated over the years – articles profiling Ben, news stories with mentions of his career, the glossy Homes & Gardens spread they did last year at Tipworth and so on. It’s probably best she doesn’t see them.

She plonks herself down on the armchair.

‘Thanks,’ she says, shrugging herself out of her jacket.

‘Do you want a water or something?’ I ask, my arms still full of papers. ‘Or, I don’t know … a tea? Do you drink tea?’

She laughs.

‘Yes. Why wouldn’t I?’

‘One never knows what’s “in”’ – I mime quotation marks – ‘with young people these days. What’s been cancelled and what hasn’t.’

‘OK, boomer.’

‘Milk?’

‘Yes please. And one sugar. I mean … if you have any,’ she adds hastily.

That’s the thing about the upper classes: beautiful manners. Very well brought up by their nannies and housekeepers and boarding-school matrons.

When I return with her tea, I sit and face her from the sofa. I allow her the chance to speak, but she doesn’t take it. Instead, she clasps the mug between her small, pale hands and blows on the tea.

‘Why are you here?’ I ask.

She tells me a convoluted story about how she became an activist and got involved in various protests – shackling herself to oil tankers and spraying orange paint over priceless objets d’art and so on. It all sounds terribly effortful and dreary, especially the nicknames which are things like Turnip and Knotweed. At some point in her story, she mentions an undercover police officer called River and claims to have fallen in love with him. Well, she’s seventeen, I suppose. I thought I was in love at seventeen. It was this chap, River, who gave her the hushed-up reports on what happened to Fliss. Then she says she was at an ‘action’ earlier this evening at the British Museum and hadn’t known her parents were going to be there, but there they were and when they recognised her she ran away.

‘But why on earth did you come here?’ I ask.

‘Couldn’t think of anywhere else.’

We hadn’t been in touch with each other since she’d given me access to the files that night at Tipworth. It had seemed safer not to be linked but I realise now that she thinks we are bonded in some way because of the secret she confided in me. I confess, I hadn’t thought of it like that. And yet I suppose we are.

‘You must have friends …’ I counter.

‘Not really,’ she says. ‘I mean, there are the other activists but I’ll be dead to them now.’

There is a certain starkness to her face when she admits this.

How interesting, I think. Maybe we have more in common than I might previously have imagined. Because I don’t have friends either. Unless we’re counting Ben, which, obviously, given the present circumstances, we are not.

‘Do you really think you’ll save the world?’ I ask.

‘Probably not,’ she says. ‘But you have to try, don’t you?’

I leave this unanswered. There’s no point in trying, is what I want to say. The odds are already stacked against you. There’s nothing you can do to stop the onward march of collective self-interest. The world is going to implode no matter what you or I do.

‘But do you really believe in it all?’ I press.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean: did you do it all because of what you believed in – the “cause”, as you put it – or because you were angry at your parents?’

Cosima contemplates this.

‘Bit of both, not gonna lie.’

Not gonna lie. One of my least favourite phrases: no liar would ever use it, rendering the whole point of it meaningless.

‘I hate what they’ve done to the world,’ Cosima continues calmly. ‘Capitalism, greed, the rapacious march of corporate misogyny.’

‘That’s quite a statement.’

She shrugs.

‘If we aren’t going to right the wrongs of our parents’ generation, then who is?’

A memory comes to me then, unbidden, of my mother sitting in front of her large television in her airless bungalow, slumped forward in her dressing gown, shouting at me to get out of her house, screaming that I wasn’t ‘right in the head’. I remember her withered chest, visible under the open neck of her nylon nightie. She had dementia by then, with a vituperative turn of phrase, full of effing and blinding. When I had been a child, swearing would make her angry. It was one of the many forbidden behaviours in our home, along with elbows on the table, forgetting to take your shoes off, and saying ‘what’ instead of ‘pardon’ (although, when I went to Burtonbury, it transpired she’d given me the wrong advice. If you said ‘pardon’, it marked you out as unbearably common. ‘What’ was actually the posher expression). Alzheimer’s had stripped my mother of her hard-earned propriety, the rules she’d learned from etiquette books and Reader’s Digest periodicals. Her viciousness, which had previously been kept in check, burst forth like a marauding drunk thrown out of a pub at closing time. I was never sure whether her failing mental acuity revealed her truest nature or obscured it, but I strongly suspected that she had always despised me for not knowing.

I had spent years being scared of her. My solution was to remove myself from her life and when she died, in my late thirties, it had been a relief. I never hated her, though. Hating would have felt too close to caring and so I refused the lure of it and didn’t allow myself to feel anything at all for Sylvia Gilmour. But her existence as my mother was an inescapable fact. I couldn’t deny her, like Cosima is trying to do. Instead, I chose to blame love itself. I became wary of it. I held it at arm’s length, finding it untrustworthy. I began to regard love as a slippery pollutant which turned the seas toxic.

As a tactic, it had worked pretty well for me – minus Ben and his assault on my fragile certainties. Even then, I tried not to love but instead to control him (and by extension, myself). I can see it now, the inevitable linear progression of it: Sylvia to Ben to my current existence as an almost fifty-year-old man who has never had a relationship in the way he would have liked. Stupid, really, to have fallen into the trap set by love despite my strenuous attempts to avoid it. Because even the avoidance shapes you.

‘… they don’t understand me and they never will and I don’t want to be anything like them,’ Cosima is saying. From outside comes the high-pitched wail of a mating fox. The foxes are everywhere at the moment. This morning, one was strolling along the road in broad daylight, snouting through pavement rubbish, unperturbed by my presence.

I pour myself another glass of Pinot.

‘It’s probably just a phase.’

She stares at me with great intensity.

‘Was it just a phase for you?’ she asks.

Well, I think, she’s got me there.

‘They aren’t my family, so it’s a little different.’

She turns away, her face screened by that curtain of dark hair.

‘But no,’ I say. ‘It’s not been a phase for me. I still feel all the same rage. I’ve just got better at disguising it. I’m better at playing by the rules and staying quiet and, well … I suppose you’d call it biding my time. The difference is …’

I sneak a sideways glance. I have regained Cosima’s attention.

‘… that I don’t want to be one of them anymore. It’s more that I want to expose them for what they are.’

I place my wine back on the side table. There is a fine layer of dust across the surface, apart from the circular imprint of the glass’s base.

‘Cool,’ Cosima says.

I confess, I was expecting more – a little hint of drama wouldn’t have gone amiss – but at least she hasn’t run shrieking back to her parents or denounced me as a crazed narcissist or gaslighter or sociopath or whatever pseudo-psychological label is au courant with Gen Z this particular week. Or would Cosima be Gen Alpha? I lose track. Either way, we seem to be aligned in our ultimate objective.

‘So, I read those files,’ I say.

She raises her eyebrows.

‘And now you know,’ she replies.

‘Know what?’

‘How awful my father is.’

I feel the familiar twitch in my left lower jaw.

‘I think,’ I say softly, ‘I already knew that.’

She gives a sharp semiquaver of laughter.

‘What did you do with the files?’

She scratches at her left wrist with her right hand. Lines of pinkish skin form underneath her fingernails.

‘You did do something with them, didn’t you?’ she asks, trying to disguise the undercurrent of desperation in her voice.

‘Are you sure you want to know?’

Maurice stalks back into the room and, ignoring me entirely, goes straight to Cosima. I watch as the cat twists between her legs, nudging her calves until she reaches down and strokes his head. He starts to purr, with unseemly volume.

‘I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life,’ she replies.

So I tell her all about Richard Take and the sushi place and what’s going to happen next.

‘Wow,’ she says when I’ve finished. ‘That’s perfect.’ She leans back in her chair. ‘Perfect,’ she repeats.




XVII.

Fliss

AND WHAT COULD SHE TELL THEM NOW, the ones she has left behind? Does she feel anger or resentment or pain? Does she want revenge? Is there bitterness beating through her airy soul?

No.

There is only love. She is untethered and light and free. The realisation comes to her, creeping across the horizon like the rosy dawn, that this, right here, this place of abundance and bliss, this is the high she was chasing all along. She’d used drugs and alcohol and sex to try and get out of her earthbound self, but the gates had never opened.

Now she passes through.




XVIII.

Serena

SHE GOES BACK TO THE CLINIC. To Wurttensee. It was better than going to her mother’s – God forbid – and better than going to any of her friends who would gossip and ply her with wine until she spilled all the grisly details. The few friendships she had – if you could call them that – were feebly stuck together with the binding glue of gossip and self-revelation. She couldn’t face making everything into an amusing story, to be told wryly at her own expense.

She only knows, after that night at the British Museum, that she wants to get away from Ben, from Cosima, from everything and everyone that has humiliated her. She wants to feel safe and held and looked after. She wants to feel as though someone else is in control of what happens next.

So that’s why she ends up in the clinic by the lake. As soon as she walks through the glass doors, she is soothed by the soft cream of the walls and the daily schedule she knows awaits her, of lymphatic massage appointments and bowls of broth and instructive lectures about the digestive tract. Here, no one will talk to her or expect her to talk back. If she’s recognised by anyone, they will studiously pretend not to have noticed that Serena Fitzmaurice was sitting in the Wurttensee library armchair looking terribly wan, cosseted in a fluffy dressing gown, listlessly staring out of the window trying to make sense of her life.

This, in any case, is her hope as she stares out at the lake, watching as a man and a young boy push out a flat-bottomed canoe into the smooth water. Their paddles make a rhythmic, plopping sound. She starts to count each splash and gets to fifty-six when she remembers the book, open on her lap. It’s a trashy novel she picked up from one of the shelves, the cover gold and red and featuring a picture of a woman’s leg sheathed in a seamed stocking. The blurb promised ‘an unputdownable romp’ but Serena couldn’t get past the first dozen pages.

Dr Hans had been surprised to see her.

‘Back again so soon, Lady Fitzmaurice?’

There was accusation in his tone, as if she were too pathetic to be able to cope on her own. Well, she thought, he’s right. He’s absolutely right. And she only had herself to blame, that was the worst of it. She had known what Ben was capable of but had convinced herself that she was the exceptional one; that she wouldn’t be treated in the same disposable way he treated others. She was arrogant enough to have assumed his fascination with her would last forever. If it didn’t, she had thought she would have her children to love her instead. But even there, she had been found wanting. She wishes she could have lived a different life, one in which she’d exercised an easy intimacy with her babies. She wishes she had known how to look after them without the self-doubt she so often felt around children, who seemed to sniff out the disappointing truth of who she was before she even knew it of herself. She wishes, in truth, that her mother could have taught her how. She wishes her mother could have mothered her.

‘What can we do for you on this occasion?’ Dr Hans said, his English as formal and stilted as ever. There he was, sitting on the other side of the same desk, with the same leather-bound notebook, the same gold ring, the same humourless smile. ‘You need some care, do you not? Some – how do you say it – Tee und See?’

Serena nodded.

‘I needed to get away.’

Dr Hans tilted his head, expecting her to elaborate. She didn’t.

‘I see. And your health? Nothing has changed in the interim? No new concerns?’

‘No,’ she said as a tear slid down her face, dropping into her lap.

Dr Hans pretended not to notice.

‘We will have you – as you English like to say – Right As Rain in no time.’

He chuckled, satisfied with this little verbal flourish, and made some notes in a folder with a fat silver pen. The nib scratched against the paper for imponderable minutes.

‘How are the family, your children?’ Dr Hans asked, without looking up from his paperwork.

‘Oh. They’re … well, they’re fine.’

She thought back to her frantic calls to Cosima over the past week. The voicemails she had left. The promises she had made. You’re not in trouble. I’m sorry. I love you – all the sensitive, respectful, emotional guff their family therapists had told them over the years they should provide as parents. It was about giving your children ‘a safe place’ and ‘a sense of unconditional acceptance’. So Serena had sidelined her own anger and tried to repair the snapped threads of her relationship with Cosima with carefully modulated entreaties and proclamations of affection.

Then when the calls had gone unanswered, she had texted, pleading with Cosima just to let her know where she was, that she was safe. Serena’s initial outrage at her daughter’s secrecy had dissipated quickly once the fear set in. She became terrified that Cosima would end up on the streets, outcast and estranged, hooked on drugs, squatting with her fellow activists. The family might never hear from her again until it was too late; until she turned up dead like Fliss.

Finally, three days in, there had been a ping on her phone.

‘I’m fine,’ Cosima texted. ‘I’m with Martin.’

It was so unexpected that Serena’s immediate thought had been, Martin who? But then she’d remembered seeing the two of them huddled together in the kitchen at Tipworth and the more she sat with the idea, the more she saw that it was the perfect hiding place for Cosima. They never would have thought to look for her there. And she was safe – that was the main thing.

She’d driven to Cambridge without telling Ben. She felt strongly that this was something she had to do on her own. When she parked up outside Martin’s cottage, she experienced the strange sensation of having been here before, on this road, with the crawling wisteria and the uneven kerbstones. But she hadn’t ever been to Martin’s house so she must have imagined it. It was only when she clocked the street name that she realised it was the road where Vicky Dillane had been killed. She’d read about it in an old newspaper cutting, found among her father-in-law’s possessions when he died. She’d known when she married him that Ben had been involved in a fatal car crash while at university and she had known, too, the lengths his family had gone to in order to cover it up. Back then, she had seen this as a noble example of Fitzmaurice family loyalty. They protected their own. As she swung the car door shut and pressed the lock on her key fob, Serena wished she had questioned some of her lazy certainties. That much-vaunted protection was not infallible. It had not, after all, extended to her. She knew now she was disposable.

She pressed the doorbell. Martin answered.

‘Serena,’ he said, grazing her cheek with his. ‘She’s upstairs.’

She was grateful he didn’t try to stop her. She squeezed his hand. He removed it quickly from her grasp.

‘Thank you, Martin. You’ve been very kind.’

‘Oh,’ he said, surprised. ‘No. She’s been no trouble. It’s been nice to have her around.’

Serena went up the rickety staircase into a bedroom with stripped floorboards and a single bed, made up neatly with a patchwork quilt over the top. The walls were hung with nice watercolour landscapes. A small desk pushed under the window and there, sitting at her laptop, was Cosima. She turned when Serena walked in. They looked at each other in silence.

‘Hi, Mum,’ Cosima said. She rose from her chair and walked over to Serena and hugged her. Serena held her tightly, feeling the ridge of her spine and inhaling the smell of unfamiliar shampoo. She was nauseous with relief.

‘I brought you something,’ Serena said. There was so much else she wanted to say but she didn’t know what words to use. She had to tread carefully or she might scare Cosima off.

Serena held up the tote bag she’d brought with her and handed it over. There was a shoe box inside. When Cosima opened it, she laughed. It was a new pair of Doc Marten boots.

‘Yours looked a bit scruffy,’ Serena said.

Cosima smiled but underneath the smile, Serena felt the same coolness resurfacing, the same resentments and misunderstandings. A small lifetime of them. It would take effort and patience to mend the damage.

‘Can we talk?’ she asked. Cosima nodded, half-heartedly.

They had tea, made by Martin in the kitchen and presented with a plate of stale fig rolls. They started talking, gingerly at first, about how unhappy she’d been at school and how bored she was at home and how she’d fallen in with Oblivion Oil and how it had given her a sense of purpose.

‘I understand that, Cozzie, I do, but you have to promise me to leave that … organisation. You simply cannot be protesting in the streets like that. It’s undignified. Especially when your father …’

She didn’t have to finish the sentence.

‘Yeah, yeah, I get it. When my father is running for prime minister.’ A pause. ‘You know, he never asked me, Mum? You know that, right?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He never asked his kids once if they minded.’

‘Minded what?’

‘That he wants to become fucking prime minister!’

‘Swearing, darling,’ Serena said automatically.

‘… if we minded being ripped to piss by our friends for having a dad who’s a politician, if we minded that Hector would be more bullied than he already is …’

‘Hector’s being bullied?’ Serena hadn’t known.

‘… and it would have been nice, that’s all. Obviously he would have ignored us, but still, a little sign, however fake, that he actually gave a fuck about us would have been nice.’

Cosima glanced at her mother, narrowing her eyes, then added: ‘Did he even ask you?’

She had always seen straight through to the truth of things, Serena thought.

‘He didn’t have to. I’ve always known it’s what he wanted.’

Cosima rolled her eyes.

‘You see? You’re trapped too, Mum.’

‘No,’ Serena said. ‘No, no, I’m …’

She couldn’t finish the sentence.

‘You don’t have to worry about Oblivion Oil,’ Cosima continued. ‘They’ll never have me back after what I did. And they know who I am now, so …’

‘Right. Well. I’m relieved to hear it.’ Then Serena added, a beat too late: ‘I’m sorry, Cozzie, I really am.’

Serena had tried to persuade her daughter to come back to Tipworth, but Cosima refused. They had fallen into their old patterns, shouting at each other from entrenched positions, until Martin suggested Cosima stayed with him until she was ‘back on her feet’. Serena had agreed, caving to spare them yet another fight.

In the past, when she had been presented with an intractable issue, Serena had iced it out and pretended it didn’t exist until someone else stepped in or the solution magically presented itself. At least this time she had tried. But really, where had it got her? Here, in an Austrian health clinic, slipping ever further away from the life she was meant to have lived. Or, as Cosima might have put it, trapped.

‘Serena?’

She turns away from the canoe on the lake at the sound of her name. It is Vanessa from reception, a slight, pretty young woman wearing the traditional dirndl the clinic insists on as a uniform.

‘It’s time for your IV.’

Serena looks at her watch, then remembers she isn’t wearing one. She has left her Patek Philippe on the bedside table. She should have put it in the safe, she thinks, and the worry lodges itself in her mind. No, no, she tells herself, it will be alright. Breathe. But she can’t relax, even as Vanessa guides her through the carpeted corridors and upstairs to the medical rooms, gently asking Serena about her day and how she’s feeling. She keeps thinking of the watch, of someone coming into her room – a cleaner, maybe, or a workman – and stealing it. Her neck becomes sweaty and then her forehead and her cheeks and then her entire chest is engulfed in the fire of intense heat. She dabs at her face with the sleeves of her robe. Perhaps it won’t be a bad hot flush, she thinks; I just need to surrender to it and it will pass. But Vanessa is walking more quickly now and Serena has to lengthen her stride to keep up with her and the sweat keeps coming and she wants nothing more than to rip her thick robe off and dive head first into the lake.

‘Here we are,’ Vanessa says, opening a glass door and ushering her into a room lined with four bulky faux-leather chairs. A woman with sunken cheekbones and a yellowish tinge to her skin is sitting in one of them with an oxygen mask strapped to her face and a blanket tucked around her spindly legs. The first thing Serena thinks when she looks at the woman is how thin she is. It still elicits a pang of envy, even though the woman’s thinness has clearly tipped into illness.

‘Are you alright?’ a nurse asks Serena. ‘Do you need me to open a window?’

‘No, no, I’m fine. Some water, maybe?’

The nurse returns with a glass and Serena drinks it down. She sits in her allotted chair, the faux-leather sticking clammily to her thighs. She shuts her eyes as the nurse fiddles with the needle, trying to find Serena’s vein to insert the cannula.

‘You have very tricky veins,’ the nurse says.

Serena, who has been told this many times before, scrunches her hand up tightly into a fist, then releases. After several false starts, the nurse manages to slide in the needle. Serena shivers, suddenly cold and in need of a blanket.

‘This will take about forty-five minutes,’ the nurse says, squeezing the plastic bag at the top of the intravenous pole. Dr Hans told Serena yesterday that she had a very low iron count and that this was the cause of much of her exhaustion. He’s booked her in for four IVs over the next two days. She feels calmer now, knowing that her energy levels are being restocked. She forgets about the watch and drifts into a light sleep.

Before she had flown to Austria, there had been the necessary confrontation with Jarvis. It couldn’t carry on, she knew that. Not with all the focus currently on Ben. And if he became prime minister … well, that was a whole other set of difficulties, wasn’t it? He had already been talking to her about the need to live in Downing Street. Serena had refused, point-blank. There was no way she was leaving Tipworth, not after all the redecoration she’d done. Besides, she had no desire to be in the public eye. Her parents had raised her to believe that fame and drawing attention to oneself was the worst kind of shameful behaviour. Privacy was one of their most cherished values.

Serena did not want to live in the fishbowl of media attention and she’d heard from Edward Buller’s wife that the Downing Street flat was surprisingly poky. Besides, the Bullers had no aesthetic flair. When she’d seen the two of them photographed at home for a spread in a Sunday newspaper magazine, Serena had been appalled by the drab greys of the sterile kitchen and the patterned burgundy cushions on the sofa that she recognised from the John Lewis sale. There would have to be a full-scale renovation for her even to consider it. She had told Ben this and he had pleaded with her to at least consider spending a couple of nights there a week and that’s when the realisation had dawned on her that this thing with Jarvis – because what was it, really? Less than an affair, more than a casual dalliance, frustratingly indefinable – would have to be brought to a swift conclusion. They’d only slept together twice but it had been enough for her to find him off-putting. She didn’t like the unwarranted power that sex gave him over her, and the dislike was tinged with something else she didn’t want to think about – something approaching fear.

They met on a weekday afternoon in one of Jarvis’s private members’ clubs. It was a new establishment, in a Georgian building with a black-painted facade off Bond Street. Despite the time of day, the interiors were dark and sombrous and smelled cloyingly of roses. A young man with a moustache and narrow hips led her up two flights of stairs and showed Serena into what looked like a Victorian parlour where Jarvis was sitting on one side of a high-backed sofa, with an ice bucket on the table in front of him containing an opened bottle of Ruinart.

He got up to kiss her on the cheek.

‘Serena,’ he said with his usual lopsided smile. He held her hands in his and stepped back to examine her. He leaned in and whispered, ‘You look sexy.’

She was wearing high-waisted flares, an olive-green silk shirt and Roger Vivier heels. She knew she looked good. Even though she was breaking up with Jarvis, she wanted to leave a lasting impression. She wanted, in truth, to be the woman to whom all other future lovers would be unfavourably compared.

‘Jarvis,’ she said. She had never called him Andrew, even though he had asked her to. ‘Nice to see you.’

She pulled away and tried to sit on the chair opposite him, but he patted the sofa and so she took her place next to him and immediately, he pushed his leg against hers. He poured her a glass of champagne. They clinked a cheers.

She was grateful that there was no one else in the room. Serena could not abide a scene.

‘Jarvis,’ she started. She had rehearsed what to say in the taxi on the way here. ‘This has been a lot of fun.’

‘It sure has.’

He nuzzled her neck. Quickly – so quickly she had no chance to resist – Jarvis undid the top two buttons of her shirt and slipped his fingers under her bra to squeeze her right breast. He groaned. She froze.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Sorry,’ Jarvis said, removing his hand. His eyes had acquired the obscured, semi-opaque look he got when he fucked her. ‘You just make me so horny, with your slutty little shirt open like that.’

‘Jesus Christ, Jarvis, get a grip. Anyone could come in and see us. This is ridiculous.’

He sat back, mouth twisted. She had embarrassed him, she saw.

‘I was trying to say: this has been fun but it has to stop. You know that as well as I do.’

Jarvis cocked his head against the back of the sofa and stared up at the ceiling. She could sense the fury radiating from him and, underneath that fury, something sharper and more menacing.

‘How are we doing here?’ The moustachioed man had entered the room without either of them noticing and was now topping up their glasses. ‘Anything else I can get you? A menu, perhaps?’

‘No, thank you,’ Serena said.

When the waiter had left, Jarvis looked at her. He made no move to touch her.

‘You’re ageing,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t suit you.’

The insult sliced through her, lodging itself like a knife in her stomach.

It was as if he had slapped her. She hadn’t expected it. She’d anticipated him being upset but not mean and cold.

She retrieved her jacket and her bag and stood to leave. Jarvis reached across and tried to grab her hand.

‘Serena,’ he said. ‘Don’t.’

She shook herself from his grip. He followed her down the stairs.

‘Serena,’ he kept saying. ‘Please.’

On the first-floor landing, she stopped and turned to him.

‘Leave me alone,’ she said.

For a moment, he looked stricken. Then the meanness returned to his eyes.

‘You were always so superior,’ he said. ‘Both of you. You and Ben. Walking around, thinking you’re better than everyone, looking down your noses at us—’

‘I don’t have time for this,’ she said, cutting across him.

On the ground floor, the moustachioed man was now seated at the reception desk, tapping at a computer and pretending not to listen.

‘But you’re not the ones with the power,’ Jarvis was saying, his voice louder now, almost shouting. ‘You think you are, but you’re not. You know who has the power?’

She turned to see Jarvis pointing at his chest with his two thick thumbs.

‘Me.’

She managed to laugh at him. Serena knew the thing these men hated most was being made comical. His leering smile dropped. She looked him straight in the eye and then – she still isn’t sure where this came from – she blew him a mocking little kiss and left.

In the cab on the way back to the train station, she took out her phone and deleted their WhatsApp chat and all the incriminating photos they’d sent each other – apart from one. She’d keep it as insurance: a nude Jarvis had taken of himself, reflected in a full-length mirror, the flash rebounding off the glass and throwing out a ghoulish light. She hid the picture in a locked album labelled ‘Scenic views’ and then texted the housekeeper to let her know she’d be skipping dinner.

The IV bag is almost empty. A coolness sinks into Serena’s veins. Her muscles loosen and she imagines her chest opening up like one of those time-lapse videos of flowers blooming – each petal unfurling with shuttering speed until the whole becomes visible.

‘Mrs Fitzmaurice?’

Serena opens her eyes and stares at the nurse. She hates it when people call her ‘Mrs’ and not ‘Lady’. If you’re going to be disrespectful, she thinks, you might as well choose to say ‘Miss’. At least that implies youth.

‘You are done,’ the nurse says, taking out the cannula and blotting the bruised skin with a piece of cotton wool.

Serena opens the clinic’s app on her phone to check her next appointment. She has an hour free before lunch and decides she will walk out to the jetty on the lake and lie on one of the sun-loungers. She picks up the branded tote bag the clinic leaves in every room, filled with all the belongings she needs for the day – swimsuit, sunglasses, book, phone and a large pot of chalky magnesium powder she has to drink dissolved in water every few hours – and makes her way outside.

It is sunny and clear, with only the faintest wisps of cumulus across the sky. The lake is encircled by craggy grey-brown mountains and wooden chalets, built on stilts over the water. There is only one other person on the sun-loungers – a tanned, grey-haired man in Speedos with a gold medallion around his neck. He’s sleeping, emitting irregular whistling snores. She goes right to the end of the jetty, choosing the lounger furthest away from him and lies back on the striped cushions. She is about to follow the advice of the mindfulness tutor to breathe in to the count of four and admire the landscape, but her phone is vibrating. She fishes it out of the bag. Ben’s name flashes on the screen. They haven’t spoken for over a week: he’d been in London and she’d been in Tipworth and he’d tried calling her, but she had sent the calls straight to voicemail. She hadn’t even told him she was coming here. She presses ‘decline’ and chucks the phone back in her bag. She puts on her shades and tries to be calm and aware and grateful and all the things they’ve been telling her to be, which just ends up making her feel more anxious and like she’s failing even at the most basic tasks. Why is she so hopeless? The prickle of tears again. She’s tired of being this emotional. Maybe she needs to go back to her gynaecologist and insist on some more testosterone. It can’t be right to be feeling so completely out of control all the time, surely? And now the elderly man with the medallion has woken up and is staring at her, so she tries to mop away the tears by sweeping the cuff of her bathrobe underneath her sunglasses. She bites down on her lip, hoping to replace the destabilising mental pain with the more straightforward physical kind.

Footsteps on the jetty. She worries the older man is coming to check on her and braces herself, tightening the belt on her robe. The footsteps come to a halt and a shadow falls over her. She squints and turns, ready to shut down any flirtatious overtures, but it isn’t who she thinks it is. The medallion-sporting guest is still on his lounger, turned onto his side now, sagging buttocks proudly on display. And the man standing behind her is Ben.

‘Hello,’ he says, one hand shielding his eyes from the sun. He’s in a dark blue suit and grey tie, hair swept back from this temples and looking more prime ministerial by the day. ‘My wife, it seems, is a difficult woman to find.’

She is so surprised to see him she momentarily forgets to be angry.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Well, tempting as it was to book in for a full-body colonic …’

‘They don’t actually do colonics,’ she says.

‘… I came to see you. Can we talk? I think we need to.’

Perhaps it’s the IV drip or the contemplation enforced by the scenery or that she’s expended too much energy already on being furious with him, or perhaps it’s just that she is moved by this gesture to track her down and the implication that, after all, he still needs her – but, whatever the reason, she agrees to hear him out. Ben sits on the lounger opposite, facing her. He takes her hands in his. She wants to resist and yet it’s nice to be touching him again.

‘The first thing I want to say is that I’m sorry,’ Ben starts. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Cosima and those bloody muesli-munchers. I think I thought it would all play itself out and she’d get tired of it or they’d get tired of her and I didn’t want to worry you.’

‘You don’t trust me,’ Serena says.

‘No, that’s not it.’

‘I thought we were a team, Ben. It was always meant to be the two of us against everyone else, wasn’t it? And then I find out you’ve known all along about Cosima—’

‘Not all along, it was—’ he begins to protest. She glares at him. He wisely falls silent.

‘You didn’t tell me and that hurt. It bloody well hurt, Ben.’ Serena is infuriated to hear her voice cracking. ‘Now she doesn’t want anything to do with us – our own daughter! And I felt like you didn’t need me anymore. That you were shutting me out. Just like you did with the leadership bid. With Violet.’

She can hear how silly she sounds, how whiney. She can’t remember a time she’s ever spoken with such vulnerability to him. He fell in love with her because she gave the impression of never needing him, the fortress of her emotional self impossible to scale. Now she is weak.

But, strangely, her truthfulness doesn’t seem to repel him. He leans closer in to her.

‘You are the centre of my life,’ Ben says. ‘I can’t do any of this without you. You’ve always been the strong one.’ He brushes his lips against the inside of her wrist. ‘I’ve been distracted and I’ve been thoughtless,’ he continues.

‘And selfish,’ she adds.

‘Selfish, too,’ he agrees. ‘I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you. I thought I was protecting you. And I’m especially sorry about the Violet nonsense. I hate myself for hurting you. I know we’d agreed no dalliances with people in our circle …’

Serena flinches. It was her chance.

‘In a way, I got my revenge for that,’ she says.

Ben raises his eyebrows.

‘I should tell you. Jarvis and I—’

‘Jarvis?’ His face tightens. ‘Fucking Jarvis?’

‘It just … happened. I wanted some affection and attention and he …’

‘Jesus Christ,’ Ben says, pinching the bridge of his nose. ‘My own wife! That little fucker has some weird obsession with the Fitzmaurice women.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He and Fliss had a thing.’

‘What? When?’ Serena stays very still.

‘He told me it started at that Christmas party before she died. Went on for a few months – nothing serious, apparently, just … well, just Jarvis being Jarvis and Fliss being Fliss, but I think she felt embarrassed because months later she invented this completely insane story about him raping her.’

In the distance, there is a splashing sound, as if a stone has been thrown into the lake. Serena imagines the concentric ripples stretching ever outwards.

‘She even went to the police, gave them some barely comprehensible story,’ Ben continues. ‘I had to pull a few strings there to make sure it never saw the light of day.’

‘Right,’ Serena says, sick lurching in her throat. ‘You don’t think …?’

‘God no. I mean, Jarvis is many things but not a rapist! Fliss was always lying to us to cover up some terrible thing she’d done. She’d relapsed. Wasn’t in her right mind, poor thing.’

Serena blinks. Of course. Yes. Of course Fliss couldn’t have been believed. Ben was quite right. It made sense, didn’t it? Jarvis wouldn’t have done that. Never. She tells herself that whatever tiny seeds of doubt might sprout in her subconscious have been planted by her own over-active imagination. To think anything else would lead her into a darkness she prefers not to examine. She pictures herself screening the shadows off with a white, white wall. There. All done.

‘I don’t know why,’ Ben says, ‘but I didn’t expect you and Jarvis …’

‘Neither did I. I’m sorry.’

‘I mean, it’s not ideal …’ He gives a short laugh. ‘But I’m in no position to judge, am I?’

That’s the thing about Ben. He isn’t a jealous man. He believes, with the ineffable ease of someone who has never been truly tested, that everything he is owed will eventually make its way to him. Wrongs will be righted and scores settled as though natural justice is simply reasserting itself in the presence of a golden king.

He examines a non-existent scuff on the leather of his shoe. ‘Besides, he’s always had a crush on you. How could he not?’

She feels grateful, then, for a husband who has forgiven her and who has never deliberately sought to hurt her. Whatever Ben has done, she also understands the security of her future relies on taking him back.

‘It’s over,’ Serena says. ‘It never really got started, to be honest.’

It was because I needed you, she wants to say. It was because I love you, still, even with all the wounds we’ve inflicted on each other. But the words don’t come.

The sun passes behind a cloud and their faces fall into shadow. With every second that Ben stays silent, Serena can feel the balance between them reasserting itself. It makes her both happy and sad. A return to normality. It’s what she wanted. It’s also what will trap her. And in the end, it’s all she has.

‘OK,’ he says finally. ‘I understand. I’m in a tricky position with Jarvis because you know he’s bankrolling a lot of the campaign and—’

‘I get that,’ Serena says. ‘It’s not an issue for me if he’s still in your life. We’re all grown-ups here, after all.’

She knows how to play this part. It’s what her mother trained her to do. She will stay married. Ben will stay faithless. She will accept it because the alternative would be worse. Serena wishes she knew how to be alone but she doesn’t. Any upheaval would have to be founded on qualities she doesn’t possess – on courage and self-belief. She thinks of Cosima, who embodies them both.

‘You’re amazing,’ Ben says.

She has missed making him love her.

‘Thank you. I haven’t felt it much lately.’

‘And you look incredible, by the way. Austrian broth clearly suits you.’

It’s true she has lost weight. It isn’t just the clinic. She’s been ordering some extremely effective weight-loss injections online. All she had to do was upload a picture. A search for ‘overweight woman 40s’ on Google Images had provided the necessary.

‘Can we put the last few months behind us?’ Ben says, a satisfying note of pleading in his words. She knows he needs her to put on a united front so that his messy personal life doesn’t scupper his chances to become PM. She knows, too, this gives her a transient power and that she must press her advantage now before it dissipates.

‘We can,’ she says. ‘But I’m not moving to Downing Street. It’s a hovel.’

He laughs.

‘OK. Would you consent to being there one or two nights a week?’

She shrugs. That wouldn’t be too bad. It would make it easier to see her shaman. The Pilates studios are better in London.

‘If we redecorate.’

‘Deal.’

‘And Cosima …?’

‘She’ll be fine,’ Ben says confidently. ‘I’ve had a talk with her. She’s agreed to drop the Oblivion Oil bullshit if she can leave her school and go to the sixth-form college in Tipworth for her final year, which if you think about it …’

Serena finishes his sentence.

‘… works out very well for you,’ she says.

He smiles.

‘Quite. A daughter at state school. Plays well with the voters and saves us a tonne of money, so win-win. We just need to keep the Oblivion Oil stuff out of the papers, which I think I’ve managed to do. I got the lawyers on it, threatening an injunction – think of the children, they never asked for a public life, all that. So far, the editors have played ball.’

‘Is she alright? Cosima? I worry we’ve let her down.’

Ben takes her hand in his.

‘She’ll be fine. It’s standard teenage rebellion. She’s a good girl, really.’

Serena doesn’t tell him she went to see Cosima in Cambridge. Some protective instinct prevents her from doing so. That was between her and Cosima, no one else. In time, if they make enough amends, then maybe their daughter will come back to them.

‘I hope so,’ Serena says. ‘I hope you’re right.’ She reaches out and strokes the side of his face.

That’s how it’s all agreed between them. They know each other so well, you see. They know each other’s flaws and each other’s potency; they know the depths of their shared ambition and their joint belief in their own exceptionalism. They understand each other’s wickedness in a way no one else can, and what is this if not a kind of love? Whatever damage they wreak on each other, it will always be part of the game they play. And if the pain never fully heals, doesn’t its familiarity feel a lot like love?




XIX.

Richard

IT’S THE NIGHT OF THE Witness summer party and every right-winger and his Labrador is on their way. The Witness is a capital-C Conservative weekly periodical with pen-and-ink cartoons on the front cover and much intellectual preening from vituperative columnists on the inside pages. Edward Buller used to be the editor and, in the early 2000s, had infamously published an editorial claiming that all men should be allowed multiple wives, ‘like the harems of ancient times where concubines were rightly kept secluded from the gaze of other men’. Buller went on to write, with his usual incendiary flair, that this was ‘quite possibly one of the only truly civilised concepts we can thank the Muslims for’. The offices of the Witness were promptly firebombed and Buller was denounced by several imams and the Muslim Council of Britain. He apologised, promised ‘to reflect, listen and learn’ and was subsequently photographed meeting various interfaith religious leaders, after which everyone seemed to forget about it.

Different times, Richard supposes, as he strides up the Georgian London street where the Witness has its offices. An arch of fake, pastel-hued flowers announces the entrance and as he walks by, a news photographer he vaguely recognises from the Mail shouts after him.

‘Oi, Richard! How’s the campaign going?’

Richard ignores him and gives his name to a young blonde woman with a clipboard. In truth, the campaign is going pretty well. Ben is ahead of Graham Bunn in the polls. The two of them are due to go head to head in a televised debate next week and Richard has been roped in to help with prepping. Ben wants him to put together briefing documents on the top six issues he thinks they’ll be pressed on: benefits, the cost-of-living crisis, tax cuts, the NHS, pensions and that staunch Tory perennial: should we build on the green belt? Meanwhile, Jarvis is coaching Ben on ‘camera presence’, whatever that means. And as for Martin? He’s disappeared. Richard hasn’t seen him since their itsu sushi summit. He isn’t sure if it’s because Martin is deliberately making himself scarce, or because Ben has decided to sideline him. Either way, it’s probably for the best, given what Richard is about to do.

He called Hannah in the end. Asked her to meet for a drink. She was surprisingly amenable to the idea. They went to a favourite pub, around the corner from what had been their marital home. He felt a rush of calm as soon as she walked through the door, heaving a large black wheeled suitcase behind her. She was wearing what looked like a giant grey scarf but as she sat next to him at the bar and began to unwind it, the scarf transformed itself into a sort of cape and then, when it emerged there were sleeves, he realised it was a coat of such capacious proportions you could probably have hidden Edward Buller’s harem in the pockets.

‘Hello, Richard,’ she said with a frown.

‘I got you your usual.’

He slid the double gin and tonic across to her.

‘Thanks.’

She drank half of it down then licked her lips, visibly suppressing a burp. God, he missed her.

‘So.’ Hannah stared at him with her customary piercing scrutiny. ‘How are you?’

‘Ah, not bad,’ he said. ‘You know. It is what it is.’

He’d read that on a fridge magnet once.

‘You look better than I thought you would,’ she said.

It wasn’t uttered accusingly, simply as a statement of fact.

‘Gosh. Thanks. You look … you look wond—’

She waved the compliment away.

‘Enough of that. Why am I here?’

He traced the condensation on his pint glass with the tip of one finger.

‘Perhaps I just wanted to see you. Is that so hard to believe?’

‘No. I know you always want to see me, but you wouldn’t humiliate yourself to ask unless it was something important.’

She was right, as ever. With Hannah, you never had to second-guess or be mired in a moment’s indecision. She was the kind of woman who drove ambulances in war zones and made jam for jumble sales and knew how to roast potatoes in goose fat and sew curtains while casually saving an entire nation from sliding into irrelevance. Hannah knew exactly who she was and what to do and how to do it and she frequently knew what other people should do too, which was why he needed to speak to her.

‘I’ve come into possession of some documents …’ he started.

‘Oh please do stop talking like you’re a lady detective. Cut to the chase, Richard.’

So he told her.

By the time he was done, she’d finished her first G&T and polished off a second. He was gratified to find that he’d made her think. She was unusually quiet.

Eventually, she said: ‘That poor woman.’

It was typical that her first thought was for Felicity Fitzmaurice. Hannah had inordinate respect for other women and was staunchly loyal to her friends.

‘You want my advice?’ she asked him.

‘Always.’

At this, she gave a brief smile.

‘I’m glad you trusted me with this, Richard. And just because the romantic part of our life together is over, I hope you know that I still consider you family.’

He was embarrassed by how much this moved him.

‘And as for what I think you should do?’

He nodded.

‘You know what I think.’

He realised that he did; that he had known all along.

‘Burn the fuckers down,’ she said, placing one of her heavy, capable hands over his. ‘Then throw away the matches.’

Walking into the garden at the back of the Witness’s offices, the first person he sees is the Tory peer Lord Cunningham sucking on the end of an obscenely large cigar. Oleander Wellington, the current editor, is standing next to him, obsequiously proffering a lighter.

‘Oleander,’ Richard says. ‘Hi.’

‘Well, as I live and breathe, if it isn’t Richard Take, the kingmaker,’ Oleander says in his high-pitched Welsh accent. He is wearing a linen suit and a pale pink shirt with one too many buttons undone. He is deeply tanned. Last week his Instagram Stories showed him dancing in front of a Mykonos DJ booth. He slaps Richard lightly on the back. ‘Good of you to join us,’ Oleander says. ‘Ben’s coming later, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, yes. He wouldn’t miss it. Neither of us would. We’re very grateful for the Witness’s support.’

‘You’re welcome. We can’t have Graham Bunn in charge. He voted against gay marriage. My husband wouldn’t hear of it.’

It was one of the strange anomalies of the right-wing British cognoscenti that they could be liberal when it pertained to their own lives but harshly condemnatory when it came to anyone else’s. Oleander routinely savaged feckless benefit claimants and workshy immigrants in the pages of his magazine, but also marched every year for Pride in an assortment of sequins and feathers, holding signs proclaiming that Love is Love.

‘Ben’s doing very well,’ Lord Cunningham says.

‘He’ll be the most handsome PM we’ve ever had,’ Oleander continues, but his green eyes are already darting over Richard’s shoulder, looking at who else he can talk to. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Dorothy Windage has just arrived.’

Dorothy Windage, a decrepit nonagenarian known for being the daughter of Britain’s most notorious wartime fascist and for having once been bounced on Hitler’s lap as a baby, is swathed in purple velvet and being pushed in a wheelchair by a bored-looking young man. She scowls at the assembled crowd and swats Oleander’s hands away when he tries to embrace her.

‘So, Richard,’ Lord Cunningham is saying, breathing cigar fumes over his face. ‘Tell me, did you really never think of standing for the leadership yourself?’

Richard shakes his head with practised ease.

‘No, no, not at all. I’m not sure the party faithful would have liked it, given my, ah, very public peccadillo.’

Lord Cunningham emits a guffaw which turns rapidly into a wheezing cough.

‘Come now. We’ve all been there.’

‘Ha.’ Richard shifts on his feet, unsure where this is going. ‘Kind of you to say, but …’

‘I don’t mind telling you,’ Lord Cunningham says, his voice dropping as he leans closer, affording Richard a bird’s-eye view of his thinning hair and flaking, liver-spotted scalp. ‘The Conservatives need someone who’ll stand up for our old-fashioned values and get rid of those blasted small boats and ship ’em back to wherever they came from. I’m not sure your chap Ben Fitzmaurice quite has the balls to see it through.’

A waiter passes and Richard reaches for a ceramic spoon filled with an unidentified breadcrumbed sphere that might or might not be a Scotch egg. He shovels it into his mouth to avoid having to reply.

‘And this trans business is getting out of hand. Out of hand, I tell you. My wife says the Women’s Institute is being forced to allow in men who identify as female. The bloody WI! Clue’s in the name. It’s for women. One of the last bastions of Britishness. God created men and women differently for good reason, don’t you agree?’

Not so long ago, Richard would have given a non-committal ‘quite’ and moved the conversation on. But this evening, he finds he doesn’t agree, and then – even more strangely – he finds himself saying so.

‘I don’t, no.’

Lord Cunningham shrinks back, as if pulled by an invisible string.

‘Well,’ he splutters. ‘Well, if that’s what you think, there’s no hope for you.’ He stumbles backwards. ‘Good lord. You won’t get far if that’s your attitude, you mark my words.’

Smoke-scented spittle lands on Richard’s cheek. He wipes it off with the back of his hand as Lord Cunningham waddles away. Stupid old codger, Richard thinks. He scans the crowd, wondering where to place himself with just enough but not too much prominence. The garden is on two levels, adjoined by stone steps. The upper part is lined with mature magnolia trees and terracotta pots planted with satiny-petalled flowers. He recognises a Sunday newspaper editor, a film director he thought was dead and the shadow Pensions Secretary standing in a huddle underneath the biggest magnolia tree, but just as he is about to walk over, there is a shifting in the crowd. He turns to see Ben arriving, hand in hand with Serena, the two of them shining and glamorous and looking like they’ve walked straight off a photoshoot. He catches Ben’s eye. They nod briefly and then Ben gets waylaid by Oleander and Lord Cunningham sidles up to Serena, putting a grubby hand around her waist and Richard realises with startling clarity that he has always hated this party, full of its self-satisfied guests who trade in contempt.

Gary Brotherton had insisted he come, said it was ‘good for optics’ – an expression that always made Richard think of eye-wash. Gary is coming to the end of his contract and Richard won’t be renewing it. Now that he’s returning to frontline politics, it seems uncouth to have a PR person putting out feelers for the next series of Strictly Come Dancing.

But he will miss him. He’s become accustomed to Gary’s off-colour humour and watermelon-scented vape, not to mention his obsessive fascination with which Love Island contestant has best monetised their five minutes of fame. And, in truth, Gary has done a pretty good job. Richard’s TikTok account recently reached 1.1 million followers, which apparently was impressive for an MP. His most popular video featured him lip-syncing the words ‘very demure, very mindful’ as Terri filmed him awarding a gleaming marrow first prize at a constituency village fete. He’ll probably keep the TikTok going – employ some young person from Central Office who knows how to connect with their peer group. Every vote counts and all that.

On his way out, Richard passes Harriet Seeker, the former ITV political editor who now has her own interview show on Friday mornings. She is the only Black woman fronting a flagship daytime programme on any of the major channels. A recent study found she received 90 per cent of all racist abuse directed towards the UK’s television personalities, which Richard found both shocking and simultaneously unremarkable. Ever since Brexit, Britain has made less of an effort to keep its racism hidden.

He has always admired Harriet’s sangfroid in the face of such bile, so when Gary outlined the merits of doing one major campaign interview, Richard mentioned her name. Tomorrow, he is her main booking. She knows nothing yet of the scoop he’s about to give her.

Harriet glances at him from beneath a freshly blow-dried fringe.

‘Going home to prepare for the inquisition?’ she asks, with cut-glass enunciation.

‘Absolutely,’ Richard replies.

‘Great. See you in the morning.’

On the street, the same photographer from the Mail is waiting.

‘Leaving so soon, Dick?’ he shouts. ‘Anything to tell me?’

Richard walks up to him. The snapper looks surprised.

‘Nothing to report this evening,’ Richard says, ‘but tell your editors I’ll have a lot to say tomorrow morning.’

‘OK, mate,’ the photographer says quietly. ‘Roger that.’

In the make-up chair the next day, a woman called Maisie with spearmint breath insists he needs more powder.

‘You’re quite sweaty, aren’t you?’ she says, dabbing at his cheeks with a soft brush. She leans closer but makes no eye contact, instead looking at his face in an assessing manner, as if he were a saucepan on special offer at Le Creuset.

‘That’s better,’ Maisie says, standing back. ‘Now what are we doing with your hair?’

Richard is nonplussed.

‘Side parting?’ Maisie says. ‘Brush it through a bit?’

‘Yes please.’

He’s grateful someone else has taken charge.

‘So what are you on to talk about, then?’ she asks, taking out a wide-toothed comb and running it through. It’s a strange kind of intimacy. Make-up artists didn’t usually brush his hair, given its regrettable sparseness. No woman has touched him like this since … he was about to say Hannah, but she would never have been caught dead brushing his hair, so it was probably his mother.

‘The Tory leadership election.’

‘Righto,’ Maisie says. ‘You’re a politician, then?’

‘Yes,’ he replies, disappointed she hasn’t recognised him.

‘I don’t mean to be rude, but …’

Ah, Richard thinks, the classic opener for someone who is about to be.

‘… I don’t like any of them. That Graham Bunn is scary, isn’t he? He hates everyone! And his pores are terrible.’

‘I don’t disagree,’ Richard says. ‘Not about the pores, I mean. I don’t know about pores.’

‘Trust me,’ Maisie says grimly. ‘And Ben Fitz … whaddya call him? Fitzherbert.’

‘Fitzmaurice.’

‘That’s it. Yeah. Fitzmaurice. He’s too smooth for my liking. Too smooth by half.’

Maisie reaches for a pot of hair gel. Richard is about to tell her not to use it but it’s too late, she’s slathering it across his head, pressing firmly down on any stray bits.

‘And what about that guy caught with his trousers down watching porn in his own office?’ She cackled. ‘You couldn’t make it up. Dirty little bugger, do you know what I mean?’

The silence that follows is broken only by the low-volume chatter emanating from a wall-mounted television. It’s tuned in to the morning chat show that precedes Harriet Seeker on Politics. On screen, a woman in a gimp mask and leather-strapped bondage vest is saying ‘Look, it’s just a way of life at the end of the day,’ and the two presenters are nodding their heads sympathetically.

‘Actually,’ Richard croaks, ‘that was me.’

‘Oh my God,’ Maisie says, her hands temporarily suspended above his head. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Don’t be. I get it. It was a stupid mistake.’

He doesn’t make any excuses, doesn’t lapse into his usual spiel about ‘what red-blooded male hasn’t …?’ and doesn’t try and win her over. He’s tired of all that.

‘Do you know what?’ Maisie says, resuming her gel application but with more softness this time. ‘I actually respect you for saying that. Just owning it. Not trying to squirm your way out of it like they normally do. Politicians, I mean. You’re alright, you are.’

She squints at his reflection in the mirror opposite, then gives him a pat on the shoulder. He is mildly astonished. Is it really as easy as that? All the months of trying to say the right thing, explaining but never entirely apologising; all the carefully crafted media appearances and speeches designed to resurrect his flailing reputation; the new haircut, the Nehru jackets, the minor celebrity status conferred by reality TV; the fraught alliance with Ben Fitzmaurice, the great white hope of the Tory Party who had promised him chancellor but who had forced him to compromise almost all of his own principles … and … for what? It turns out all he has to do is say what he actually thinks.

‘OK, you’re done, sweetheart,’ Maisie says. ‘Good luck!’

A man called Mike comes to fit him with a lapel microphone. Richard is about to make a joke about his name but thinks better of it. He’s been on the receiving end of too many jokes about his own to find it funny anymore. Then he’s ushered onto the set – a white table, two metal-framed black leather chairs either side of it. Harriet is already seated in one and is speaking intently into thin air but then Richard notices the earpiece and realises she’s talking to the producer.

‘Yep,’ she is saying. ‘Yep, got that one. OK. Uh-huh. Hahahahaha. As if. Yes, I know.’

She grins at Richard, mouths ‘one sec’ at him and he tries to ease himself into the chair, which seems to have been expressly designed for discomfort. He experiments with crossing one leg over the other, then decides against it. Cody, his stylist, had warned him against creasing his suit unnecessarily.

‘Make sure you pull the back of your jacket down and sit on it so you don’t look all hunched over,’ she’d said as she’d run the lint brush over his black turtleneck.

He feels hot under the studio lighting and immediately begins to worry that the sweat Maisie identified is going to break through the many layers of powder she applied. He doesn’t want to look like a shiny-lipped Nixon in a career-ending TV debate.

‘Hi, Richard,’ Harriet says, leaning forward to shake his hand across the table. ‘Thanks for coming in.’

‘Thanks for having me,’ he says, the words already sounding nervous and stilted.

‘Did you have fun at the party?’

‘Not really, Harriet.’

She smiles.

‘Me neither. Look, we’ve got a couple of minutes before we go live. Anything you want to ask me?’

She gazes at him in the same way she did last night, her eyes hypnotic yet impenetrable.

‘No – er – well, actually, there is one thing.’

She raises an eyebrow.

‘Do I look sweaty?’

She laughs.

‘No.’

The floor manager appears in Richard’s peripheral vision.

‘Right folks, ready to go in five, four, three …’

Richard’s heart beats faster. The floor manager signals the final two counts with the fingers of one hand and then the jazzy theme music starts and before he knows it, Harriet has swung her chair towards the darkness and is speaking directly down one camera, its red light steady and piercing as a laser beam.

‘Good morning and thanks for being here. I’m Harriet Seeker, and this is me … on politics.’

He can see the autocue she’s using and has the surreal experience of reading her introduction to him a fraction of a second before she says it out loud.

‘… after a much-publicised scandal, he lost his cabinet seat but his time on the backbenches allowed him to reconnect with the youth vote through the medium of reality TV. Now, Richard Take is masterminding the campaign to anoint Ben Fitzmaurice as our new prime minister.’

More jazzy music and then Harriet swings her chair back round to face him. Her eyes have narrowed and the glint has been replaced by something steelier and more focused.

‘Mr Take, thank you for joining us.’

‘Pleasure to be here, Harriet.’

His mouth is dry and his voice cracks shrilly on the last syllable of her name. He reaches for the glass of water in front of him.

‘How’s the campaign going, then?’

A softball question, but open-ended enough to allow plenty of rope for Richard to hang himself, should he be so inclined. She’s a pro.

‘It’s been going well, Harriet. There’s been real momentum and I think that’s because we’re only too well aware that this marks a turning point for us as a party and us as a country, and I believe—’

‘A turning point?’ Harriet asks, feigning astonishment. ‘How so? Ben Fitzmaurice has long been seen as the heir apparent to Edward Buller. The viewers at home are surely asking: how will the Fitzmaurice regime be any different from his old university chum and predecessor’s?’

He doesn’t answer. He counts slowly to six and watches Harriet’s face tense. He can hear the raised voices in the galley snaking out from her earpiece. A few seconds of silence in a live TV studio can feel like hours. It is uncomfortable to draw it out for this long but, Richard has decided, it’s also necessary if he wants to make the desired impact.

‘Mr Take?’ she prompts.

‘That’s a good point, Harriet,’ he says finally, ‘and I’m glad you raised it.’

Her shoulders relax.

‘It’s one I’ve asked myself several times over the last few months and, owing to some information that has recently come into my possession, I’m not sure anymore how to answer it.’

Harriet is caught off guard.

‘Why not?’ she asks.

A churning anxiety takes hold of his bowels. For a split second, he thinks he’ll bottle it. But then he remembers Hannah and her hand over his at the pub. He thinks of Fliss Fitzmaurice, abused and discarded like a soiled rag. He thinks of justice and what it actually means. He thinks of the people without power who can’t fight for themselves. So he takes out the grenade, removes the pin and throws it into the centre of Ben Fitzmaurice’s political career.

‘Events have been weighing heavily on me,’ Richard starts. He’s rehearsed this bit in his shaving mirror at home. ‘And I’ve come to the reluctant conclusion that Ben Fitzmaurice cannot provide the leadership or build the team for the task ahead.’

He can hear the shocked whispers from the studio floor as Harriet sweeps her notes aside on the table. It is the perfect dramatic gesture and she knows it. She leans forward, a single finger extended towards him. He can sense an almost sexual excitement thrumming from her.

‘You’re saying that—’

‘I’m saying, Harriet, that I have, over the past few days, been made aware of certain worrying allegations concerning Ben Fitzmaurice and his family and I believe these allegations need to be investigated by the appropriate authorities before we can truly decide if this is the calibre of man we want leading our country.’

Harriet’s mouth drops open. The studio is pin-drop silent. Richard has never felt power like it.

‘I have, this morning, handed the relevant files over to the Metropolitan Police.’

In truth, he met with the Met yesterday afternoon, but that has less of a ring to it. The new Commissioner is a fearsomely blunt woman called Clare Dunstable with a close-cropped haircut and an unsmiling manner that reminds him of disciplinarian headmistresses in children’s books. When she was appointed, Commissioner Dunstable issued a statement saying she was ‘a new broom, sweeping out corruption’ and adding that ‘the era of institutional sexism and the old boys’ network is over’. The Felicity Fitzmaurice files were right up her street. She practically salivated when Richard outlined the details.

‘The police?’ Harriet says. ‘So – let me get this straight – it’s a criminal matter?’

‘An alleged criminal matter, yes.’

‘Alleged, yes of course,’ she says, hurriedly. ‘And what are the allegations?’

Richard draws himself up straighter.

‘I’m afraid I can’t get into that. I wouldn’t want to compromise any future legal processes.’

‘But …’ Harriet interjects. There is a certain manic quality to her questions now, like a lion pacing around a gazelle, waiting for her moment to pounce.

‘What I can tell you, Harriet, is that there are huge challenges ahead for this country but also – and this is important – huge opportunities. I believe we can make Britain stronger and fairer. There’s a once-in-a-lifetime chance to heal divisions, give everyone a stake in our future and to set an example as the most creative, innovative, tolerant and progressive country in the world. If we are to make—’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Take, I don’t mean to be rude, but you’ve just dropped a bombshell here. We don’t need a party political broadcast. We need to know why you’ – she picks up her pen and jabs it at him – ‘have had this extraordinary change of heart?’

‘Look,’ he says, fanning out his hands, ‘I’ve always said I don’t want to be prime minister.’

‘Repeatedly,’ Harriet agrees.

‘But, as I say, the events of the past few days have weighed heavily on me. I have reluctantly come to the conclusion that Ben Fitzmaurice is not up to the job of leading us through the very real challenges we will face and that’s why I’ve decided, today, to put my name forward for the leadership.’

The make-up woman Maisie, now in his sightline with brush and powder in hand, gives an audible exclamation of surprise. Beside her, the floor manager is making frantic gestures. They’re heading towards an ad break, but Harriet can’t let it go. Usually, interviews go the way she has planned them. She is meticulous in her preparation, mapping out several different routes the conversation could take and memorising questions for each possible outcome. This loss of control is rattling her. She ignores the floor manager and takes out her earpiece, letting it hang from a thin wire over her collar.

‘But,’ she says, her face a picture of consternation, ‘isn’t it far too late, Mr Take? The membership are casting their ballots in a matter of days. There’s no way—’

He cuts across her.

‘Extraordinary times call for extraordinary measures. Let me just say that the circumstances of this particular, ah, case are unique. I believe that the information contained in those files – the files I’ve passed to Commissioner Dunstable at the Metropolitan Police this morning – could have devastating consequences, not only for Ben Fitzmaurice but for the Conservative Party and the country as a whole if he is allowed to go ahead and stand. In the event of his withdrawal, I would like to explore the possibility of stepping up to take his place on the ballot.’

‘That would be unprecedented,’ Harriet says.

‘Yes, well,’ Richard replies. ‘I’m an unprecedented kind of guy.’

Harriet is just about to reply when the theme music starts up.

‘Ad break, everyone,’ the floor manager shouts.

Maisie rushes onto set and starts powdering Richard’s face with great urgency, her mouth a thin, unreadable line. Harriet stares at him. Then the producer, a young man with a goatee beard, appears from the gallery.

‘Hi, I’m Mark, the producer.’

‘Hi, Mark,’ Richard says, trying not to move his lips as Maisie brushes over his chin.

‘I just want to thank you for some fantastic TV,’ Mark says, shaking his hand.

‘You’re welcome, Mark.’

‘We’d love to see those files if you were able to email them to us …’

Maisie, her work completed, pats Richard gently on the shoulder and walks briskly off the set.

‘I’d be glad to,’ Richard says.

Mark squats down next to him.

‘That’s great. Thanks so much. And do shout if there’s anything we can help with in terms of your campaign—’

‘But I should tell you that we’ve also given the files to The Times, who will be running their own exposé tomorrow morning.’

That had been Gary Brotherton’s idea – full media coverage on every platform. He’d reached out to all his media contacts – old Fleet Street drinking buddies and anyone else he knew he could get onside. Mickey Minton was going to do a YouTube ten-minute short, drafted for him by both the Joshes and given final approval by Gary. When it came to it, Richard had to admit that Gary really did know what he was doing.

‘Ah, OK,’ says the goateed Mark. ‘Still, good to have them. We’d definitely like to look into it, wouldn’t we, Harriet?’

Harriet, sitting straighter in her chair, re-tucks her silk shirt into her leather skirt and pushes her earpiece back in.

‘I’d fucking say so.’ Then, looking straight at Richard, she says: ‘Good for you. About time Ben Fitzmaurice got what’s coming to him.’

‘Impartiality, Harriet!’ Mark says.

‘Oh fuck off. This isn’t the BBC.’

‘Do you know Ben?’ Richard asks.

‘Yes. We were at Cambridge together.’ She gives a short laugh. ‘The stuff he and his public-school mates got up to … I’ve never forgotten it. They trampled over everything and everyone to get what they wanted.’

The floor manager comes on to tell them there are two minutes left until they go live again.

‘He wouldn’t remember me, though,’ she says. ‘I wasn’t one of them.’

‘No,’ he says. ‘Me neither.’

Harriet runs her fingers through her sleek hair and he can see her switching back into dispassionate professionalism.

‘An Unprecedented Guy for Unprecedented Times,’ she says, rifling through her notes. ‘That’s your campaign slogan, right there.’

By the time he leaves the TV studio and switches his phone on in the back of the pre-booked executive car, he has 159 unread texts, 74 missed calls and an explosion of emails. He scans his WhatsApps, looking for the one he wants to read. It is there, in among a thumbs-up emoji from Gary, a three-minute voicenote from his political adviser and a curt note from Buller’s chief of staff suggesting they ‘need to talk’. Hannah had texted him at 9.15 a.m., precisely the moment he had come off air.

‘Well done, R. Very proud of you.’

No kisses, of course – that wasn’t her style. But really, those perfunctory words were all he needed to feel he’d done the right thing. He decides to ignore all the other messages until he’s back in his office. Instead, he logs on to MailOnline and sees the main homepage headline in block capitals, stark white letters against a bright blue background.

‘Fitzmaurice is not up to the job’, it reads. And beneath, in smaller font: ‘Takedown: Richard Take sticks the knife in’.

Hardly sticking the knife in, he thinks, scrolling through the article, which has been hastily compiled by a journalist who has transcribed his quotes directly from the TV interview and made several spelling mistakes while doing so. There is a freeze-framed image of Richard from this morning’s on-screen appearance, his skin so matt and poreless it looks like he’s wearing a latex mask of his own face. The caption reads: ‘An unprecedented guy’. Lower down, there is another story: ‘EXCLUSIVE: Fitzmaurice daughter is revealed as eco-activist’, accompanied by a picture of Ben’s eldest child, Cosima, in her school uniform next to a grainy image of a balaclava-ed protester spraying orange paint on a museum sculpture as part of an Oblivion Oil action. Someone on the picture desk has ringed the balaclava in red. ‘Circled: Cosima Fitzmaurice, the eldest child of Energy Secretary Ben Fitzmaurice’, the caption reads.

Well, thinks Richard, there’s a surprise. He recalls Cosima only vaguely from the funeral as a glowering teenager he didn’t pay much attention to. Now, he finds he rather admires her chutzpah. At least she’s one Fitzmaurice with a social conscience.

Richard leans back in his seat, turning his head to look at the west London streets out of the window. He watches the commuters surging out of White City tube station, sending pigeons scattering into traffic. He’ll go back to Westminster now and face the music. He has to speak to the chair of the 1922 Committee to see if he can get his name on the ballot.

Now that the adrenalin is leaving his body, he doesn’t experience the satisfaction he thought he would. Instead, he feels an unpalatable twinge of remorse. He underestimated the savagery of public condemnation and wonders if he should have spoken to Ben about his concerns beforehand, in private. It’s unfortunate that the Cosima story has come out at the same time. It makes it look more orchestrated than it has been. There’s really no coming back from this kind of double whammy.

He wonders, if they do allow Richard to run for PM, what his policies should be. Taking back control, obviously – whatever that meant. Tough on crime. Something sentimental about safeguarding the NHS, the nation’s jewel …

His phone rings. Unknown number. He doesn’t even think before he answers.

‘You fucking cunt,’ Ben says. His voice is dangerously calm. ‘After everything I’ve done for you.’

‘I don’t think it’s wise for us to talk—’

‘You don’t THINK IT’S WISE?’ Ben starts shouting and Richard has to hold the phone away from his ear. The driver pretends not to eavesdrop. ‘I think it would have been REALLY FUCKING WISE FOR US TO TALK. That’s what I think, you little bastard.’

In the background, Richard can hear a woman’s voice and the sound of a child wailing. Ben must be at home, which is strange given that Commissioner Dunstable had said ‘action’ would be taken immediately. Naively, he’d imagined Ben already in handcuffs, pleading his case from the back of a police car, but he supposes it works differently if you’re a member of the cabinet, part of the landed gentry and one of the Prime Minister’s closest friends.

‘I’m not going to listen to this,’ Richard says as firmly as he can, which is not all that firmly.

‘You don’t know anything about me or my family,’ Ben replies. ‘You haven’t got the first clue what you’re talking about.’

‘I know what I read in those files. I know that Felicity made a statement to police saying she’d been drugged and raped by your buddy, Andrew Jarvis, and that you covered it up.’

‘How dare you,’ Ben says, his anger now solid and glimmering. ‘That’s a disgusting thing to accuse anyone of.’

Richard notices that he doesn’t deny it.

‘I picked you out of the gutter,’ Ben continues. ‘I gave you a chance to return to the front bench and this is how you repay me?’

‘You did nothing of the sort,’ Richard says. ‘You needed me as much as I needed you.’

Ben gives a bark of laughter.

‘You vastly overestimate your talents. And now – what? – you think you can run for PM? You’re deluded. No one – I repeat, no one – in their right mind will vote for the snivelling weirdo who turned on one of his closest allies and stabbed him in the back.’

Richard wishes these words didn’t affect him as much as they do. His default has always been to feel, deep down, that he is an incompetent fraud and to act in ways that mask this terrible secret. But it’s too late to turn the clock back. He takes a deep breath. The driver has turned the radio down and is hanging on every word. He’s going to have a lot to tell his mates down the pub, Richard thinks.

‘It’s not the first time you’ve covered something up, is it, Ben?’ he says. ‘Didn’t you kill a girl at university and get someone else to take the blame? You paid Martin off for years and you thought it would never get out. Well, Ben, time’s up, I’m afraid.’ Then he adds, with a dramatic flourish he didn’t know he possessed: ‘Tick tock.’

There is silence on the other end of the line.

Slowly, Ben says: ‘I’m going to ruin you.’

‘You’re not going to ruin anyone,’ Richard replies, ‘apart from yourself.’

He ends the call.

Four hours later, just as Richard is emerging from his meeting with the chair of the 1922 Committee, a news alert beeps on his phone telling him that Ben Fitzmaurice and Andrew Jarvis have been arrested on suspicion of bribing a police officer and that Jarvis has been further detained for questioning over an historic allegation of sexual assault. Two retired detectives from the Gloucestershire Constabulary are also under investigation. He clicks on the link and his phone lights up with live TV news coverage of Ben and Jarvis walking into New Scotland Yard with grim expressions. Walking next to them is Ben’s lawyer, Dominic Malik-Edwards.

‘… they will be questioned here, probably for a number of hours,’ the TV news correspondent is saying, ‘and then a decision will be made on whether to press charges or release them on bail. As for Andrew Jarvis, founder and CEO of Dark Rock, well, as we know, allegations of historic sexual assault can be notoriously hard to prove, even more so given the alleged victim is no longer alive, but my hunch is that the authorities must have fairly robust evidence to have made this pretty dramatic intervention today. Back to you in the studio, John.’

Richard’s stomach grumbles and he realises he hasn’t eaten since yesterday lunchtime. Too many nerves. But now, he thinks, he will go home and treat himself to a large pepperoni pizza from his local fast-food joint. He might even open a bottle of his favourite Chianti. The chairman of the 1922 had said that, given the extenuating circumstances, he would consult with the board of the Conservative Party and see what could be done about replacing Ben’s name on the leadership ballot with Richard’s. The mood music had sounded broadly positive.

It is all going to be OK, he thinks as he walks out to the sound of bells ringing from Westminster Abbey, and for the first time in Richard Take’s life, he feels the clear-headedness of the unconfused. It was the right thing to do.

He keeps repeating it to himself all the way home – the right thing to do, absolutely the right thing – and in the repetition, it loses its meaning so that when he lets himself in through his front door to the cold hallway and stack of unopened mail, he is no longer truly sure if it actually was.




XX.

Cosima

SHE STAYED WITH MARTIN FOR THREE WEEKS. She had already missed the final fortnight of term and no teacher had been in touch, so Cosima assumed her parents had proffered some excuse, presumably invoking her ‘poor mental health’, which was always a fail-safe way of ensuring no further questions were asked. Now that it was the school holidays and she wasn’t going on protests, she had nowhere else to be. She had neglected her other relationships during the time she’d been with Oblivion Oil. There was no school friend she could call on to crash for a few days. She didn’t want to see her parents. Nor did she want to stay with her grandmother at Denby Hall. So Martin’s house was the best option.

She and Martin made effective house-mates. She insisted on contributing to household expenses and covered all the groceries, which he seemed to appreciate. He went to bed at 9.30 p.m. every night and rose with the dawn, watering the garden, feeding Maurice the cat and then taking to his study where he worked on his papers for a few hours before heading off to the university campus. His term had ended too and he told her he enjoyed the calm emptiness of the buildings without the students around to distract him.

Cosima stayed up until the early hours of the morning, watching YouTube videos, checking her phone for Oblivion Oil updates and occasionally going for pints with Alfie at a pub called The Bun Shop that did oversized Yorkshire puddings on Sundays. Alfie was easy company and never asked her too many questions, which she appreciated.

She ignored all the missed calls, voicemails, texts and emails from her parents. After a while, her father had slipped through the net by ringing from an unknown number. He’d been conciliatory. He’d asked her to stop her activism and she had pretended to be upset and made a show of initially refusing, even though she’d already made up her mind. Meadow, Broccoli and Peatbog wouldn’t have her back in any case. She told him she would consider quitting Oblivion Oil on the condition that she could leave her boarding school and go to the local sixth-form college for her final year. She could hear the relief in his voice when he agreed. This, at least, bought her some time.

But she’d been shocked when her mother turned up. Serena, who had always been so quick to criticise, so eager to point out all the things Cosima did wrong, had seemed chastened, even defeated. Her mother had actually apologised, which Cosima was not expecting. She’d been touched by the gift of a new pair of Doc Martens, even though she was fond of her old ones and it would take ages to wear the new leather in. Her mother pleaded with her to come home but Cosima wasn’t ready, not yet. The trust between them had been shattered and she was still wary of her parents’ motives. As much as she wanted to believe they loved her, she also suspected the understanding chats and thoughtful gifts might just be a way of protecting their own reputations. What if it was these, rather than their children, they wanted to save?

Martin understood. So she stayed with him. They often had dinner together and she discovered he was a good cook, given to experimentation. His tagines and stews would come to the table laden with herbs and the heady smell of cardamon. She learned a lot about her father through talking to Martin – about Ben’s childhood, the grief he’d disguised over losing his brother and about the kindness he had once been capable of.

‘But then Jarvis got to him,’ Martin said one night, pouring them both a glass of some wine he’d picked up in Waitrose on the way home. ‘And I’m afraid whatever glimpse I had of Ben’s higher nature disappeared. Just … poof!’

He flicked his fingers outward.

‘Which is, ironically, what Jarvis called me.’

He raised his eyebrows over the wine glass. Cosima laughed.

‘Jarvis dragged your father down into the muck,’ Martin said. ‘I couldn’t save him, although I tried, believe me. I really did try.’

Her burgeoning friendship with Martin meant that Cosima didn’t miss her family, which surprised her. No matter how much she had felt like the odd one out around the Tipworth dinner table, she’d thought that there would be some reserves of fondness there, some swell of sentimentality that would have her rushing back to them. But the longer she left it, the more she realised she felt … blankness. Perhaps the emotional cauterisation of boarding school, relied upon by the English upper classes for so many centuries, had played its usual trick. Or perhaps she was more similar to Martin than she had imagined.

‘Do you think he’s really going to do it?’ she asked, as Martin made himself a mug of tea in the kitchen. They were getting ready to watch Richard Take’s interview on morning television.

‘Want one?’ Martin said, raising the Fortnum’s canister of Earl Grey.

‘No thanks.’

She got herself a Diet Coke from the fridge. Martin shuddered. He was repulsed by her caffeinated soft drink addiction. She opened the can with her thumbnail. Metallic crack and carbonated hiss. Would anyone ever invent a more perfect noise?

‘I do,’ Martin said, stirring milk into the tea. ‘Whatever else Richard Take might be, he’s also a politician. And the one thing all politicians have in common is the measure of their ambition.’

They went through to the living room, where Martin sat on the sofa and she opted for the floor, sitting cross-legged by his feet.

‘Also,’ he continued, reaching for the remote control, ‘I don’t think he’s a bad man. Underneath all the silly bluster, he’s decent. Ish.’

He switched on the TV. A freeze-framed scene from House of the Dragon filled the screen.

‘Jesus,’ Cosima said. ‘Haven’t you finished that yet?’

‘I’m taking my time with it,’ he said, a touch defensively. He changed the channel. ‘Ah. Now. Here we go.’

The theme tune for Harriet Seeker on Politics was just starting up: a jangly little chorus of strings and brass. Maurice stalked into the room, fresh from a night’s hunting, the dawn air still cool on his fur. He jumped onto the cushion next to Martin before changing his mind and peering over Cosima’s shoulder, tentatively extending one paw onto her jeans, then the other. He leapt forwards, settling himself comfortably in the space between her legs and began to purr.

‘That cat,’ Martin said, shaking his head.

‘I’ll miss him,’ Cosima replied, running her hand all the way along Maurice’s spine. She was leaving in four days. She had signed up for an environmental volunteer programme for students in Bali and would spend the rest of the summer there, clearing plastic from beaches and replanting mangrove forests. She’d used the credit card her parents had given her to book her flights and accommodation and she had enough money from her allowance to use for living expenses when she was there. She’d chosen Bali because she wanted to feel closer to Fliss. She’d met her aunt’s friend Derek at the funeral and they’d stayed in touch. Cosima would send him sporadic emails and receive emoji-strewn paragraphs in return. Derek said he’d look after her when she was over there. She had it all worked out.

‘And Maurice will miss you,’ Martin said, which she knew was as close as he could get to admitting he would miss her himself. ‘But you’re doing the right thing, going to Bali. Shh, shh, we’re on.’

Richard Take’s face is beamed into the sitting room in unforgiving close-up, a sheen over his top lip.

‘Coming up, we speak to MP Richard Take about why he’s backing Energy Secretary Ben Fitzmaurice to be our next prime minister.’

The camera zoomed in on Richard’s eyes, which darted this way and that, then swung back to Harriet Seeker, glossy and sleek as a racehorse. She thanked him for being there and then asked an easy question to kick things off and in the chatter that ensued, Cosima wondered if he was going to wimp out.

‘Stop waffling,’ she muttered.

Behind her, Martin’s breathing became more rapid. They were both on edge.

‘He’ll get there,’ Martin said. ‘Just wait.’

She chewed her lip and pulled the cuffs of her jumper up over her hands. She could barely watch. Maurice, sensing her tension, stopped purring and looked at her, blinking his yellow eyes.

‘… owing to some information that has recently come into my possession …’ Richard Take was saying. Martin put his mug on the floor.

‘Here we go,’ he said. ‘Here we bloody well go.’

Cosima thought of her father, sitting behind the desk in his study at Tipworth, a lazy smile on his face as she walked through the door. She thought of him at last year’s school prize day, when she had been awarded the English cup and he had seemed to clap more loudly than everyone else. She thought back to being four years old, standing in a field and feeling scared of the cows with their menacing black eyes, and how he had reached down and taken her hand and she hadn’t felt frightened anymore. She thought of the framed black and white photo on the kitchen shelves of their old home in Notting Hill; the one of her parents on their wedding day. Her dad in a morning suit dotted with confetti petals and her mother, regal in bias-cut silk. Both of them grinning, arm in arm, surrounded by a crowd of people – one of whom, Cosima realised now, would have been Martin Gilmour.

A happy picture, then. At what moment had it all started to go wrong?

On the TV screen, Richard Take was now saying that events had been weighing heavily on him. Unease splintered through her. Her father’s career was about to blow up and with sickening clarity, she knew she had handed his enemies the dynamite. But I didn’t mean to, she wanted to say, I didn’t think, I just wanted him to notice me …

‘I’ve come to the reluctant conclusion that Ben Fitzmaurice cannot provide the leadership or build the team for the task ahead,’ Richard said.

Too late.

There was a split second in the studio when no one spoke. Dead air, her media studies teacher called it. Then, the sound of laughter. But it wasn’t coming from the television. It was coming from behind her. From Martin.

She turned. His face was gleeful.

‘He’s done it,’ Martin said. ‘At last. He’s done it.’

Cosima had no joy. She experienced a shrinking, as if the horizon had contracted and there was no way of connecting to what else was happening around her. She had thought she and Martin wanted the same thing – namely, to take her father and Jarvis down – but she realised now her feelings had been lying to her. He was her dad, after all, and perhaps it was possible to love and hate the same person when they were part of you.

‘He’s saying he’s passed the files to the Metropolitan Police!’ Martin said, with a single clap of his hands. ‘Yes, very good, Harriet – press home the point that it’s a criminal matter. Ha! This is working out better than we ever could have imagined …’

He squeezed her shoulder. It was the first time Martin had ever touched her. She tried to be happy. She wanted to celebrate the execution of their joint plan, this moment of triumph. But when she searched for joy, she found nothing.

The following forty-eight hours passed like scenery through a rushing train window: brushstrokes of melding colour, painted at warp speed by unknown hands. Her phone exploded. Her mother called and sent increasingly frantic texts. Her father emailed several times, trying to explain himself, trying to say sorry. She didn’t reply to any of them. She was too scared and too ashamed. TikTok was awash with videos of her father and Jarvis walking into New Scotland Yard. Not arrested, apparently, like some of the reporters stated, but interviewed under caution with a lawyer present. Martin brought home the papers and her parents were splashed across all the front covers. They’d used a recent picture of her father from the British Museum reception and reprinted the old photo of him and Jarvis as students, in white tie at a Pitt Club dinner in Cambridge. Her mother was shown looking harassed at the wheel of their Range Rover, driving out of the Tipworth gates, hair in a loose ponytail, the flash of cameras reverberating off the glass of the car window. At least she’d be happy she looked thin, Cosima thought.

Soon, Cosima was getting calls from journalists who had uncovered her connection with Oblivion Oil and when she didn’t answer, they somehow traced her to Martin’s cottage and turned up on the doorstep. Martin had to keep the curtains closed to avoid the cameras. He made her cups of tea and brought them to her bedroom.

‘They’ll lose interest soon enough,’ he said. ‘Trust me. I used to be one of them.’

‘You were an art critic.’

He looked offended.

‘True. But I saw how the newsroom operated. Give them nothing, starve the story of oxygen and they’ll leave. Besides, you’re off to Bali tomorrow – they won’t be able to find you there as easily.’

‘Are you sure they won’t be able to trace this back to us?’

‘Positive. Richard Take won’t want to say where the files came from and the police definitely won’t want to admit the source was one of their own undercover officers. We’re safe. You especially. I haven’t mentioned your name once.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, meek with gratitude. Funny, really, how much she trusted him.

Cosima was counting the hours until she could leave. She had booked a car to drive her all the way to Heathrow the next morning. She wasn’t going to risk public transport. Suddenly, saving the planet didn’t seem as pressing as saving herself.

‘I still don’t know how they worked out I was here,’ she said, peering through a gap in the curtains. There was a television camera van parked illegally on the opposite pavement.

‘I would imagine your mother told them.’

She looked at him, surprised.

‘What? Why would she do that? The last thing she’d want is for us to get even more attention.’

He shrugged, his expression unreadable.

‘Maybe she wanted less attention on her?’ he said.

The thought of this sat heavily between them.

‘Do you think they’ll send him to jail?’ she asked.

‘Ben or Jarvis?’

‘Dad.’

‘Difficult to say,’ he replied. ‘Friends in high places and all of that. But …’ he turned away from her and began to make his way downstairs, ‘I think it’s more probable than not.’

Cosima had been trying to keep the enormity of what she had done at a distance, pressing away the truth of it with the palms of her hands like she used to when she had imagined monsters coming into her room as a child. But now the weight of it was inescapable. She slid onto the floor and sat there, back against the wall. She held the mug of cooling tea and listened to the chatter and laughter of the journalists outside until the light faded and she crept into bed and tried, unsuccessfully, to sleep.

Some months later and Cosima is walking down the Canggu main street after her morning vinyasa flow. It was with a new Australian instructor called Byron, a muscled, long-haired surfer type who spoke in hush-voiced monologues about the spiritual enlightenment of learning ‘how to breathe’. He made them all hold a chaturanga for the count of twenty, which seemed unnecessary – and, she reflected as she gritted her teeth and watched sweat from her forehead drip onto the towel, actually unhelpful for learning the art of breathing. Cosima, who knew yoga wasn’t meant to be competitive, forced herself to hold for seventeen before giving in and dropping to the mat.

Usually, she values the time just after class where her chest feels lighter and her head clearer. Today, Byron has left her rattled. The scribbled canvas of her mind is cross-hatched with anxiety. A moped screeches past her, the back of it laden with a wooden crate containing four squawking hens. Morning heat sticks to her skin. She passes the stalls selling rip-off Birkenstock sandals and phone chargers, taking care not to step into any of the delicate palm-frond baskets filled with bright flower petals and burning incense sticks. Ni Ketut, the woman who showed Cosima around on her first day volunteering at the Clean Bali Beach ecological charity, told her these little baskets were called ‘canang sari’. It was bad luck to step over one while the incense stick still burned because ‘they are offerings to the gods’.

‘Which gods?’ Cosima asked.

Ni Ketut wrinkled her nose.

‘Good and bad gods. The good because we want to please them, the bad because we don’t want them to work against us.’

‘Makes sense,’ Cosima said.

Good and bad gods. So which one was her father? She isn’t sure any more. Her old certainties are beginning to crumble, replaced by ambiguity and the seedlings of guilt. She knows why she did what she did but feels increasingly distant from that former version of herself. The past weeks have stretched into small eternities, as though she is flying high above, watching the earth several thousand feet below through double-layered Plexiglas. The earlier version of Cosima was so blinded by her own passions that she wanted to bring her father down. This newer version is starting to forgive him.

He has emailed her every single day since she left. She hasn’t replied. Not even when he told her that he and Serena had donated a sizeable sum to an environmental charity in her name.

‘We do understand, Cozzie,’ he wrote. ‘I’m sorry it has taken us so long.’

In spite of herself, she was moved by the gesture. Maybe they were trying to buy her back, but it was better than not trying at all.

Cosima walks down the dirt road towards the beach. She listens to music on her AirPods to drown out the sounds of stray dogs and traffic. She loves Canggu but it’s not a relaxing place. A relentless thrum surges through every drainage ditch and building site, every café and smoothie bar, every luxury villa and ancient temple. She stops off at her favourite coffee shop where the clientele is a mixture of social media influencers on their laptops and jet-lagged tourists, their skin still bearing the pallor of home. Spherical rattan lampshades hang from the ceiling and drinks are served in hollowed-out coconut shells. The barista recognises her and prepares her flat white without Cosima having to ask. It’s one of the notable paradoxes of Bali that while there is almost no functioning infrastructure, there is always excellent coffee in artisanal ceramic cups decorated with hearts piped into brown-white foam.

Cosima takes her coffee to go. She’s leading a week-long clean-up and when she gets to the allotted meeting point outside the Kamikaze Bar, the three gap-year student volunteers are already there. Despite being younger than the others, Cosima was made the group leader within two weeks of her arrival.

‘You know a lot,’ Ni Ketut had said. And it was true that Cosima was able to recite all the necessary facts and figures. She’d researched it on the flight over, in the way she used to prepare for Oblivion Oil meetings, so by the time she got off the plane, she knew that Indonesia produced 6.8 million tonnes of plastic waste a year and was the second most marine-polluting country in the world. Clean Bali Beach collected rubbish from the seashore, then transported it to a waste centre where it was separated into different types of plastic and then into recyclable or non-recyclable goods. The aim was to have the least possible amount of waste left over for landfill.

The straightforwardness of it appealed to Cosima. They picked, separated, cleaned. She didn’t have to talk. She could spend whole days and weeks trawling the sand, retrieving crumpled plastic bottles and crisp packets, and she found it almost meditative: the repetitive action; the feeling of being engaged in something mindless yet meaningful; the sense that she was simultaneously making progress while knowing the task would never be completed. However often they tackled a stretch of beach, the following week it would need to be cleared again.

‘Hi guys,’ Cosima says to the gap-year students, two German boys called Heinrich and Rudy and one Welsh girl whose name she can’t remember.

‘OK, so we’re going to head towards that end,’ Cosima signals eastwards, towards the posh beach club and, beyond it, the old temple, ‘and make our way back to here. I’ve got everything we need.’

She downs the rest of her coffee, placing the cup on the sand, and unzips her backpack, taking out the fabric rubbish sacks printed with the Clean Bali Beach logo (two hands meeting across a wave). She hands them out, along with a face mask and a pair of gloves for each volunteer.

‘Sorry to sound like your mum,’ she says, ‘but have you remembered to put sunscreen on?’

The three of them nod.

‘Cool. Let’s do this.’

On the walk down towards the temple, the Welsh girl whose name, it turns out, is Holly, tries to strike up conversation.

‘So … how long have you been here, then?’

Cosima squints at her, lifting her palm to shield her eyes from the sun. Holly has freckled cheeks, frizzy hair and a burned nose that is already flaking.

‘Two months,’ Cosima says.

‘Wow. Nice tan.’

Cosima laughs but doesn’t follow up. She’s not in the mood for talking. Alas, Holly is chatty.

‘So what brought you to Bali?’

Cosima sighs.

‘The usual thing. Wanted to travel and do something good while I’m at it, y’know?’

She spots a plastic six-pack ring at the edge of the shoreline. She bends to twist it out from under wet sand. Holly stands watching her, arms crossed, the hem of her denim cut-offs digging into blotchy thighs. Why doesn’t she do something? Cosima thinks, annoyed by her inaction. There’s plenty of rubbish she could be collecting.

‘It’s funny,’ Holly says in her sing-song accent as Cosima puts the plastic ring into her waste-disposal sack. ‘I could have sworn I recognised you. It’s like I know you from somewhere.’

Cosima’s throat constricts.

‘That’s weird.’

She carries on walking, more quickly now, trying to shake Holly off. But Holly keeps up with her and the sound of Holly’s sandals slapping wetly against her feet starts to embed itself in Cosima’s thoughts. Slap, slap, slap. Pause. Slap, slap. Pause. Slap. She can’t reach for her usual calm, can’t concentrate, and she almost misses an empty bottle of arak, the label brown and ripped but the glass still miraculously intact. She picks the bottle up by its neck, slips it into the bag and reminds herself to breathe. Yeah, thanks Byron, she thinks. She turns to see Holly still staring, still standing with her arms crossed, the empty rubbish sack hanging from one hand.

‘No. It’s true. I do know you. You’re that girl.’

Holly’s face clears. She’s pleased with herself now. She’s got the satisfying serotonin spike that comes when the elusive fact you were trying to drag up has finally surfaced.

Cosima sees Rudy and Heinrich a few feet ahead of her. If she quickens her pace, she can catch up with them and start talking about something – anything – else but then Holly is next to her again, with her chafing shorts and her slapping sandals and her sweaty, red face.

‘You’re the politician’s daughter,’ Holly says, her Welsh accent becoming more pronounced in her excitement. ‘The eco chick.’

Cosima keeps her head down, pulling the brim of her cap lower over her eyes.

‘Isn’t your dad, like … in jail?’

In the sand: a piece of blue rope, coiled into itself like a fraying ammonite. Cosima focuses her gaze on the twist of each fibre and the bleached-out azure of the dye. She calculates how much effort it will take to work the rope out of an entangled clump of seaweed with her clumsy, gloved fingers. She tries to ignore the pins-and-needles sensation that trickles down from her scalp into her arms, her stomach, her legs. She remains, as much as she can, in the here and now.

Her panic attacks usually happen when she’s in crowds of other people – noisy bars or crowded tourist spots – and she is used to spotting the warning signs and taking herself to a quiet place to regulate her breathing. But here, on the wide expanse of Canggu beach with nothing but hot, whipping wind between her and the horizon, she feels simultaneously exposed and trapped. A sharp pain lodges itself beneath her left shoulder. Holly is looking at her with a collector’s gaze, as if Cosima is a rare butterfly, wings pinned onto velvet, and now Holly’s face is getting smaller and smaller and Holly’s eyes are dotted pixelations and all around Cosima there is a glittering darkness and a black sky with shooting neon stars and her body spirals through space: an astronaut adrift in zero gravity.

And then.

She.

Falls.

Into.

Silence.

Cosima’s eyes flicker open. Three faces peer over her. She is on the ground. Beneath her, a solid warmth and the scratch of sand at the nape of her neck. A soiled, rotten smell. She turns her head to see the dulled scales of a dead fish glinting at her through strands of washed-up seaweed.

‘You fainted,’ Rudy is saying, stretching out his hand to help her up off the sand. Cosima doesn’t take it.

‘I just need to rest here for a bit.’

‘Oh my God,’ Holly is saying. ‘I didn’t mean to … I’m so sorry … I just thought. I mean … I just couldn’t work out where I knew your face from and then—’

Heinrich places a hand on Holly’s arm.

‘Shush,’ he says, not unkindly. Holly stops speaking. Cosima’s nausea subsides. She tries to prop herself up to a seated position.

‘Careful,’ Rudy says. ‘Do you want us to get you a Coke or something?’

She nods, gratefully.

‘Yeah. Anything sugary.’

‘I’ll go,’ Holly says.

‘Ya. Me too,’ Heinrich adds.

The two of them drop their rubbish sacks and start making their way to the nearest beach café.

When they’re out of earshot, Cosima starts apologising.

‘I’m so sorry. God, how embarrassing. I’m meant to be the one in charge.’

The words come out in a muddled rush.

‘Don’t worry,’ Rudy says. ‘I used to faint all the time. I got nosebleeds.’

She tries to stand but her legs are too weak. Rudy doesn’t say anything. Instead, he takes off his gloves and his face mask and sits cross-legged next to her.

‘Nosebleeds, huh?’ Cosima says.

He shrugs, his face serious.

‘School was shit,’ Rudy says.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Me too. For whatever Holly said to you.’

She sighs.

‘It’s not Holly’s fault. My dad was arrested for—’

‘I know.’

This surprises her. She had thought, foolishly, that she would be able to leave everything that had happened behind, thousands of miles across several oceans. She never spoke about her family to her fellow volunteers. The only person who knew about it was Derek and even they didn’t talk about it that much because, for different reasons, they both found it too upsetting.

‘How?’ Cosima asks.

Rudy laughs.

‘The internet.’

‘Oh. Right. Yeah.’

The story had been everywhere. Stupid to think that Bali was the one place she could ignore it. Her father had been arrested and charged with five counts of bribery. The new Prime Minister, Richard Take, was said to want to make an example of his former colleague. The day after his ‘unprecedented’ election (this being the first time the Conservative Party had cited ‘highly extenuating circumstances’ in order to change the rules and allow a late-declaring candidate to stand), Take had given an interview to the Sunday Times, calling for ‘due process’.

‘Ben Fitzmaurice certainly has questions to answer,’ Prime Minister Take told the reporter. ‘The wheels of justice must turn for him as they would for any other citizen of this great country, and these alleged payments will be investigated without further delay.’

Three of the payments were said to have been made to two senior Tipworth police detectives seven years ago, just after Ben’s fortieth birthday party. That was the time, Cosima knew now, when Martin had been pushed out by the Fitzmaurice family and, with nothing left to lose, had told the authorities about the Vicky Dillane cover-up. He had revealed – finally – that it had been Ben drunkenly at the wheel that night, driving the speeding car that had killed her.

The final two payments had been made more recently, in the wake of Fliss’s accusations against Andrew Jarvis. Fliss had told the police everything and, yet again, they had taken the Fitzmaurice cash and made it all disappear, as if none of it mattered. As if Fliss’s life didn’t count.

And Fliss, who was told her memories were madness, had walked into the sea one night and died believing her life was an inconvenient truth to the people she loved. It was Felicity, in the end, who was sacrificed.

‘Must be tough,’ Rudy says now.

‘Yeah.’

Cosima starts to cry. The tears, when she feels them on her face, are a surprise. She’s been so good at not crying, at not allowing herself to be sad or scared or lonely. But here, on Canggu beach, sitting next to a German called Rudy whom she barely knows, she realises the truth. She misses her parents. Their absence is a dull ache she wakes to each morning.

Rudy pats her back, gently. It is oddly soothing.

‘Can you talk to him still? Your father, I mean?’

He pronounces father as ‘fatter’, which makes her smile. She wipes her cheeks with the back of her hand.

‘I could,’ Cosima says. ‘He’s at home, awaiting trial. It’ll be months. But I haven’t. Called him, I mean. He emails but I don’t reply.’

‘Why not?’

She doesn’t have an answer. Not one that would make any sense. How to explain the revenge she had taken, the scores she had believed she wanted to settle? How to explain that she’d convinced herself she was defending her aunt – her poor, dead aunt whom she was never really that close to – rather than just being clouded by rage, by the need to bring her father down, to attack all that he represented, but also by her desperation to make him love her again? How to explain to Rudy, with his blond hair and his innocence and his nosebleeds and his uncool sunglasses (attached to his neck by a purple plastic chain) that she had formed an alliance with her father’s nemesis Martin Gilmour? And how to explain that she actually liked Martin? That he had become, if you really thought about it, her best friend? She couldn’t even begin. She’d messed everything up and now her father was probably going to prison. Because of her.

‘You should just call them,’ Rudy says and at that moment, Holly and Heinrich appear with three different soft drinks cans.

‘We weren’t sure which one you’d prefer,’ Holly says. ‘We’ve got Fanta, Coke and …’ She checks the label of the final can. ‘Some Balinese thing.’

‘Coke, please,’ Cosima says. The can is cool in her hand. She flips open the ring pull and drinks. The sugary liquid revives her. With Rudy’s help, she is able to stand. His hand is large and strong. She keeps hold of it longer than necessary before letting it drop.

‘Thanks, guys,’ Cosima says. ‘I’m sorry about that. The heat got to me, that’s all.’

‘I’m—’ Holly starts.

‘It wasn’t anything you said, Holly, don’t worry.’

Holly’s shoulders sag with relief.

Cosima chucks the empty Coke can into her rubbish sack and they continue to wend their way along the beach, cleaning as they go.

That evening, when she’s back in her apartment, freshly showered and clean, she takes a beer from the fridge and sits outside on the small wooden balcony that overlooks the yard at the back of a busy beauty salon. The manicurists often come out to smoke and gossip on their breaks. Two of them are there now, drinking cups of tea, and Cosima waves at them before taking out her laptop.

She clicks on her inbox. She sees his name immediately. Ben Fitzmaurice. Regular as clockwork, her father has sent her an email. She clicks on it.

‘Dearest Cozzie,’ he has written. ‘I want to start by saying how sorry I am.’

She holds her breath. This isn’t the usual email containing news of home and her siblings.

‘I’m sure you know by now that I was arrested and have been charged for offences I committed. Having had time to reflect, I now regret my actions wholeheartedly but, if you’ll let me explain, I’d value a chance to tell you why I acted in the way I did.

‘As a student, I made a terrible error of judgement and got behind the wheel of a car when I was drunk. I killed my girlfriend at the time. Her name was Vicky. She was kind and fun and clever. I have never forgiven myself.

‘My parents were terrified I would lose everything. My friend Martin, who was sober, agreed to take the blame. My parents paid him handsomely for this act of generosity and the police dropped their investigations. My family and I genuinely thought this was the best thing to do.

‘Years later, for reasons I don’t need to go into here, Martin exposed us. My father and I spoke to the police and persuaded them there was nothing to be gained by pursuing the issue. Martin and I fell out, I’m afraid, which was very painful but I understand a bit more now about why he felt the need to do what he did. I know you two have become close.

‘More recently, as you’re aware, your aunt Fliss struggled with addiction issues. She claimed Jarvis, a man whom I – we – considered to be a close friend, took advantage of her in the most wretched way. I don’t want to go into the distressing detail of that here but perhaps, one day, if you give me another chance, then we can talk about it.

‘I confronted Jarvis but he insisted what happened between him and Fliss had been consensual and that she had “thrown herself” at him. The thing is, Cozzie, Fliss had a reputation for doing things like that. She caused difficulties with quite a few of my friends over the years, even the married ones, and she had lied to us before. Many, many times. I’m afraid it didn’t take much for me to think she was lying to us again. I didn’t believe her. If I’m being totally frank, I didn’t want to believe her because of what it would mean about Jarvis. And then I was convinced by Jarvis that the best course of action for all of us, including Fliss, was to lean on the police to make the files go away. I told myself it would have been awful for Fliss to be dragged through the courts and I wasn’t sure she would survive it. And I also knew that, without Jarvis and his financial backing, my campaign to become PM never stood a chance.

‘Looking back, I’m disgusted I allowed my ambition to cloud my judgement. I’ve learned, over the last few months, that my ambition can be a curse. It killed my beloved sister. It has cost me my relationship with you. It almost lost me your mother. It has blinded me to the hurt I caused. But the person I was back then saw no other way. I felt I had to go along with what was being suggested. I truly thought I was doing the best thing for my sister, and for my family.

‘I say all of this not as an excuse, Cozzie. I freely admit that the things I have done are not only wrong but harmful and quite possibly unforgivable. I say it because, after hiding so much of myself from you, I want you to know the truth. You deserve that. You have always sought truth out with a bravery I admire. I’m sorry it has taken me so long to recognise that.

‘If you can find it in your heart to do so, please forgive me. I love you so much, Cozzie.’

‘Daddy.’

She closes the laptop, finishes the beer, gets another from the fridge. She lets his words settle around her. She doesn’t forgive him but maybe she is a fraction closer to understanding him. And he doesn’t suspect her. He has no idea of the part Cosima has had to play in this unravelling and for this, she finds she is grateful.

So she does what Rudy told her to do. She calls her parents.

Her mother answers. Serena’s face fills the video screen. Her mother’s eyes are wet. Her hand is covering her mouth, as if she doesn’t trust herself to speak.

‘Oh my God, Cozzie,’ she says. ‘Cosima, my darling, oh my God. You called. It’s you.’

Serena is sitting at the kitchen table at Tipworth. Cosima recognises it immediately: the worn oak, pitted with indentations and tea stains and buttery fingerprints. The place where Hector carved his initials with a pen-knife. The corner Cosima hit her head against as a toddler. It’s all there, memories hewn into the wood.

‘It’s me,’ Cosima says.

For so long, she has imagined her mother being angry and cold with her. But Serena is neither.

‘I’m sorry,’ Serena says. ‘So, so sorry. For everything. We love you so much. We’ve been so worried about you and—’

In the background, a familiar voice saying, ‘Who’s that?’ And then Serena turns the phone screen around and Cosima sees her father walking through the kitchen door.

‘Cosima,’ her father says. ‘My girl.’

His face is older, more careworn. He is wearing a quarter-zip fleece, stray fluff around the collar, and his hair is whiter than it was when she last saw him, the grey fanning out beyond his temples into the upper reaches of his scalp. He looks smaller, more fragile.

‘Did you get my last email?’

She nods.

‘Thank you for reading it,’ he says.

Cosima watches as her mother puts her arm around his shoulders. The accordion of time stretches and contracts. She wants, suddenly, to be with them, in the yellow warmth of that kitchen, smelling the familiar smells of home – country air and hot toast and beeswax candles.

‘How are you, Dad?’ she says, her voice hoarse.

He tells her he’s ‘bearing up’. He’s waiting for a court date. His barrister says it could take a while. The average time to get to trial is over a year. After that, it might be a jail sentence but his lawyers are confident it won’t be too long and they’ll be able to get him out after a few months.

‘I could just get away with community service,’ Ben says, then catches himself. ‘Sorry. I don’t mean “get away with”. I know what I did was wrong, but …’ Through the phone screen she can see the light leaving his eyes. ‘Stupidly, I thought it was right at the time. I feel terrible that I’ve let you all down.’

‘You haven’t,’ Serena murmurs, but he ignores her.

‘You especially, Cozzie.’

He looks at her with a great, penetrating sadness and she wants to believe he means it. The exposure of her father’s vulnerability is disconcerting. She has never seen it before.

‘It’s OK,’ Cosima says, moving the conversation on. ‘Thanks for the donation, by the way. To the environmental charity.’

Her father shrugs.

‘You’ve made me think, you know. I should have done more when I could. Otherwise what’s the point of it all?’ Then he grins, some of his old bombast returning. ‘Still, I wish you hadn’t sprayed orange paint all over that nice sculpture.’

She smiles, relieved to catch glimpses of his old self showing through.

‘I let you down too,’ Cosima says and she thinks of River in the hospital bed and the police files and grabbing Martin’s wrist in the same kitchen her parents now sit in. ‘I’m sorry as well.’

‘You did nothing wrong,’ he insists. ‘I won’t have you thinking that.’

Cosima will never tell them what she did. She makes a pact with herself: in order to keep her own crimes secret, she has to forgive her father his.

‘We failed you,’ her dad continues, looking at Serena. ‘We understand that now, don’t we?’

Serena nods.

‘Don’t laugh, Cozzie,’ her mother says, ‘but we’ve been having spiritual coaching.’

‘What?!’

‘Can you believe it?’ Ben asks, shaking his head. ‘She’s got me seeing her bloody shaman.’

Cosima laughs then. She can’t help it. Soon they’re all laughing.

‘That’s mad,’ she says. ‘Mad.’

There is something to be salvaged in this moment. It feels nice, talking and laughing with her parents across the time zones, a cool beer by her side, the beauty therapists’ gentle chatter rising from the yard below, the rhythmic crashing of waves in the background.

Cosima doesn’t know yet what the future holds or what forgiveness might look like. But for now, she is tired of fighting. For now, she will concentrate only on this phone call, on picking each word with care, as if collecting ring pulls and bottle caps from the sand to make it clean again.

Cosima watches the screen dim as the English afternoon clouds over. Then her mother gets up to switch on the Tipworth kitchen lights. The room brightens.

‘That’s better,’ her father says. ‘Now I can see you properly.’




XXI.

Martin

STRANGE TO ADMIT BUT WITH OLD SCORES SETTLED, I find my days are empty. There’s nothing that excites me. No interruptions to the regular stultification of lectures and notes and essays and television and sleep and lectures and notes and essays and television and sleep. The perpetual cycle of the mundane. Term has finished and I’m stuck teaching bored, rich summer-school students from America.

‘Is this where Shakespeare was born, Mr Gilmour?’ they’ll ask, in their sing-song Texan drawls while I try to teach them the rudiments of Impressionism. ‘Have you ever met Princess Kate?’

Sometimes I lie and say yes to both, just to interrupt the monotony.

My sessions with Joanne Buster have come to an end, so I don’t even have the enjoyment of feeling infuriated by her anymore. Cosima has left and the cottage is empty without her. In her absence, the press interest has waned. No more bawdy shouting from those wretched photographers gathered on the pavement in their large leather jackets and knitted hats.

‘Oi, Martin, gizza smile!’

They must have taken thousands of photos and yet I only appeared in one. It was taken on the day of Cosima’s departure. She was leaving to get into her taxi, head bowed, shielding her face with her hand and I was the indistinct out-of-focus figure helping her with her case in the early-morning gloom. The caption called me ‘Fitzmaurice family friend, Martin Gilmore’.

Oh, the irony! For so long I’d wanted to be recognised in this way – in print, by others, as part of the historical Fitzmaurice record – and now I had made it with my name misspelled and my physical self forever in the shadows.

I suppose I hadn’t quite realised how much of my life I had carved around the central plinth of my resentment. Stupid to admit, but there we are. I hadn’t understood how much I needed Ben (and then, when we ceased to be friends, the idea of Ben) to focus on. I’ve finally got what I wanted – or, at least, a version of what I wanted – and I don’t know what to do with myself.

It’s a funny thing, revenge. It winds its way around you, muscular as a rattlesnake, and squeezes until you gasp for air. The only way to breathe is to wrestle yourself out of its tightening grip and kill it. A university colleague of mine once told me a story about his sister, who had been living in Australia shortly after the birth of her son. She used to leave her baby in a Moses basket on the floor of her kitchen until, one morning, when she was still in her nightgown and putting the kettle on for tea while her baby slept, she heard a hissing sound. When she turned, she saw a black snake slithering across the linoleum with alarming speed towards her baby. She grabbed a carving knife and beheaded it before the kettle boiled.

‘She didn’t think twice,’ my colleague said. ‘Some maternal instinct just took over.’

The floor was splattered with snake blood, he told me. So she lifted her baby out of his basket and held him close to her, then watched in a state of incredulity as the headless snake continued to move.

‘They retain their reflexes after death, you see,’ he said. ‘They can still bite for hours after they die.’

I think of this dying snake now, of the way it would continue trying to poison even in the absence of its prey, not knowing that the game was over, that its brain was no longer sending signals to its body but was guided instead by some primitive natural impulse over which it had no control. My revenge against Ben had been the snake. I had thought that beheading it would give me peace or satisfaction, a sense that my life could now start being lived on its own terms, rather than in the shadow of unsettled scores and betrayal. But still my serpentine vengeance tries to hiss and lash out, despite there being nothing to sink its venom into. I am left without purpose, lost in this newness. There’s a fatal flaw in revenge, I realise, which is that the pursuit of it brings you closer to your nemesis than you will ever be again. You have to study their every intricacy, to know the twists and turns of their character better than you know yourself. You have to remember the particular inflection of voice, the specific shading of their behaviour, the teleological narrative of their past history, all while anticipating their next move. I suppose, in the end, revenge is a lot like love. And when love vanishes, one grieves for it.

I admit it. I miss him. I miss Ben.

Richard Take is our new prime minister, which is not a sentence I ever thought I’d write. I suppose his bad decisions will be the result of incompetence rather than malicious superiority, so that’s some small comfort. He hasn’t been in touch, which is wise, but I know that he knows that I know he owes me. It could be very helpful in future, to have the ear of the PM. I’ve got my eye on a consulting role of some sort. Cultural advisor has a nice ring to it.

Cosima emails me updates from Bali. She barely uses punctuation or capital letters but I’m grateful for her communication nonetheless. She sounds busy, which is good. It’s important to keep her mind off things. I’ve told her she’s always welcome here when she decides to come back.

The odd thing is, I actually mean it.

I dreamed of Fliss last night. She was on a beach, beckoning towards me and smiling. She looked – and I can’t think of a less hackneyed word – beatific.

A terrible day.

I came home to silence. Normally Maurice would jump off and rush to the kitchen as soon as he heard my key in the lock, waiting for his bowl to be filled as if he hadn’t been fed in weeks. But today there was no leaping or rushing. There was no waiting by the bowl, nudging my hand with the top of his head as I tried to open a can of his ocean paté. In the hallway, I called out his name. No response.

It was only when I walked into the sitting room that I saw what had happened. He was lying there, curled up on the sofa in his usual place, his nose tucked under his tail, his paws neatly crossed. He didn’t move when I came in. There was no welcoming purr or quizzical mewing. When I reached out to stroke him, his fur was cold, the small, dear body rigid.

He was a good cat. I never knew his real age. He’d turned up unannounced in my garden one day seven years earlier and that was that. He was my most loyal companion. I was never judged by Maurice.

I buried him in the garden. I took the rusted spade from the shed and dug a spot beneath the acacia. The ground was harder than I thought it would be and it was a mucky business – as I write, my trouser legs are still splattered with mud – but I wanted to give him a dignified final resting place, so I kept at it.

I wrapped Maurice in a yellow hand towel, giving his head one final stroke. Then I laid his body in the hole. He looked so small there and I worried he would be lonely, so I went back inside the house and brought out one of his favourite catnip fish toys. I put the fish next to his front paws. Better. I started filling the grave, spade by spade. Clods of soil landed with a thud. Soon, every scrap of yellow was covered. I patted the earth flat and, kneeling there, was seized with the desire to pray. I muttered the lines of Our Father, for the first time since school, and asked a God I don’t believe in to look after Maurice in the afterlife. Perhaps he’ll find a nice warm radiator he can sleep next to.

The cottage is very quiet tonight.

I think I will go to bed.

I’ve had the television on all day. Most unlike me but I wanted to hear the sound of other voices. The news leads with the charges against Jarvis being dropped. Not enough evidence. Hard to prove cases of historic sexual assault. The victim now dead and unable to press charges. Etcetera.

It’s a blow, I can’t deny it. The older I get, the more I think that there is no justice, that Thomas Hobbes was right when he wrote that human life was ‘nasty, brutish and short’. We convince ourselves that we care about something greater than our petty little lives, that we exist in civilised connection with each other, building communities of enlightened compromise and calling them ‘democracies’, but really we’re guided by pure self-interest. Jarvis has money, which means he has power: the more of the former he’s amassed, the more of the latter he’s been granted and the more he’s been able to twist the truth into a lie that serves him.

He scares me. He always has. When he bullied me at school, it was because he saw his own weaknesses mirrored by mine. We were the ones who never fully fitted in, who had no weapons of belonging at our disposal. We needed Ben. But now, in adult life, the axis of power has shifted. It is Jarvis who can manipulate people and bulldoze systems; who can bend the arc of justice itself.

I had hoped other women might come forward but I think they’re all too frightened. He’s covered his traces well. I imagine he picked his victims with care – either the women with nothing to lose, whom no one will believe, or the women with everything to lose who do not want to risk it.

Is there no one who can stand up to him?

I wonder if Jarvis will come after me. I wonder if he knows. He always did possess a reptilian instinct for uncovering secrets.

The cameramen follow Jarvis as he leaves his house in Holland Park. He’s dressed for jogging, in unappealingly baggy shorts and a black sweatshirt with the logo of his hedge fund embroidered in white thread over his right nipple.

‘Anything to say, Mr Jarvis?’ a reporter shouts, off-screen.

‘I feel totally and utterly vindicated,’ Jarvis says, running his fingers through messy hair. ‘This whole case has been a tissue of fabrication from beginning to end. Now get out of the way, lads, I’m off on my run.’

‘And what about your friend, Ben Fitzmaurice?’

I watch as the cameras trail Jarvis’s receding form, running with ungainly slowness down the street. He raises one arm aloft but doesn’t answer.

What the fuck does that mean?

And if I never see Ben again, who am I without him?

I contemplate my future. It stretches out, long and dull and undistinguished. Lectures and notes and marking. Tepid instant coffee in stained cups in the staffroom, mystified by colleagues who find their own conversation interesting and their jokes amusing. An endless parade of disappointing students. My cottage, an empty refuge. No Maurice or Cosima now. No Tipworth to go to. No campaign to be part of. No more press cuttings to gather about Ben Fitzmaurice’s luminous career. No sense to any of it.

A muffled drumbeat of a question: does he ever think of me?

Serena calls to invite me to dinner four days from now. I am sick with gratitude.

Firstly, this means they do not suspect me – but, of course, how could they? There is no trace back to me.

Secondly, I will see him again. I have something to do with myself. I am going to book my train tickets this instant.

The hydrangeas are in bloom, the garden awash with dusty pink. I cut a stem with secateurs and leave the rosy blossoms on Maurice’s grave, patting the earth gently as I do so.




XXII.

Martin

THE DINING ROOM AT TIPWORTH. No kitchen spaghetti bolognese on this occasion. I am seated to the right of our hostess, in prime position. Uniformed staff are serving shining plates of medium-rare venison in white gloves. The table is set with the best silverware. Candlelight casts prismatic patterns from crystal wine glasses. A soft glinting shimmer falls like silent confetti across the starched cloth.

There are a dozen guests, none of whom I recognise. In the aftermath of Ben’s arrest, old alliances have dissolved and new ones have sprouted in their place. Serena has told me most of the guests are business colleagues or local acquaintances who have proved ‘very loyal’. On my right is a young man, olive-skinned and good-looking with heavy eyebrows, who introduces himself as Alexander. When I press him on his connection to the Fitzmaurices, he says that he’s one of their private bankers.

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘How interesting.’

‘Not really,’ Alexander says in an American accent. ‘My parents are South Asian, by way of Long Island, and the only acceptable professions are doctor, lawyer, accountant or engineer. Of course, I’ve failed them terribly. But they tolerate me as a kind-of accountant.’

Alexander has a pleasant twinkle to his face. His thigh grazes mine. I think I will enjoy sitting next to him.

Serena leans across to offer me the mustard, piled high in a tiny silver boat with a matching spoon, each item exquisite in its minuteness.

‘It means so much to us both that you could come, Martin,’ she says. She is wearing her hair up and the bones of her face are more pronounced than before. Her dress is black, with a strapless neckline and her collarbones stick out with an angularity that strikes me as both elegant and painful. ‘We really do need our friends around us now more than ever.’

‘Of course,’ I say, my voice suitably solemn. ‘You can count on me.’

I give a little bow of my head, just to press the point home. I glance up to find Ben gazing at me from across the table. Lady Katherine is next to him, looking ever more like a haughty skeleton. He smiles when I meet his eye and raises his glass. I raise mine in return. Nothing more needs to be said.

I arrived this afternoon, a few hours before the other guests, as requested. I brought with me a bottle of Château d’Yquem and a bunch of snapdragons after deliberating with assiduous care over what gifts to purchase. The wine was one of the most expensive bottles in my local delicatessen and I knew Ben liked Sauternes. The flowers were in season and tastefully bound in ribbon and paper from a Cambridge florist. In the past, I had misstepped by being too obvious with gifts, too on the nose, too try-hard. Today, Serena accepted my offerings with a quick smile and even leaned in to smell the flowers. Success!

‘You shouldn’t have, Martin,’ she said, passing the snapdragons to the silent Susan who cut the stems and arranged them expertly in a vase.

Ben took me for a walk in the grounds. I didn’t come prepared, so he lent me wellington boots and a Barbour jacket, which stank of wet dog hair even though they don’t have a dog. As he sat on the hallway bench to put on his own wellies, I noticed the black ankle tag he wore as a condition of his bail.

‘Looks like a fitness tracker, doesn’t it?’ he said, hitching up his trouser leg and trying to make a joke of it, but his embarrassment was too marked to be disguised with levity.

‘The new Apple Watch,’ I said.

‘Ha ha. Exactly.’

It feels redundant to write that Ben had changed since I’d last seen him, but I was taken aback by how extreme the change had been. The vigour had gone. He no longer carried with him that sense of knowing exactly what was about to happen and how he might control it. He had once been so certain about the world. Now, I saw, the certainty had dissipated, to be replaced with mystification. He was casting around for reassurance and I felt something I had never experienced before in relation to Ben: I felt pity.

‘I just can’t believe it,’ he kept saying as we strode out along the gravelled driveway. ‘I can’t believe it.’

His conversation was repetitive and circular, often fixating on some relatively minor point of contention. He was obsessed with the fact, for instance, that the Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Clare Dunstable, had not reached out to him since his arrest.

‘I mean, I invited her to Tipworth for tea after she was appointed,’ he said indignantly. ‘She hasn’t so much as texted me.’

It was disarming watching him unspool in front of me, to witness his dawning understanding that none of the old Fitzmaurice swagger meant anything anymore. He was yesterday’s man. Today, no one was paying obsequious homage to ensure his patronage. In fact, they were all distancing themselves – all those posh, monied public schoolers who had filled the hallways and rooms of this great house; all the heads of industry, the hedge-funders, the clay-pigeon shooters and padel players who had snorted Ben’s cocaine at parties and accepted his invitations to Puglia; all the art collectors and interior decorators who had taken Serena’s cash in exchange for chandeliers and Carrara marble bath-tubs; all the organic beauty moguls, the hoteliers, the faded aristos, the politicians, the supermodels and actors and PR bosses; all those liars who had once revelled in other people’s largesse were now scuttling away like rats.

I could see it. But Ben couldn’t yet. He seemed more concerned with the betrayal of Richard Take (‘that puffed-up little twat’) than he did with the looming court case and the fact that he’d been charged with offences committed under the 2010 Bribery Act.

‘I can’t believe it,’ he said again, shaking his head and almost tripping over a divot in the ground.

‘It is unbelievable,’ I said, meaning precisely the opposite.

We walked towards the oak forest. My boots were slightly too big for my feet and left clumsy indentations in the grass. I could feel the prickling start of a blister on my left ankle.

‘Dominic thinks I’ll go to prison,’ Ben said. ‘I mean, he says it’ll only be a matter of months and I’ll be out before I know it, but …’

He lets the thought trail and picks up a stick from the ground. He wipes the moisture off its bark, then uses the stick to thrash through the undergrowth.

‘Anyway,’ thrash, swing, thrash, ‘it’ll take months apparently,’ thrash, swing, thrash, ‘there’s a backlog in the criminal justice system.’

Yes, I wanted to add, because of cuts and underfunding by your government. But there was no point picking an argument now. What could he do?

‘If you go to prison, I’ll visit you,’ I said.

‘Thanks, mate.’

‘And I can keep an eye on things here. Look after Serena and the children.’

‘Appreciate it,’ Ben said, stopping now to lean on his stick and look up at the clearing sky. ‘We were so grateful you took care of Cosima after all that … nonsense.’

‘Don’t mention it.’

I looked up too, following his sightline. A hawk circled in the sky above us.

‘She’s in Bali now, you know?’

I made a non-committal sound of surprise.

‘Just thinking of what happened to Fliss out there makes me so—’

His voice broke. I gave him a pat on the back. He still didn’t fully seem to connect what had happened to Fliss with his own actions. Ben had always possessed the ability to blame others for their flaws while interpreting his own as necessary strengths.

We pressed on through the trees and then cut westwards along a narrow path, emerging on the edge of the lake. Ben had insisted on a lake being dug out as soon as they moved to Tipworth. He wanted something that reminded him of boyhood swims in the dappled waters of the Lower Lake at Denby Hall. It had taken two years to build this one and it was a failure. The water was silty and stagnant. The natural vegetation had not yet grown back, lending the area a post-apocalyptic feel. We stood on a mound of dirt and stared across the lake’s surface and Ben told me they were putting trout in next week and I could find nothing to say in response. I had no interesting freshwater fish facts to draw upon. We lapsed into silence. Then he closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

‘Well, LS,’ he said. ‘I’m glad you’ve come today and I’m glad we’ve had this moment to ourselves because there’s something we need to talk about.’

Fuck.

This was it, I thought to myself. The moment of uncovering.

I contemplated scarpering. Absurd, of course. I knew I wouldn’t get far with my blister and my oversized wellington boots. Besides, where would I go? The Tipworth estate ran to 400 acres.

‘I owe you an apology.’

I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly.

‘I’m sorry, what was that?’

‘An apology, LS. For everything that happened in the past. I took your loyalty for granted. I treated you abominably. And the only way I can explain it is to say that I had someone dripping poison in my ear throughout. I fear this person completely warped my view of you and made me feel you were the viper in the nest when, in fact, as we now know, it was him.’

A thundering sound in my ears.

‘I don’t quite follow …’

‘Jarvis,’ Ben said. ‘He was the only other person who knew everything, who knew where all the bodies were buried. He knew about the payments, what happened with Vicky …’ At the mention of her name, Ben’s voice slurred. ‘All of it. And because he had so much fucking money, and I was so in debt to him, I had to keep him onside. I hushed up what he did to Fliss … my own sister, LS! That’s what he made me do. He told me it was consensual. Said she came on to him: “She called me, mate, out of the blue” – you know what he’s like …’

I nodded. He does a rather good impression of Jarvis.

‘Said if I didn’t help him out, then he’d stop funding the campaign and he’d tell everyone what we did to cover up the truth about Vicky. Said I needed him, that he’d been a true friend to me and that this was the one thing he had ever asked of me. And I believed it all, LS. All of it. He’s a monster. A fucking monster! He even slept with my wife!’

Ah. So that particular penny has dropped.

‘He betrayed me in every single way he could. I see it now. I feel sick when I think about it. Sick. What he did to Fliss … I can’t even …’

He covered his mouth, as if trying to keep the words stuffed inside.

‘I just thought I could trust him,’ he said, his tone pleading. ‘I thought he was my friend.’

I focused on a spray of reeds about 2 metres in front of me, paying careful attention to their outline, the detail of their brown-green shading. I couldn’t bring myself to speak in case I said something that gave me away. Every word that Ben uttered was simply too glorious, too perfect to allow myself to believe in fully. Could this really be happening? I hadn’t even planned it this way, but it all felt so right. It felt just.

‘Well,’ Ben said. ‘He’s dead to me now.’

A leaping in my heart, like the flicker of a trout swimming through lake water. Jarvis! The person who had once outwitted me, the pernicious school bully who’d blundered his way into the heart of the establishment, the Fitzmaurice confidante I had always desperately wanted to be, admitted without question into the family’s inner sanctum. The sainted Andrew Jarvis, canonised by his own money, insulated from retribution because of what other people owed him. At last. He was dead to Ben. His reign was over.

‘But,’ I ventured, ‘how can you be so sure it was him?’

Ben gave a short, sharp stab of laughter.

‘He’s buggered off. Flown to his house in France, I heard. That’s about as close to an admission of guilt as you can get. And he’s the one who’s got off scot-free, isn’t he? While I’m the one with an ankle tag, probably going to prison. He was in cahoots with Dick Take from the beginning. Don’t get me wrong, Dick Take is a stupid bastard, but Jarvis? Well, he’s the worst kind. He’s an evil bastard. I hate him.’

I hung my head to hide my smile. Oh, me too, Ben, I whispered to myself silently, me too.

‘You tried to tell me, LS. You tried to warn me literally decades ago. I’m so sorry I didn’t listen then. But I’ve understood it now. Finally. Much too late, but finally. I understand.’

He gripped my arm.

‘Thank you,’ he said. His sincerity moved an unknown part of me, dislodging it like a stone pushed from the entrance of a tomb.

‘You don’t need to thank me,’ I replied. ‘It’s what friends do.’

I meant it, too.

Now, at dinner, I am riding a wave of unexpected sentimentality. Perhaps it’s the wine – I’ve had at least four glasses – or perhaps it’s the pressure of Alexander’s thigh against mine, the way he’s addressing me with great solicitousness and an undercurrent of flirtation, or perhaps it’s the warmth of Ben and Serena’s gratitude settling around my shoulders like a coat to be drawn close against the coolness of the outside world. For whatever reason, I find myself experiencing heightened jags of unfamiliar emotion. When Ben starts tapping a butter knife against his wine glass and then pushes back his chair and stands to give a speech, I remember the first time I saw him: a schoolboy with curly brown hair who defended me when I was being teased. All that has happened in the intervening years folds in on itself and it’s just the two of us again; me and Ben, Ben and Martin. Little Shadow and his best friend. The real one, the one who has been there all along.

‘I hope you’ll forgive me the self-indulgence,’ Ben says, ‘but I’d like to say a few words.’ On the wall behind him hangs another oil painting of a pale-faced ancestor in full regimental uniform, standing in the grounds of Denby Hall, hand lightly resting on the scabbard of his sword.

‘The last few weeks and months have shown me the value of true friendship,’ Ben says. ‘I appreciate your presence around this table more than I can possibly say. I don’t know what the future holds, but I do know one thing for sure: your loyalty will never be forgotten.’ He looks at Serena. ‘By either of us.’

Serena squeezes my hand tightly. When she removes it, there is a studded mark left by her jewelled ring.

‘The older I get, the more I realise the thing that matters – the only thing, really – is the quality of our relationships.’

At the other end of the room, someone says ‘hear, hear’ and bangs the table.

‘And although I’ve lost many things …’ There’s an uncomfortable shuffle of throats being cleared and cutlery being fiddled with. ‘Many, many things.’ An uneasy laugh. ‘The one blessing I have been left with is this’ – he gestures grandly around the dining room – ‘the company of loved ones. Especially you, Serena.’ His words are quavering. ‘Thank you for continuing to love me, even when I make it so difficult.’

Serena smiles and blows him a kiss, bracelets jangling.

‘I believe it was Joseph Conrad who said, “You shall judge a man by his foes as well as his friends.”’

Knowing laughter.

‘Well,’ Ben says, ruefully. ‘Bit of an understatement for me to say I think that holds true.’

The laughter gets louder and less apologetic.

‘In all seriousness,’ he continues, gravitas flooding back, ‘I believe the only meaningful success is the one we find in fellowship with others, and if I am judged by the friends I have around this table then, Christ …’ He gestures to us all. ‘I really have succeeded, haven’t I?’

God, he’s a good speaker. Always has been. So charming, so sincere. Does he really believe what he’s saying? Well, I don’t think it matters, does it? It’s the performance that’s the thing. I think he even convinces himself.

Next to me, Alexander starts clapping and the ripple of it spreads and soon all of us are applauding, taking to our feet and cheering as if we’ve just witnessed an extraordinary theatrical performance or the act of history being written. We are high on the adrenalised buzz of being the chosen ones, the ones whose loyalty has been proven in a sacred oath we didn’t know we were taking. And then Ben raises his glass, thrusts it into the centre of the table and shouts, ‘To friendship!’ and we all do the same, with such gusto that wine sloshes over the crystal rims and onto the white tablecloth and droplets of Château Lafite leak across the linen like blood.




XXIII.

Eighteen Months Later

STRETCHED OUT BY THE POOL, my hand dangling off the lounger, I feel the brush of Alexander’s fingers on mine. I curl my thumb around his. He’s reading a carefully folded square of the Financial Times. It’s an article about Prime Minister Richard Take’s plan to introduce VAT on public school fees. Serena is up in arms about the policy, declaring boldly the last time we spoke that it was a form of discrimination.

‘They should be thanking us, Martin,’ she told me over an oat-milk cappuccino at her countryside private members’ retreat. ‘By taking our children out of the state system, we’re placing less pressure on it. They should be grateful. Instead they’re punishing us!’

‘Well,’ I said mildly. ‘I suppose that is a point of view.’

Alexander moves the newspaper closer to his face. I must remind him to make an optician’s appointment. He’s been squinting more than usual lately. While he reads the paper, I am halfway through a Patricia Highsmith novel. I’ve read it before and the book is spine-cracked and dog-eared in all my favourite places.

We lie like this, Alexander and I, silent but touching.

It is the closest feeling to peace I’ve ever known.

We’ve come away for a long weekend to a nice hotel in Hampshire. The kind of place that prides itself on sustainability and therefore charges exorbitant room rates while expecting you to make your own tea from the loose-leaf camomile flowers provided in the minibar. The staff wear uniforms designed to make them look like elevated medieval peasants: organic cotton aprons and hemp-hewn collarless shirts. The food is organic and seasonal and grown in a kitchen garden. The cocktails are ‘botanical’ and listed on the menu by flavour chart. Last night, I had the temerity to ask for a gin and tonic and the barman looked at me with mild contempt.

‘You’re such a stick-in-the-mud,’ Alexander said, touching my knee. Then, to the barman: ‘I’ll try the citrus, ginger, woodsmoke, thanks so much.’

‘Very good, sir,’ the barman said, instantly won over by Alexander’s easy charm.

Alexander is nicer than I am. It’s part of what I value most about him. His optimism makes me believe things are possible. I feel less trapped when I’m with him, more able to experiment. He gave me a black pleated Issey Miyake jacket for Christmas and although I can still imagine my mother’s disdain for its extravagance, the jacket is now my favourite piece of clothing.

‘I knew it would be great on you,’ Alexander said with quiet satisfaction when I put it on. I modelled it for him in front of the tree, decorated with great care with white and gold baubles in the north London townhouse we now live in. It was this same knowing – the calm assurance with which Alexander moved through the world – that helped me to fall in love with him. He pursued me with studied gentleness after our first meeting at dinner at Tipworth. We swapped numbers because he said he was going to visit Cambridge in a few weeks and would value a tour guide. When he came, I showed him around the colleges and we walked around the city for hours. The conversation was easy and I almost invited him back to the cottage for tea. But I didn’t because I was nervous. An unfamiliar sensation.

After that, he kept texting and then calling and then he asked me to join him for dinner in London and, well, one thing led to another, as they say.

Now I find myself, for the first time, in a loving, committed relationship with another man. It’s one of the most astonishing things that’s happened to me. To my surprise, it feels so natural. Alexander is never intrusive. He doesn’t want to know about my past or my upbringing or my previous relationships (such as they were). My closeness to Ben and the Fitzmaurices is the only recommendation he requires. I suppose he makes assumptions about my background based on that, which suits me fine. We both keep our secrets. He does not suffer from the modern affliction of wanting to discuss feelings at every possible juncture – thank God.

‘My parents are Bangladeshi, are you kidding me?’ he said when I mentioned this. ‘They don’t believe in feelings. They believe in eating. And working. And then eating again.’

We are lucky to live a very comfortable life. Alexander earns a lot of money and I handed in my notice at the University of South Anglia. I think they were relieved to see me go after all the Jacob Malik-Edwards nonsense (he’s in his final year now – set for a First, which is infuriating). With Alexander’s support, I’m writing a new book on the queer gaze in art.

‘The gays’ gaze,’ Alexander jokes.

I’ve got a new agent, who says the book is ‘exceptionally timely’ and will go for a large sum. I have a bit of a reputation now, as Prime Minister Take’s advisor on cultural diversity in the arts. I accepted the position with Ben’s blessing. I think he even found it amusing.

The last time I visited Ben in His Majesty’s Prison Belmarsh, he seemed in fairly buoyant spirits. He was given an eight-month sentence and will be out in four. He’s already served two of them, so the end is in sight. Prison, dare I say it, has been positive for him. He is more humble, more considered. He’s taken a job at the prison library and has also been teaching his fellow inmates political history.

When I visit, which I do every few weeks after consulting with Serena (she has a rota so that Ben never feels too lonely), I go through all the usual security checks and wait in a large room with tables and bright blue chairs. Ben will appear wearing an orange tabard and a grey sweatsuit. He will take a seat opposite me and we will talk. There are no handcuffs or anything. No bulletproof screens or telephone receivers to pick up so we can hear each other. I’ll admit, I was quite disappointed the first time I went.

‘I’ve decided I’m not going back to politics,’ Ben said on my last visit.

‘Really?’

‘I was only doing it because of my ego,’ he continued. Ben had been reading a lot of self-improvement books. ‘It’s what Fitzmaurices have always done. Public service, you know – military, politics, the church. Wanted to do my bit. Wanted to make my father proud. All the usual nonsense.’

He waved his hand, sweeping away the bricks of Denby like crumbs.

‘You wanted to do good,’ I said, although I didn’t think this was true. At the beginning, maybe, there had been a flicker of it.

‘I did the opposite.’

Well, at least he acknowledged it. A female prison guard announced there were ten minutes left. Above us, a strip light flickered and then popped.

‘You know, I’ve been thinking a lot of Fliss,’ he continued. ‘I’d like to do some work with addiction charities when I get out.’

‘A kind of atonement?’

He shrugged.

‘If you want to call it that.’

We sat without speaking for a moment and then he smiled and his whole face shifted with the warmth of it.

‘Cozzie came to visit me last week.’

‘Did she? I’m so glad.’

She is back from Bali and living at Tipworth. There has been a family rapprochement. She’s going to sit her A levels at the local sixth-form college and hopes to study marine biology at university.

Last month, she came to London and stayed with me and Alexander for the weekend, looking very tanned, her dark hair now streaked with blonde. She and Alexander got on well and I took her to a new play at the Almeida.

‘I’m very proud of her,’ Ben said. Then he added, ‘So. I’ve been thinking about something.’

He coughed. I noticed a shaving cut on his left cheek.

‘I know you’re already Hector’s godfather,’ Ben said. ‘But if it doesn’t seem too much of an imposition, Serena and I would love it if you considered yourself Cosima’s godparent, too. We should have asked you from the beginning.’

I hadn’t expected it. I wanted to hug him but I was aware of the beady-eyed stares of the guards.

‘I’d like that very much,’ I replied. ‘Very much indeed.’

‘She thinks so highly of you,’ Ben said. ‘We all do.’

Visiting time was called to a close and a guard came over to collect Ben, who shuffled back through the electric gates which opened with a mechanical whirring and buzzing. He nodded his goodbye to me. I looked on as he walked back to his cell and I thought, with uncomplicated clarity: there goes my dearest friend.

Back by the pool, Alexander releases my hand. He shuffles himself up to a seating position on the lounger and I admire the shimmer of his torso as he does so. I like to watch him. We have a gym in our basement, which Alexander uses every day. His body is muscular and lean: a Renaissance sculpture brought to life. I am about to tell him this but as I open my mouth to form the words, he blurts out: ‘Jesus Christ.’

‘Is that who I think it is?’ he says.

I prop myself up on one elbow to see what he’s looking at. On the other side of the swimming pool, a man is walking out of the sauna. Steam billows behind him. As it clears, a shape becomes recognisable. Solid shoulders, sagging belly, sandy chest hair against flaccid skin. The man takes a towel and starts to dry his hair, shaking his head to dislodge water from his ear. After a few seconds, he throws the towel into a basket. He is about to open the door to the men’s changing room but something changes his mind. He turns back to the pool. He looks directly across the dark marble tiles and the lapping surface of the water. He sees me. I bristle.

It’s Andrew Jarvis.

He smiles.

My stomach twists.

I watch as he begins to walk over to us.

Come, now. Did you really think you’d seen the last of him?
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