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To my mother, Cam, who taught me how to be heard, and in memory of my father, Barry, who taught me how to listen



   
Neil

Chloé passed the conference room’s glass wall in the direction of the elevator banks, umbrella in hand, a defence against the mid-October drizzle of Brussels. Neil watched out of the corner of one eye. It was the third time she’d passed in half an hour; they were meant to be eating a romantic lunch, at an out-of-the-way bistro. His meeting should have been over an hour ago and would have been, had any of his colleagues stayed on topic. Since the previous pass, Chloé’s stride had changed, becoming purposeful and maybe, just possibly, a bit fed up. Neil risked a furtive glance her way, hoping to convey his shared frustration. Their eyes met. Her lips flattened with displeasure as she walked on by. Just like that, the moment he was most looking forward to, shrimp croquettes, Waterzooi, and holding hands under the table, crumbled to dust. The meeting droned on for another hour. Neil left the conference room with twice as many things to do and roughly half the time in which to do them. Furthermore, he needed to figure out what Chloé had meant when she answered his apologetic text, tapped out beneath the table, with a squid emoji. However, neither work nor Chloé topped his to-do list.

‘Marcy call?’ he asked his assistant.

‘Afraid not,’ Ingrid replied. ‘Plenty of other callers, however. You’re quite popular today.’

Neil ran a hand through his hair – a nervous habit left over from the days when thick, wavy, auburn locks had flopped down over his forehead in what he liked to think was a Hugh Grant-ish sort of way. Now his fingers slipped along skin before meeting the first follicle somewhere level with his ears. ‘Anyone I want to speak to?’

‘You must be the judge of that: Harrison, Morris, two agency guys, looking for business, I think, and the office of Monsieur G.’

Neil felt the muscles in his shoulders tighten upon hearing the European president’s name. ‘You saved the best for last, Ingrid,’ he said. ‘To what do I owe the honour?’

‘The regional directors meeting on the Innovation Plan has been pushed back to the twelfth.’

‘The day I’m supposed to be …’

‘In Munich for the Vision 360 presentation.’

‘Ah,’ he said.

‘Monsieur G says that if you cannot make it, Marco should go in your place.’

Fucking Marco, he thought.

Vision 360 was a sophisticated, multi-layered software system to integrate forecasting into the existing enterprise resource planning. It had the potential to transform the business. The Innovation Plan was the American CEO Benny Marsh’s latest vanity project. He couldn’t resist tossing a million or two at every management craze McKinsey peddled to him over lunch. Two years ago, Neil would have gone to Munich without a second thought, believing tangible achievements mattered more than political manoeuvrings and self-promotion.

‘I can make it,’ he said. ‘See if we can reschedule Munich. If not, have Morris run it.’ 

‘I’ll look into it after lunch, yeah?’ she said. ‘You’re headed out, I assume?’

Neil shook his head. ‘The meeting ate my lunch.’

‘In that case, shall I bring something back for you?’

Neil was surprised, and a little distressed, by the degree to which this simple act of kindness moved him. Good old Ingrid: efficient, practical, unsentimental and as dependable as she was sturdy. 

‘A tuna sandwich would be lovely, Ingrid. Thanks.’

He shut his office door and, in the small space around his desk, rolled his head in circles to release the tension in his neck and shoulders, before picking up the phone to dial his ex-wife.

Estranged wife, actually. They were mere weeks into a separation that needed to run six months before he could petition for divorce, and that was only if Marcy consented to all the terms. A big ‘if’.

‘Hello, Neil.’

Her voice jogged loose a memory from earlier that morning when, in a hypnopompic stupor, he’d reached across the bed in full expectation of finding her familiar curves, only to recoil in shock when he instead met the sharp edge of Chloé’s hip. It took no more than a fraction of a second for his brain to sort out the situation, but the unsettled feelings it stirred up lingered on.

‘Where have you been, Marcy?’ he asked. ‘I called three times this morning. Didn’t you see my messages?’

‘Sorry, no.’

A few seconds of dead air passed before Neil understood that nothing further would be offered.

‘We need to talk.’

‘Do we?’

Marcy’s speech had taken on an airy, sing-songy quality of late, that grated on Neil’s nerves. It was, nevertheless, vastly preferable to the fevered fulminations of a few weeks ago, which, in turn, had been an improvement on her unexpected mental and physical collapse the night he left. The trend was positive. That said, the preternatural calm made him anxious, suggesting an emotional detachment not at all in character. He wondered whether she was taking sedatives, or possibly losing her marbles.

‘Are you actually planning to give the television to a homeless shelter?’

He felt awkward asking. It wasn’t his business anymore. He wouldn’t interfere if not for the children.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘I am not planning to give the television to a homeless shelter.’

‘Thank God,’ he said, exhaling loudly.

‘I already gave it to a refugee centre.’

‘I’m sorry, what?’

‘I gave the television to a refugee centre,’ she said and then giggled like an adolescent. ‘You know, Neil, it was wonderful the way their faces lit up.’

‘But the kids, Marcy.’

‘That’s what I’m saying. The television they had was so small. They had to scrunch together on the floor whereas now—’

‘I meant our kids, Marcy,’ he said. ‘Sasha called. I didn’t get the impression that she loved the idea.’

‘But she hardly watches TV,’ Marcy replied.

‘She watches it sometimes,’ he said, ‘and she appreciates knowing it’s there when she wants it. That is not unreasonable.’

The line went quiet. As Neil listened and waited, he fiddled and tugged on his wedding ring. His fingers had swelled over two decades. It wouldn’t budge over the knuckle, not even with the help of soap or butter. 

‘We’re too attached to things, these days,’ Marcy said, finally, giving the word ‘things’ the sort of sinister inflection commonly reserved for rapists and drug lords. ‘Sasha will come around. It will be freeing.’

‘And will Alec feel the same without his PlayStation?’

Another giggle. ‘What’s the point of a PlayStation, Neil, when there’s no TV? Besides, those games are so violent.’

‘All the kids play them. Alec knows fantasy from reality.’

‘Well, not under my roof. Not any more.’

‘He could have brought them to mine.’

Another pause and then: ‘Buy a console, then, for when he visits.’

This might have been a dig, though the serenity with which it was uttered made that impossible to say with any certainty. Sixteen-year-old Alec would not answer Neil’s calls, or reply to his text messages. Their elder son was an inconsistent correspondent at the best of times, but Neil did not delude himself in thinking this was normal or unintentional. Alec was angry. Neil accepted that and, though the lack of contact pained him, he had vowed to be patient and allow Alec to come around in his own time. 

‘The television was too big, anyway,’ Marcy continued. ‘I doubt there’ll be room for it when we move. Houses are smaller on that side of the city.’

Neil’s neck tingled with irritation. ‘Not this again, Marcy,’ he said. ‘You aren’t seriously considering moving the kids to Molenbeek?’

‘I need to learn to live with my means, Neil.’

And just like that, he snapped.

‘Your means, Marcy? Come off it! You know darn well that your little job—’ He paused. The word ‘little’ was a mistake, obviously. Patronising. He recognised this immediately and as he did, his brain stalled on the word ‘job’, stretching it as if for ironic emphasis. He took a breath. ‘What I mean to say,’ he said, searching for the sweet spot in which he controlled his rising frustration without sounding condescending, ‘is that teaching English part-time is not your only source of income, as you are well aware.’

‘Am I, though?’ she asked.

He clenched his teeth. Let the record show he was trying to keep the conversation respectful, but the implication that he would worm out of his responsibilities to her or the children was deeply offensive to him. He told her:

‘I find what you’re suggesting deeply offensive.’

‘When was the last time you looked at the current account balance?’

He flinched. There was no denying that these past months had brought more than their share of exceptional expenses: the three-month security deposit for his new apartment, which had also needed to be furnished. Crazy hours at work led to his eating out more than he’d like. In shame, he lowered his gaze, bringing into view his new Burberry suit, medium blue plaid with accents in darker blue and yellow. Perhaps it had been unwise to make such a purchase when …

But his brain would not permit him to finish the thought. This was exactly the mindset he was trying to break, the knee-jerk guilt and self-denial that kicked in whenever he so much as considered indulging in something for himself, something he truly wanted: a classic suit that made him feel good; made him feel competent. And that, though significantly more than any suit he’d previously owned, was a steal at forty per cent off, would last forever and therefore prove a net saving, in the long run.

‘Cash flow,’ he said. ‘Everything will be fine once the house sells.’

The family home, he meant, a five-storey maison bruxelloise on a narrow triangle of land between three boulevards – a large and crowded traffic island, really – near an abbey and several embassies. It was their only real asset, aside from his pension, which was untouchable for another sixteen years. Neil intended to take just enough from its sale for the minimum twenty-per-cent deposit on a new place, plus the seventeen per cent he’d need to cover fees, of course (damn Belgians charged a fortune). With what remained she could get a nice apartment, in a modern building, with parking underground, something the current house lacked. There was no need to play the martyr, dragging the kids off to one of the city’s poorest communes.

‘I will not have my children living in that neighbourhood,’ he declared, wishing he didn’t have to put his foot down, but she would push him so. ‘Jake’s only seven, Marcy. Think of his safety.’

‘Thousands of people live their whole lives in Molenbeek,’ she replied, with a laugh full of embarrassment … for him.

‘Until they go to prison or some terrorist-training camp.’

The words shocked him. Marcy could do that: exasperate him until he said things he didn’t mean.

‘Our children are so pampered, Neil. We aren’t doing them any favours, you know? They need to be challenged. They’re more resilient than we think.’

The height of hypocrisy, delivered in that maddeningly placid tone. If their children were pampered, it was Marcy who’d done the pampering. He was the one trying to instil the importance of discipline, the need for constant self-improvement, while, behind his back, she rolled her eyes and told them they were special.

‘Who allowed Alec to quit football after a single game?’ he cried.

‘What’s the point if he’s not having fun?’

‘And complained to the school over homework?’

‘Two hours a night for Jake is ridiculous.’

‘You know what’s ridiculous? You running up thousands in dental bills from grinding your teeth at night worrying about his end-of-year exams.’

‘His teacher doesn’t like children. You should see her when she brings them down at the end of the day. They all line up to give her a bisou and she twists her face away in—’ 

‘It was première primaire, Marcy,’ he yelled. ‘Not a bloody doctoral viva. Jake is seven.’

‘That was my point!’ she said.

He needed to take a step back. Her craziness was making him crazy. It was a major impediment in their divorce. He was willing to bend over backwards – within reason – to reach an equitable settlement. Naturally, he expected her to ask for too much, at first; that he would counter with an offer somewhat lower than what he was ultimately prepared to give, and that they or their lawyers would go back and forth a few times before arriving at an agreement. Wasn’t that how negotiation worked? But he could not play his part until she started playing hers, which, for reasons that baffled, she refused to do. He didn’t dare float a proposal for fear she would accept his initial, low-ball offer and he would come away looking like a bully and a bellend.

This was not the Marcy he had known for a quarter century, who, on their first holiday together, to Rome, had grabbed a young girl by the hair. To be fair, the girl, a shoeless street urchin, had been trying to pick their pockets. Neil had been too enchanted with Rome and Marcy to notice, but Marcy’s street smarts were sharpened from living in New York in the early nineties, when it was still gritty. One moment they were strolling, arm in arm, around the Trevi Fountain, full of pizza and cheap wine, the next, Marcy was up to her forearms in the girl’s stringy dark locks, hissing like an angry swan. 

That was the Marcy he had expected to sit across from at the negotiating table. He thought she’d come at him hard, demanding not only a disproportionate chunk of their savings and assets but also, he feared, the right to take the kids back to America. That’s what Gerry Fisk’s wife had done a few years back, after Gerry left her for a younger associate. But Gerry was head of a region, with a salary robust enough to support households on two continents. Even Marcy must recognise the difference in their situations and, if she didn’t, the law certainly would. But having the law on his side was only marginally reassuring. The cost of such a battle, financial, yes, but more particularly emotional, was daunting.

‘I can’t talk anymore, Neil. I’ve got a lesson.’

‘Please, Marcy,’ he said, because pleading was the only option left, ‘promise me you won’t decide anything, won’t give anything more away, until we talk. Would you do that for me?’

‘So long, Neil. Thank you for calling.’

‘It is a trick,’ Chloé said, over after-work drinks. ‘She wants the house.’

Chloé had forgiven him for their ruined lunch date, though, as usual, not before a bit of coaxing and a small token offering in the form of a tube of lipstick from her preferred designer, picked up on his way home from work. It was a game they played – she, the offended party, withheld affection, while he, the persistent suitor, won her back. Neil adored the chase, adored the moment she relented, when her mouth, which was what had first attracted him, turned from a pout into a smile.

‘I thought the same, at first, or maybe it was a punishment.’ He swirled his gin and tonic and took a thoughtful sip.

‘Exactly.’ She fiddled with the skewer of fresh peach slices that had come with her drink – something to make it appear worth the outrageous price of fifteen euros. ‘If you say to her, “Okay, you move to Molenbeek”, watch how quickly she backs off.’

‘What if she doesn’t, though?’ he asked. ‘Stubbornness runs in her family, craziness too. Her sister is convinced she can speak in tongues; her mother thinks The Da Vinci Code is a documentary.’

Chloé shifted her position and pursed her lips to express scepticism, or maybe impatience. Time alone was a precious commodity; she did not like wasting it discussing Marcy, let alone Marcy’s family. 

They were in their preferred booth of their favourite resto-bar, around the corner from Neil’s apartment in an unglamorous but perfectly respectable part of the community of Saint-Gilles.

It had the same cobbled streets, the same tree-lined squares as in the tonier neighbourhoods of Ixelles and Uccle, but the buildings were a bit narrower, the ceilings a touch lower. Why didn’t Marcy consider moving some place like here, Neil wondered. Why the fixation with Molenbeek, the go-to first stop in every terror investigation? It was as if she was trying to punish him. 

‘Perhaps this craziness was something you ought to have considered before moving out?’ said Chloé, adding a one-shoulder shrug.

‘Darling, please don’t,’ Neil pleaded. ‘I’ve already admitted it was rash.’

He had thought she would be overjoyed when he left Marcy; instead, it triggered their first tiff. He saw now that it had been wrong of him to sign the lease and move out before consulting her. 

‘Barely a week after Jérôme moved out,’ she added.

He was as determined as she was to keep their relationship a secret until after Vision 360 wrapped; however, he suspected her fears were somewhat overblown. 

‘You think people won’t put one and one together?’ she cried, lit up with that short temper of hers.

‘Two and two,’ he corrected her.

‘You are one,’ she insisted, holding up the index finger of her left hand. ‘And I am one.’ She raised the index on her right hand, and then snapped them together in front of his face, triumphant. Her befuddlement at English idioms was utterly charming and he smiled, which irritated her further still, and charmed him all the more.

‘It’s all a joke to you,’ she said. ‘Whenever affairs are discovered at work, it is always the woman who is forced to leave, to protect the man, who is senior.’

‘Darling,’ he replied, struggling to keep a straight face, ‘I’m as concerned as you are about keeping this between us until we’re ready.’

‘You should be,’ she said, eyes narrowing. ‘If he knew, Jérôme would kill you.’

‘So you’ve told me.’

‘He believes the blame for our rupture is his.’

‘And I assure you, I am only too happy for him to continue thinking so.’ Jérôme was Chloé’s jealous, police inspector of an estranged husband. Not only was he armed and, Chloé assured him, capable of bench-pressing more than Neil’s body weight, he also had access to the national database, including Neil’s address. ‘You were on holiday with your parents,’ Neil reminded her. ‘I had to make a snap decision. I didn’t want to lose the apartment.’

‘There are tens of thousands of apartments in Brussels.’

‘But not in this building.’

‘What does it matter?’

‘It matters to me.’ He took her hand in both of his. ‘You know why.’ 

A friend of Chloé’s had an apartment in the same building, two floors down. They had used it a few times for early evening, after-work trysts. The apartment he’d rented had an identical floor plan, and he had arranged the furniture similarly.

‘It is so small,’ she said, but she was softening.

‘It’s temporary,’ he soothed. ‘Once the house sells, we’ll get a place in Châtelain, or a loft apartment out by the canal.’

Extracting themselves from their respective marriages was like a minuet: various steps needed to be performed, with grace and at the correct time, for the sake of their careers, yes, but, more importantly, for their future blended family. It was absolutely vital that Chloé get off on the right foot with his children, the two older ones, in particular.

Chloé didn’t see what the big deal was.

‘It is not their business,’ she said. ‘They will adapt.’

She could not be expected to understand. Her daughter Aurélie was only three, and of course francophones were far more evolved than Anglo-Saxons when it came to matters of the heart. Neil would never lie to his children. Of course he wouldn’t. However, provided enough time was allowed to pass between his moving out of the house and Chloé’s introduction, he hoped to sidestep the more pointed questions, the answers to which would only cause pain and delay the healing and coming together of their blended family. A few months, at the very minimum, were required, and there was no time to lose. He wanted Chloé to join them at his parents’ this Christmas. More to the point, he wanted to take her to bed. Ten minutes ago. He rattled the ice in his glass and swallowed watered-down dregs.

Chloé puckered her mouth again.

Her glass was still half full. She raised the fruit skewer, slowly opened her glossy red lips, bit off a corner of a peach and rolled it suggestively around with her tongue, teasing him. She needed to be at her mother-in-law’s within the hour to collect Aurélie, and then drive to her mother’s house for an uncle’s birthday party. That left little time to go back to his building, climb the four floors to his apartment, and make love. He suspected she enjoyed running down the clock, stoking his desire, so that they would have to rush, fumbling about, partially dressed, on the couch, a chair, or the floor. It was rare, in fact, that they made it all the way to the bed. Thanks to her, his libido was a raging furnace. He felt twenty years younger, which, Chloé noted, made him five years younger than her. Second youth brought a pressure to innovate. Neil was on a constant search for new positions – his own personal Innovation Plan – in a chair, on the dining table, atop the bathroom sink. On the night in question, he had her up against the wall, an approach that demanded a different technique entirely. They had had six minutes to spare when they began, and there had been a couple, let’s say three, false starts, and they had only settled into something that might be described as a rhythm when the phone rang. He was determined to ignore it. After five rings the old answering machine the previous tenant left behind kicked in, and, against the sound of his and Chloé’s urgent moans, came his recorded message in bumbling French followed by the passion-chilling sound of his mother’s ever-cheerful, West Country chirp.

‘Hello, darling,’ Denise ‘Denny’ Yardley said, as her son stood, trousers and boxer shorts puddled at his ankles, giving it to his mistress. ‘We tried to reach you on your mobile, but you didn’t pick up.’ (Polite Pause) ‘Thought we might catch you here.’

In the silence that followed, Neil focused on the task at hand, blocking out the thought of his mother on the other end of the line, waiting, and the urge, or one might say compulsion, to pick up. 

‘Give us a call when you have the chance,’ she said.

‘Nothing to worry about,’ his father chimed in. ‘Just want to know how you’re getting on.’

‘Hope you’re not working too hard,’ his mother added.

‘Ooh, he is definitely working hard,’ Chloé groaned.

Before Chloé, Neil would have shrivelled like a raisin at half so suggestive a remark, but some of her frankness about desire had rubbed off on him. He was liberated, uninhibited. He wasn’t twenty years younger, but thirty – the rebel seventeen-year-old, having sex under his mother’s nose.

‘So hard,’ he repeated, between thrusts. ‘So hard. So hard. So hard.’

After Chloé left and he’d had a quick shower, he phoned his parents back.

‘You were at the gym, I bet,’ his mother said.

‘I was working out,’ Neil replied, wishing Chloé was there to share the joke.

Since the separation from Marcy, Neil’s parents had been checking in more often, short calls in which they asked the same questions:

‘How are the children?’

‘Are you eating well?’

‘Are you still coming for Christmas?’

Never about Marcy or the divorce, and yet those unspoken questions filled every awkward pause. He and Marcy had been together so long, two decades. They breezed through the seven-year itch that had tripped up Chloé and Jérôme. At a certain point, he guessed, people assumed a couple has ‘made it’, that the risk of divorce has been effectively side-stepped, too much water under the bridge. He had believed this himself. Now he pitied such folk, condemned to lives of quiet desperation. His parents would adore Chloé once they met her. How could they not?

He popped a ready meal of roasted chicken in the microwave and poured himself a glass of wine. Had Chloé stayed, he would have cooked, fussing about the kitchen, putting together something tasty while she perched on a stool, glass of Chardonnay in her hand, and told him again how Jérôme could barely boil water. Neil enjoyed cooking for other people, but when it was just himself, it hardly seemed worth the bother. There always seemed to be some key ingredient, tool, or appliance he lacked. The kitchen in his apartment was a curious blend of excesses and deprivations: an abundance of stock cubes but no cinnamon; seven speciality beer mugs but a single undersized mixing bowl; a smart set of chef knives, but no cheese grater. The knives were Japanese. Stunning pieces of engineering, they sat on the uncluttered counter next to the hob, in a stylish block of oak. He turned to admire it as the microwave pinged.

Neil sat down with his plate in front of the television, and scanned through the channels with the remote until his eyes spied the soothing green of a football pitch, a league game, by the looks of it, or perhaps an early round of one of the lesser European tournaments. He didn’t recognise the kit of either team, one yellow, the other black, nor was he clear about the broadcast language – vaguely Germanic, to his ears, but what did he know? The cable packages in Brussels featured channels from the weirdest places.

The football commentators’ constant chatter was distracting. Neil tried hitting the mute button but that was worse. The apartment was too quiet. 

He missed his children terribly, missed being connected to their daily lives. Once Vision 360 was delivered and he filed for divorce, he would push for fifty-fifty custody. For the boys, of course, because Sasha would be eighteen soon. If she stayed in Brussels for university, next year – as Neil hoped she would – they could meet for dinners or coffees around her lectures. He’d buy tickets for exhibitions, concerts and talks. Their relationship would enter a new, delightful phase.

By then, Alec was bound to have come around. They could watch football matches together, proper football, Champions League, as they had last season on the television that now entertained residents of a homeless shelter.

No, it was a refugee centre.

Neil regretted not having been more helpful on that score. He wondered if Marcy’s behaviour alarmed the children as much as it did him. He was afraid to ask, lest he add to any anxiety they might be feeling. The situation had to be pretty dire for Sasha to involve him. And if she was struggling, you could bet the boys had it ten times worse. The PlayStation had been Alec’s Christmas gift. It really was outrageous for Marcy to give it away. Poor Alec. Neil took out his phone and texted:

U OK, Bud?

He was breaking his own rules, he knew, but it was just a short, friendly text to let his son know he was thinking of him and, more importantly, was on his side. It didn’t matter if Alec replied or not. Neil put the phone down and returned to the game, but he couldn’t concentrate. He was straining to hear the ping that signalled a response. One minute; two minutes, three. He picked up the phone to see if he’d muted it by accident (he hadn’t) and then typed.

Wtching ftbll; thnking of u

Neil texted like it was 1999, when his ability to communicate in vowel-less, consonant-plus-number abbreviations won him praise from younger colleagues. The tone he was trying to strike was light-hearted; in fact, his son’s silence weighed on him. Neil had known his children wouldn’t exactly cheer his moving out – at least, he had hoped they wouldn’t. It was a disruption, for sure, one he regretted; however, divorce was hardly a rarity these days, and, thankfully, there was no longer any stigma attached. He had assumed Jake, being the littlest, would have the hardest time, but the old chap had slid into the new arrangement without fuss. Sasha had registered her disappointment; Alec’s reaction surprised him. He wasn’t normally the type to carry grudges or hold on to anger. Neil had to hand it to him. He’d shown remarkable resolve, though he did think it curious – and by curious he meant unfair – that he wasn’t holding his mother to the same standard. Neil picked up the phone and texted: 

Srry abt the tv & ply stn

He ought to have stopped there, but the silence gnawed at him. People talked about parents having favourite children, but no one talked about children having a favourite parent. Neil wrote: 

I jst wnt 4 us 2 be frnds agn. 

No answer. In despair, he wrote to Sasha:

U alrght?

She replied in seconds, his wonderful daughter.

Dad, there is no character limit for texts. 

Never mind that it amounted to a scold, he was ecstatic: a connection! He wrote:

I’m old school. Everything all right at home?

She replied:

All good

He typed:

Any more craziness from your mother? 

And then deleted it. He had vowed not to talk Marcy down to the kids. In its place, he wrote:

Alec surviving without PlayStation? 

Dots rolled across the screen, the animated ellipse that signified typing. They rolled and stopped, rolled and stopped, rolled and stopped. 

He’s fine she replied, finally. More animated dots and then: studying

He wrote: 

You took a long time to write a little

But was afraid he sounded critical, so he erased it and wrote:

Whoa! 

And then added: 

lol

No answer. Apparently, she didn’t think it required a response. Five minutes later, he typed:

Kiss to Jake

She replied:

He’s in bed

Of course, Neil thought, feeling stupid for forgetting his son’s bedtime. 

Miss you he wrote.

Miss you, too

Need to go; test tomorrow

The semi-colon made him smile. He pictured her seated at the dining table, notebooks piled in front of her, pens lined up in a neat row.

Of course

Good luck tomorrow 

I’m sure you will do well 

Don’t stay up too late 

Love you 

He stared for an overly long time at the heart emoji she used to sign off.

The match was nil-nil at the interval. Neil took his plate to the kitchen and placed it in the dishwasher. A whiff of fetid air escaped as he opened the door. That was one of the problems of living on his own. It took most of a week to dirty enough dishes to run a cycle, by which time fuzzy mould had sprouted on plates and the dried granola and yoghurt stuck to the sides of cereal bowls like cement. At home, they ran a load every day and still had things leftover to do by hand. Alec and Sasha had helped him clean the kitchen after dinner, while Marcy took Jake up for his bath. Neil thought of his young son returning for those goodnight kisses and cuddles, his damp hair smelling of citrus.

On nights like these, alone in this small apartment that felt like a regression, temporary though it was, it was clear how easy it would have been to stay in his marriage for the kids’ sake. He and Marcy had bumped along with minimal friction. Their marriage had withered rather than exploded, shrinking into a stale division of labour. She didn’t like it any better than he did. He sympathised with her career frustration, but the universe didn’t owe her a dream job in graphic design. His own job was often shitty and unlike some people, he didn’t have the luxury of walking away from it. God forbid, he complained. ‘Your shitty job is the only reason we’re here,’ she’d say. Or had said. Once.

The cloud of disappointment had been hanging over them for months; years. When he announced he was leaving, right up to the moment she dropped to the ground, he had expected her to be well, not glad, exactly, but relieved that he’d taken the first step they both knew needed to be taken. Moving out had been the right thing to do. The only thing he could do. Had he stayed he would have become a bitter, bitter man. Chloé had saved him, offering a second chance, the opportunity to start over, to do things right, this time. How ironic, then, that his first thought, upon hearing she would join him on Vision 360, had been to try to swap her out for someone else.

‘Nobody, and I mean nobody, in this place has organisational skills like yours,’ the big boss, Monsieur G, told him. ‘No one comes close.’

It was a nice way of saying, ‘You’re our very best bean counter, Neil!’, which would have been demoralising enough had it not also been utter bollocks. The project had THANKLESS TASK written all over it. The timelines were too short, the budget too small and the promises of future savings and efficiencies were wildly optimistic. He considered Chloé’s inclusion on the team proof that other departments weren’t taking it seriously. Helen, her boss in coms, had been trying to offload her on to another department for months.

Neil caught that little shit, Marco Santolli, smirking. Marco, ten years younger and handsomer in his slim-fit Brioni suits and skinny ties, with his better, thicker hair. Marco, intoxicated by the sound of his own voice, always first in line when there was a picture to be taken or a client to be entertained; conspicuously absent the moment actual work needed to be done. His one talent, so far as Neil had observed, was an uncanny ability to conjure an appearance of strategic thought. Amazing no one had taken a pop at the guy. The only reason Neil hesitated was the dreadful and yet persistent suspicion that one day, and sooner rather than later, Marco would be his boss.

Neil made himself a tea and returned to the sofa. The second half was already underway. There had been a goal, for the yellow team, he thought, though he couldn’t be sure.

He probably should have taken the Hong Kong job. Well, hindsight was twenty-twenty. The timing had been bad, coming weeks after his mother was diagnosed with MS. Six years on, she was doing great, but back then the doctors said things could go either way. He had no regrets. Also, good though the offer had been, it wasn’t as good as the one he’d turned down a few years earlier: to head up the Baltics region. That would have involved moving the family to Tallinn. He and Marcy had only just bought the Brussels house; they hadn’t even moved in. He assumed there would be other offers. Lately, though, he’d started to wonder if he’d been shelved. Leadership’s attempt to dress up Vision 360 as an opportunity smelled like pity or worse. Was someone setting him up to fail?

It required weekly meetings in Nijmegen, the only city in the Netherlands lacking convenient rail access to Brussels. Neil had to make the three-hour trip by car, and he had to take Chloé with him.

How stilted conversation had been on that first trip last September. An uncomfortable silence descended before they cleared Brussels’ city limits. He remembered staring at the road, picturing this scene as it was repeated every week for the next year and thinking Shoot. Me. Now. It was only on the way home, when he popped a CD of the Traveling Wilburys into the player, that the ice between them began to thaw. He wasn’t surprised she hadn’t heard of the band, but he couldn’t believe that she didn’t know any of the singers – Jeff Lynn or Tom Petty he could perhaps understand but, seriously, Roy Orbison? Bob Dylan? George Harrison, for God’s sake! He had to remind himself that she was francophone and barely thirty, a thought that made him weary.

Educating her in seventies and eighties music was an easy way to fill the drive time. He focused on his personal preferences, an eclectic mix of American Southern Fried Rock, British Synthpop and New Wave. She listened thoughtfully to the playlists he composed: Depeche Mode, ZZ Top, Squeeze, Elvis Costello and Lynyrd Skynyrd.

‘Who is this?’ she asked the first time she heard ‘Free Bird’, face wearing an expression of pure wonder.

She brought him snacks for the journey: croissants, finely sliced apple tarts and homemade almond biscuits that were buttery, and crumbled in his mouth. They griped about their frustrations with Vision 360. After a particularly difficult meeting, Neil confided his fears that it was all going to go pear-shaped and take with it what remained of his career. It was such a relief to say it aloud to an empathetic listener.

‘Marcy just can’t understand,’ he confessed.

‘That must be difficult,’ she replied.

‘Does Jérôme?’ he asked.

She let out a little snort.

‘One cannot expect sympathy about work frustration from un flic,’ she said. ‘You come home, you say, “Uh, I had the worst day!” He asks, “Did anyone shoot at you?” There is no comparison.’

‘Being married to un flic sounds a bit like being married to an American during the Olympics,’ Neil said. ‘Imagine that your country – the host nation, I might add – pulls off its most successful Olympics in living memory, a real blinder, and you think you’ve got something to cheer about, right? Sixty-five medals for team GB. Sixty-five! Twenty-nine of them gold. Meanwhile, on the other side of the sofa, my wife is grousing because her country “only” has a hundred and four.’

Chloé’s laugh was light as a bell’s.

‘You’d think when they get to eighty or ninety, they might relax a bit, kick back and say, “Well, that’s a fine number: well done us.” Fat chance! They’ve got to win gold in basketball, in beach volleyball, got to win gold in bloody women’s water polo, and still she frowns at losing the men’s four-by-one-hundred relay.’

Chloé was an excellent sounding board about issues with Vision 360, which was proving to be every bit as difficult as he envisaged. From there it was easy to segue to other frustrations, such as parenting challenges, and the shortcomings of their respective spouses.

One day, he asked her to drive to Nijmegen. He was too tired. Chloé tossed him the bag of croissants and hopped into the driver’s seat.

‘I would love a car like this,’ she said, caressing the dashboard as she accelerated past a truck. ‘So, tell me. What did Marcy do this time?’

‘Is it that obvious?’ he asked.

She shrugged. ‘I recognise the signs.’

‘It’s Sasha,’ he sighed. ‘Marcy thinks she’s got obsessive-compulsive tendencies. She wants her to have therapy to address the “underlying issues” before they spiral out of control.’

Chloé nodded, eyes on the traffic. ‘And you are not convinced?’

‘The girl has always been meticulous. It’s why she gets such good grades. We ought to be pleased about it.’

On the television screen, the ref called a penalty kick. One of the defenders had pulled down an attacker in the box. The players in yellow protested like it was the greatest outrage, but the ref was having none of it. The right call, Neil thought. The player from the black team placed it in the back of the net.

What had really hurt Neil in that fight with Marcy was her suggestion that he was resisting therapy out of embarrassment. She had told him to stop being so British about it.

‘Can you believe it?’ he asked Chloé, as he bit into a croissant, sending golden flakes cascading down the front of his black jumper. ‘I said to her, “That’s pretty rich coming from an American!” I’m telling you, their national sport isn’t baseball, it’s navel gazing.’

Chloé laughed her infectious laugh. ‘Don’t let her push you,’ she said, her lips puckering on the ou sounds, as if preparing for a kiss. 

By then the drives to and from Nijmegen were the most enjoyable part of his week. All week long he was storing up stories and anecdotes to tell her on the journey. He tried to manipulate the conversation to make her pronounce words with ou in them so he could watch her lips pucker. He wondered what it would feel like to kiss her. When the project fell behind schedule and the Nijmegen trips were extended to two days, a part of him was glad. The company put them up in one of the lesser business-class hotels, a nondescript, shoebox of a place off the motorway; the kind that offers a ‘turn down’ service, to appear fancy, leaving cheap, industrial chocolates on the pillows. The rooms were painted a neutral palette of grey, white and black and had jewel-coloured accents, and anatomical drawings of fish, plants and flowers hanging on the walls. It could be anywhere. 

Dinners were with the team, at restaurants in the city centre. Afterwards, he and Chloé would stop for a drink in the hotel bar. Small shaded lamps at each table gave off warm yellow light. Easy jazz was piped in through speakers in the ceiling.

It was there, over cognacs, one evening in late autumn, that Chloé told him about Jérôme’s affair.

‘A neighbour,’ she said. ‘A friend.’

Anger rose in Neil’s chest, at Jérôme, and this so-called friend. How dare they?

‘And what happened?’

‘It is over now, he says.’

‘And your friend?’

Chloé shrugged and looked away. The pain was there for anyone to see.

‘Her daughter is a friend of Aurélie’s,’ she said. ‘They are in school together.’ The downcast mouth, puckering for the ou in ‘school’. He held tight to his glass, swirling the cognac and taking a careful sip – trying to appear sympathetic and concerned, when the only thing he was thinking about was kissing her. They finished their drinks and climbed into the elevator. Neil kept his hands in his pockets, making fists. He stepped off at the first floor, turned and raised a hand to wave. Their eyes remained locked until the elevator doors closed.

The following week was the final trip before Christmas. He looked forward to it for days. She brought biscuits in the shapes of stars, hearts and stockings, dusted with powdered sugar. Traffic was light. They were riding in the middle lane, the guitar solo from ‘Free Bird’ blasting on the stereo. Neil, who had missed lunch, had scoffed most of the biscuits and was picking the crumbs off his clothes. Chloé called him gourmand. He reached across and gave her knee a good-natured tap and was slow to withdraw his hand. She placed her own hand on top of his, worming her thumb beneath his, turning it over. The moment their palms met was like an electric shock. He recalled glancing in the rear-view mirror, seeing a motorcyclist coming up fast in the outside lane. 

‘You have sugar on your fingers,’ she said, and then bent over and licked it off, fingertip by fingertip. She traced a line from his middle finger to his wrist with her tongue. It was the most erotic thing anyone had ever done to him. He closed his eyes – only for an instant, less, a slow blink. And then she screamed. 

A hundred or so metres ahead, in the far-right lane, a white saloon had lost its wheel – not a retread, not a tyre, but the whole fucking wheel. Neil pulled back his hand and gripped the steering wheel. Sparks shot into the air as the saloon’s axle landed on the motorway at some hundred-twenty kilometres an hour. He thought of moving into the outside lane but then remembered the motorcycle and decided it was best to brake. The loose wheel bounced into their lane. Neil pushed hard on the brake pedal, while trying to recall whether there had been any more cars behind him, and whether anything had been following the now wheel-less saloon. He braced for impact from all sides. He and Chloé lurched forward; their seatbelts locked. The tyres screeched. Chloé screamed once more. In situations such as these, people often claim to see their whole lives pass in front of them. Neil saw only the untethered wheel rising and spinning, and as it arched in the road in front of him, he understood that he had experienced nothing, achieved nothing and were he to die on this nothing stretch of motorway, it would be without ever having lived. The tyre flattened as it touched down on the motorway, absorbing energy before springing upwards into the far lane. Neil eased his foot off the brake but just then the motorcyclist pulled even with him and on a collision course with the tyre. To swerve would be a natural, almost automatic response, and if he did Neil would not be able to avoid him. Neil’s life, Chloé’s too, depended on the prudence of a motorcyclist going at least one-eighty in a one-twenty zone. Neil again braced for impact and then the motorcycle’s red brake lights lit up. The driver hung on to the handlebars. The bike’s rear wheel lifted up off the road. Neil passed him on the inside and then, the moment his rear wheel returned to the road, the motorcyclist tucked behind Neil. 

As soon as it was safe to do so, Neil slid over into the slow lane.

‘Are you all right? Are you all right?’ He was shouting although she was right next to him. 

‘Yes, yes,’ she said, hands clutching her chest, ‘Mais, mon dieu!’

He shut off the music. His mouth was sandpaper, his palms leaving patches of sweat on the wheel. The tips of his ears pulsed with adrenaline. It was another thirty kilometres to the hotel. When he pulled into a space in the car park, his muscles ached from clenching. 

They picked up their cardkeys at the hotel’s reception and headed straight to the elevator. Chloé pushed the button for the second floor, he for the first, but when the doors opened for him, he stayed where he was. At the second floor, he followed her off. The wheels of their overnight bags hummed on the carpet as they set off down the corridor. The loose plait of her straw-coloured hair swung side to side. His heart pounded in his chest all the way to the end. Whatever happened next, he thought, was entirely up to Chloé. Part of him hoped she would close the door in his face, though if she did he thought he would die. She did not turn her head or acknowledge his presence in any way. She stepped across the threshold and held the door open. He hesitated an instant longer and then rushed inside.

Afterwards, lying entwined like two strands of the same rope, waves of white noise seeping through the window from the traffic on the A73, Neil expected to feel guilt; instead he felt only gratitude. He was grateful to be alive, grateful that a person such as Chloé, so young, so beautiful, so French, could desire such a middling man as him – a middle-aged, middle manager, with a thickening middle, thinning hair and pale skin dotted with tiny burst blood vessels, as if someone had scribbled on his face with infinitely small blue and red markers. By her grace, he could still make something out of his life.

The football match ended in a draw. Neil switched off the television and stared for a time at the darkened screen. This too shall pass, he thought. Soon, Vision 360 would be up and running; soon he would be spending more time with his children, and he and Chloé would be free to live openly as a couple. They had come so far. Just a little longer. Everything was going to plan.
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