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One can be too ingenious in trying to search out the truth. Sometimes one must simply respect its veiled face. Of course this is a love story.


—IRIS MURDOCH, The Sea, the Sea
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The rules of the Crave were simple. V and I went to a nightclub in a predetermined place a good way from where we lived. We traveled there together but entered separately. We made our way to the bar and stood far enough apart for it to seem like we weren’t together but close enough that I could always keep her in my vision. Then we waited. It never took long, but why would it when V shone as brightly as she did? Some hapless man would approach and offer to buy her a drink or ask her to dance. She would begin a mild flirt. And I would wait, my eyes never leaving her, my body ready to pounce at all times. We have a signal: As soon as she raises her hand and pulls on the silver eagle she always wears around her neck, I must act. In those dark throbbing rooms I would push through the mass of people, pulling at the useless man drooling over her, and ask him what he thought he was doing talking to my girlfriend. And because I am useful-looking in that tall, broad way, and because V likes me to lift weights and start all my days with a run, they would invariably back off with their hands in front of their faces, looking scared and timid. Sometimes we couldn’t wait to start kissing, sometimes we went to the loo and fucked in the stalls, V calling out so anyone could hear. Sometimes we made it home. Either way, our kisses tasted of Southern Comfort, V’s favorite drink.


It was V who named our game on one of those dark, freezing nights where the rain looks like grease on your windows. V was wearing a black T-shirt that felt like velvet to touch. It skimmed over her round breasts and I knew she wasn’t wearing a bra. My body responded to her as it always did. She laughed as I stood up and put her hand against my hot chest. “That’s all any of us are ever doing, you know, Mikey. Everyone out there. All craving something.”


It is true to say that the Crave always belonged to V.


*   *   *


Part of me doesn’t want to write it all down like this, but my barrister says I must because he needs to get a clear handle on the situation. He says my story feels like something he can’t grab hold of. He also thinks it might do me good, so I better understand where we are. I think he’s an idiot. But I have nothing else to do all day as I sit in this godforsaken cell with only the company of Fat Terry, a man with a neck bigger than most people’s thighs, listening to him masturbating to pictures of celebrities I don’t recognize. “Cat still got your tongue? My banter not good enough for you?” he says to me most mornings, as I lie silently on my bunk, the words like unexploded bombs on his tongue. I don’t reply, but it never goes further than that because in here, when you’ve killed someone, you appear to get a grudging respect.


*   *   *


It is hard to believe that it isn’t even a year since I returned from America. It feels more like a lifetime, two lifetimes even. But the fact is I arrived home at the end of May and as I sit here now writing in this tiny, dark cell it is December. December can be warm and full of goodness, but this one is cold and flat, with days that never seem to brighten and a fog that never seems to lift. The papers talk of a smog blanketing London, returned from the dead as if a million Victorian souls were floating over the Thames. But really we all know it is a trillion tiny chemical particles polluting our air and our bodies, mutating and changing the very essence of who we are.


I think America might have been the beginning of the mess. V and I were never meant to be apart and yet we were seduced by the promise of money and speeding up time. I remember her encouraging me to go; how she said it would take me five years in London to earn what I could in two in New York. She was right of course, but I’m not sure now that the money was worth it. It feels like we lost something of ourselves in those years. Like we stretched ourselves so thin we stopped being real.


But our house is real and maybe that is the point? The equation could make me feel dizzy: two years in hell equals a four-bedroom house in Clapham. It sounds like a joke when you put it like that. Sounds like nothing anyone sane would sell their soul for. But the fact remains that it exists. It will wait for us without judgment. It will remain.


*   *   *


I employed a house hunter when I knew I was coming home, whom I always pictured stalking the streets of London with a gun in one hand and a few houses slung over her shoulder, blood dripping from their wounds. She sent me endless photos and details as I sat at my desk in New York, which I would scroll through until the images blurred before my eyes. I found I didn’t much care what I bought, but I was very specific in my requests because I knew that was what V would want. I was careful with the location and also the orientation. I remembered that the garden had to be southeast-facing and I insisted on the house being double-fronted because V always thought they were much friendlier looking.


There are rooms on either side of the hall, rooms that as a child I simply didn’t know existed, but that V taught me have peculiar names: a drawing room and library. Although I’ve yet to fill the bookcases and I have no plans to become an artist. The eat-in kitchen, as estate agents love to refer to any large room containing cooking equipment, runs the entire back length of the house. The previous owners pushed the whole house out into the garden by five feet and encased the addition in glass, with massive bifold doors that you can open and shut as easily as running your hand through water.


Under-floor heated Yorkshire stone runs throughout this room and into the garden, so when the doors are open you can step from inside to out without a change in texture. “Bringing the outside in,” Toby the estate agent said, making my hands itch with the desire to punch him. “And really, they’ve extended the floor space by the whole garden area,” he said, meaninglessly pointing to the sunken fire pit and hot tub, the built-in barbecue, the tasteful water feature. He was lucky that I could already imagine V loving all those details, otherwise I would have turned and walked out of the house there and then.


And that would have been a shame, as upstairs is the part I like best. I’ve had all the back rooms knocked together and then repartitioned so we have what Toby would no doubt call a master suite but is actually a large bedroom, a walk-in wardrobe, and a luxurious bathroom. I chose sumptuous materials for all the fittings: silks and velvets, marbles and flints, the most beggingly tactile of all the elements. I have heavy curtains at the windows and clever lighting, so it’s dark and sensuous and bright and light in all the right places. At the front of the house are two smaller bedrooms and in the attic is another bedroom and en suite, leading to a roof terrace at the back. Fantastic for guests, as Toby said.


I’ve also taken great care over the furnishings. A tasteful mix of modern and antique, I think you’d say. Modern for the useful things like the kitchen and bathroom and sound system and lighting and all that. Antique for the decorations. I have become a bit of an expert at trawling shops and sounding like I know what I’m talking about. And I found a field in Sussex, which four or five times a year is transformed into a giant antiques market. People from eastern Europe drive over huge trucks filled with pieces from their past and laugh at all of us prepared to part with hundreds of pounds for things that would be burned in their country. You’re meant to bargain with them, but often I can’t be bothered, often I get swept away with it. Because there is something amazing about running your hand along the back of a chair and finding grooves and ridges and realizing that yours is only one of so many hands that must have done exactly this.


I bought a cupboard last time and when I got it home and opened it there were loads of telephone numbers written in pencil inside the door. Marta 03201, Cossi 98231, and so on and so on. It felt like a story without a beginning, middle, or end. They struck me as the possible workings of a private investigator, or even clues in a murder case. I had imagined having it stripped and painted a dark gray, but after I found the numbers I left it exactly as it was, with flaking green paint and an internal drawer that sticks whenever you try to open it. I’ve become attached to the rootlessness of the numbers. I like the thought that none of us will ever know what really happened to these women or to the person who wrote down their numbers. But I’m not sure what V will think about the cupboard. Perhaps she will want to smooth the numbers away.


The colors on the walls all belong to V. Lots of navy blues and dark grays, even black in places, which the interior designer assured me wasn’t depressing anymore. She encouraged me to have the outside of the cupboards in the walk-in wardrobe painted a shining black and the insides a deep scarlet. She told me it was opulent, but I’m not sure she was right because all I see when I walk into the room is leather and dried blood.


*   *   *


Almost the first piece of mail I received after I moved in was an invitation to V’s wedding. It came in a cream-colored envelope and felt heavy in my hand, my not yet familiar address calligraphied in a fine ink. The same flowery hand had emblazoned my name across the top of the card, which was thick and soft, the black lettering raised and tactile. I stared at my name for a long time, so long I could imagine the hand holding the pen, see the delicate strokes used. There was a slight smudge against the i, but apart from that it was perfect. I took the invitation into the drawing room and rested it on the mantelpiece, underneath the gilt mirror, behind the tall silver candlesticks. My hand, I noticed, was shaking slightly and I knew I was hotter than the day allowed. I kept my hand against the cool marble of the fireplace surround and concentrated on the intricate curls holding up the perfect flatness of the shelf. It reminded me that pure, flawless marble is one of the most desired materials known to man, but also one of the hardest to find. If it’s easy it’s probably not worth having, V said to me once, and that made me smile, standing in my drawing room with my hand against the marble.


I knew what she was doing, it was all fine.


*   *   *


I had e-mailed V from New York to let her know I was coming home. That was when she replied to say she was getting married. It was the first piece of correspondence we’d had since Christmas and it shook me very badly. I had only stopped trying to contact her in February and I e-mailed with my news at the end of April, which meant she’d only had a couple of months to meet someone and agree to marry him. “I know you’ll be surprised,” she wrote, “but also I think your silence these past few months means you’ve accepted that we are over and want to move on as much as me. Who knows, perhaps you already have! And I know it seems quick, but I also know I’m doing the right thing. I feel like I owe you an apology for the way I reacted to what happened at Christmas. Perhaps you just realized before I did that we were over and I shouldn’t have behaved as I did, I should have sat down and spoken properly to you. I hope you’ll be happy for me and I also hope that we’ll be able to be friends. You were and are very special to me and I couldn’t bear the thought of not having you in my life.”


For a few days I felt simply numb, as if an explosion had gone off next to me and shattered my body. But I quickly realized how pedestrian this reaction was. Apart from all the love she clearly still had for me, V seemed to be under the impression that I had wanted the relationship to end. Her breezy tone was so far removed from the V whom I knew that I wondered for a moment if she had been kidnapped and someone else was writing her e-mails, although the much more plausible explanations were that V was not herself, or that she was using her tone to send me a covert message. There were two options at play: Either she had lost her mind with the distress I had caused her at Christmas and jumped into the arms of the nearest fool, or she needed me to pay for what I’d done. This seemed by far the most likely; this was V after all and she would need me to witness my own remorse. It was as if the lines of her e-mail dissolved and behind them were her true words. This was a game, our favorite game. It was obvious that we were beginning a new, more intricate Crave.


*   *   *


I waited a couple days before replying to V’s e-mail and then I chose my words carefully. I adopted her upbeat tone and told her I was very happy for her and of course we would still be friends. I also told her I would be in touch with my address when I got back to London, but after the invitation landed on my mat I knew I needn’t bother. It meant she had called Elaine and that in itself meant something. It also meant that she probably wasn’t as angry as she had been. I quickly came to see the invitation for what it was: the first hand in an elaborate apology, a dance only V and I could ever master. I even felt sorry for Angus Metcalf, as the ridiculous invitation revealed him to be.


MR. & MRS. COLIN WALTON


REQUEST THE PLEASURE OF


YOUR COMPANY AT THE MARRIAGE


OF THEIR DAUGHTER


VERITY


TO


MR. ANGUS METCALF


AT STEEPLE CHAPEL, SUSSEX


ON SATURDAY, 14TH SEPTEMBER


AT 3:00 O’CLOCK


AND AFTERWARD AT


STEEPLE HOUSE


I woke sometimes with the invitation lying next to me in bed, not that I ever remembered taking it up with me. Once it was under my cheek and when I peeled it from me I felt the indentations it had left. In the mirror I could see the words, branded onto my skin.


I left it a few days and then sent a short note to V’s mother saying I would be delighted to attend. Not, I knew, that she would share my delight.


I have spent a lot of time with Colin and Suzi over the years and there was a time when I imagined them coming to see me as a sort of son. Sometimes at Christmas it was hard to shake the feeling that V and I were siblings sitting with our parents over a turkey carcass. “We make a funny pair,” she said to me once, “you with no parents, me with no siblings. There’s so little of us to go around. We have to keep a tight hold of each other to stop the other from floating away.” Which was fine by me. I loved nothing more than encircling V’s tiny waist and pulling her toward me in bed, feeling her buttocks slip like a jigsaw into my groin, as our legs mirrored each other in a perfect outline, her head resting neatly under my chin.


Sometimes I think I liked V best when she slept. When I felt her go heavy in my arms and her breath thicken and slow. I would open my mouth so that my jaw was able to run along the top of her head and I could feel all the ridges and markings on her skull. It didn’t feel like it would be hard to go farther than the bone, to delve into the pulpy mixture protecting the gray mass of twisted ropes that formed her brain. To feel the electric currents surging, which kept her alive and alert. Often I would feel jealous of those currents and all the information they held. I would want to wrap them around myself so she would only dream of me, so that I filled her as much as she filled me.


I wonder if V had to argue with her mother to invite me, or if Suzi thought it would serve me right to see her daughter happily married to someone else. I wonder if she planned to look at me during the ceremony and smile.


But in retrospect Suzi always was a stupid woman, always pretending she wanted to be different when really she wanted to be exactly like the people who had surrounded her all her life. I should have realized this sooner, as soon really as I heard her name.


“I’m Susanne,” she said to me on our first meeting, “but call me Suzi,” which wasn’t too bad until I discovered she spelled it with an i. A y would have been too cozy for Suzi, too normal, too close to who she actually is. And you should never trust people who yearn to be something other than who they are.


*   *   *


It wasn’t even vaguely hard to get a job in the City when I arrived back in London. I had glowing references from the American bank and my performance there spoke for itself. My new salary was large and my bonus promised even more. I didn’t mind the journey to the office each day and I even liked the tall, glinting building where I worked, high in the clouds. I spent my days shouting about numbers and watching them ping and jump on the screens on my desk. It was so easy I couldn’t understand why everyone didn’t do it.


V had always said we should aim for retirement at forty-five and it was a target that looked easily within my grasp. I presumed she hadn’t completely changed her life since February and was still at the Calthorpe Centre, working in her sterile basement on her computer programs that, she said, would render humans useless one day. She claimed not to know why she did it, why she persevered so steadily to make machines cleverer than we are, but I think she loved the idea of inventing something artificial that was better than the real thing. I think she loved the idea of seeing if she could outsmart human emotion.


It occurs to me now that if V hadn’t gotten her job we might have gone to America together. We might still be there. But I don’t like to think this way, it leads you down too many dangerous paths, into worlds of temptation that can never be yours. And I indulged too much in that sort of thinking as a child: That woman kissing her child in the park could be your mother, your key could let you into the house down the road with roses around the door, the smell of frying onions could be someone preparing your dinner.


And anyway, that is what happened. I got the job in America and she got the job in London. We were both riding the crest of a wave, me offered a salary so high I couldn’t take it seriously and V the youngest person ever to have been taken on as a director at the Calthorpe Centre, only five years out of university.


“How clever of them to make it sound so innocent, like a medical foundation or something,” she said after she took the call.


I wrapped her in my arms and whispered my congratulations. “But I’m going to New York in three months,” I said.


She pulled away from me and her face tightened around her words. “I can’t turn this down, Mikey.”


Something rose through me that I thought might tip me off-balance. “I won’t go then. I can get another job here.”


“No. You’ve got to go. It’s an amazing opportunity for you. You can do a couple of years and earn lots of money and then we can start our proper life when you get back.”


“You make it sound so easy.”


“That’s because it is. We’ll talk every day and it’s not that far. We can fly over for weekends. It will be romantic.” She laughed. “You’ll be even more like my eagle, flying across the Atlantic in your silver bullet.”


But that thought jolted me. I reached out and took her by the shoulders. “You have to promise that you won’t ever Crave without me, V.”


She shook herself free and rubbed where my hands had held her. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


Her tone cut at me and I turned away, trying to hide my hurt. But she followed me, twisting her body around mine. “Mike, I would never do that, you must know that.”


She stood on tiptoe so that her mouth was against my ear. “I love seeing how scared they are of you,” she whispered. I held myself still, until she said, “Let’s Crave.”


*   *   *


I think we both knew it would be our last time. We went to a nightclub in Piccadilly Circus. We’d been there before, but not for at least six months. It was always filled with foreign students and tourists and gangs of boys up from the provinces. And the odd prostitute or escort. No one there looked like they were having a good time and the music was a hard, steady thump that reverberated through your body and felt like you were giving yourself CPR. The lights strobed, making everyone’s skin take on a sickly, alien pallor. And something fluorescent in the air made the whites of everyone’s eyes glint and lint show up on everyone’s clothes.


V was wearing a gray silk dress that revealed the milky whiteness of her shoulders and her long, thin neck that curled into the base of her skull. She had piled her dark hair on top of her head, but tendrils had escaped to caress her neck, in a promise of what your lips could do. Black liner flicked over her eyes, stretching and elongating them, and she licked at her full lips that had never needed any lipstick. There was a blush high on her cheekbones, but I didn’t know if it was real or false. She smiled as the barman handed her a tall, brown drink and I saw her nails were painted black.


My own drink was too sweet and it coated my throat so it felt tight and sore. My head was filled with the knowledge of the time we were going to have to spend apart, which was causing an ache to build in my temples. A drunk man swayed into me, his girlfriend giggling on his arm. We were right next to the bar and it would have been very easy to take his head in my hands and bash it against the hard wood. The blood would have come quickly, his head contorted and broken, before anyone could have stopped me.


I looked back at V and she was still alone, still leaning against the bar, her drink making frequent trips to her mouth. It was possible she looked too perfect for this place and I thought about telling her we should leave. It was like putting an exotic butterfly in a roomful of flies, all buzzing around their own shit. I pushed myself off the bar to go to her, but as I did a man approached her. He wasn’t much taller than she was; stocky, his large muscles bulging like Popeye’s from a pristine white T-shirt. His skin was swarthy and even from where I stood I could see it was covered in a film of sweat. A heavy silver chain with some sort of round coin encircled his neck and his black hair was slicked off his face. He wasn’t ugly, but something about him was grotesque, almost like his features were too large for his face.


I stopped myself from moving, my eyes locked on the encounter. I imagined, as I always did at this moment, what it was like to be that close to V, to feel the heat from her body and to imagine your hands at work there; to look at her lips as she spoke, to catch glimpses of her tongue as she laughed and wonder what that mouth was capable of. He leaned forward as he spoke, craning close to her ear, his hand poised in the air just by her arm, as if summoning up the courage to touch her. She laughed. He dropped his hand to her hip, where it finally connected with her body through the silk. She was still leaning against the bar, but she tilted her hips forward slightly so he could slide his hand behind her, against her buttocks. He closed the gap between them, extinguishing all the air, his groin pushing against her hips, no doubt already advertising whatever it was he had. I kept my eyes on V’s hands, but they stayed on her drink and the eagle hung untouched around her neck.


My breathing had deepened and my body felt weak and useless. A mist was drawing down and I worried that soon I wouldn’t be able to see at all. Soon I would miss V’s sign and she would be swallowed by the night and the man. I turned my head and saw the neon exit sign above the door. I imagined walking toward it and into the open, returning alone to our flat, getting into bed, and waiting for her to come home. I imagined letting go and not caring, the idea like tiny pins in my brain.


I looked back and even though the man’s face was against V’s neck, I could see her hand on the bird. The woman in front of me yelped as I pushed her out of the way. “Watch out,” she called after me, pointlessly. But even in the seconds it took for me to reach her, I saw that V’s expression had changed by the time I came upon them. She wasn’t laughing anymore and was pushing slightly against the man’s chest as he lowered his face toward hers. I took him by the shoulder, yanking him backward, so his drink made a stain down the front of his T-shirt.


“What the fuck are you doing to my girlfriend?” I asked, feeling the people around us melting into the background.


“What the fuck?” he said, straightening up. We stared at each other for a minute, but I had height and muscle on him and he had felt my strength when I’d pulled him back. He waved his hands in the air. “Nice fucking girlfriend,” he said to me. Then he looked at V. “Cocktease,” he said, turning away.


I felt V’s hand on my arm as it tensed and drew back, ready to lay waste to his stupid, oversized face. She turned me toward her and pulled me closer and I leaned down and kissed her, putting my hands where his had been, laying my claim. Her tongue was quick and fast and I wanted her so much I thought I would sweep the drinks off the bar and lay her in the spilled liquor. But she pulled me away, past the round tables and chairs, past the writhing bodies on the dance floor, past the booming speakers, past the merging couples to a dark corner. She backed herself into it, pulling me toward her. She opened my fly and pulled me out, wrapping her legs around me. The silk of her dress slithered upward too easily and she wasn’t wearing underwear, so I was inside her quickly and she was biting the side of my neck and moaning and it was like all the other people had gone and we were the only ones there, the only ones who mattered.


*   *   *


Afterward, in the cold night air, with drunken people bustling along their sad, forlorn ways to terrible encounters, V said, “For a second I thought you’d abandoned me.”


I took her hand. “How can you say that?”


“Because I touched the bird and it took you a while to come.”


I realized I must have spent longer looking at the exit sign than I’d meant to. “I’d never abandon you,” I said.


“Promise?” she said, and I looked over and saw she wasn’t giggling anymore and she looked smaller, the black lines smudged around her eyes.


I stopped, even though the streets were so full that people immediately walked into us. I lifted the delicate silver bird that lived on the chain around her neck and she stepped toward me. “I’m your eagle,” I said. “You know that.”


*   *   *


I didn’t give V the necklace. In fact, she told me she bought it for herself with her first ever paycheck from a waitressing job when she was sixteen. She told me she’d been walking past a shop and it had glinted at her from a window and she’d felt a deep desire to possess it. I had always presumed it to be a dainty bird, like a swift or even a clichéd lovebird, and I was surprised when she first told me it was an eagle. But when I looked properly I saw the length of the wings and the curved beak.


“Eagles are magnificent,” V had said. “They are the only birds that get excited by a storm, then they fly straight into it and use the wind currents to lift them above it, so they can look down on all the chaos. But also,” she said, putting her hands over mine, “they are very loyal. They mate for life.”


I’d leaned down and kissed her mouth. “I’m your eagle,” I’d said.


*   *   *


I thought it expedient to make friends in my new City job, even though the same plan hadn’t gone that well in New York. I would be fine if it were just V and me forever, but I’ve learned that people find you strange if you’re happy like that. So, I’ve learned their ways. I understand now that people do not always mean what they say. That they enjoy hours of meaningless chat in crowded bars without a reason like the Crave for being there. That they are happy to share their bodies with others and then act as if they barely know them.


If someone says something like “I could fucking kill him” or “I’m feeling so depressed” or “My legs are about to literally drop off,” they don’t actually mean any of those things. They don’t even mean anything close to those things. When a woman puts her hand on your leg she does not expect you to reciprocate. When a man calls you mate, it doesn’t mean he likes you. When someone says “We must get together soon,” you shouldn’t ask them when or text them the next day.


When I was in primary school I pushed another boy in my class, Billy Sheffield, and he fell and grazed his knee. My teacher, whose name I forget, told me I had to say sorry, but I refused because I wasn’t. He had called me some name, again I forget what but it would have been something along the lines of Two Stripe or Fleabag, in reference to my market-stall trainers and unwashed clothes. Either way, I wasn’t sorry. So they took me to the little office where rumor had it they sent the crazy kids. A rosy-cheeked woman smiled at me and told me to sit in a comfy chair while she offered me sweets. It made me wonder if being crazy was all that bad after all.


“Why aren’t you sorry?” she finally asked me, after I’d stuffed myself with candy.


“Because I’m not,” I said.


“But when you saw the blood on Billy’s knee, didn’t you feel bad that you’d done it?” she said.


I thought back to the moment, standing over Billy and looking down at his raw knee, the skin scraped back and drops of blood popping onto the skin. I knew how it would sting and burn, how a bit of gravel might get trapped inside and how the nurse would right now probably be spreading foul-smelling iodine across the graze, wrapping it in a white bandage that he would wear like a medal of honor. “I thought he deserved it,” I said.


“No one ever deserves to be hurt,” she said, still smiling.


“He called me a bad name.”


“Yes and that was very mean. He’ll be punished for that. But you still have to say sorry for hurting him.” I must have looked blank because she went on. “Sometimes, Michael, it’s worth saying sorry even if you don’t completely mean it. Just to keep the peace and make the other person feel better.”


I still often wish I’d asked her if that applies to all emotion, or only contrition.


*   *   *


But I have learned enough lessons over the years to better understand what is and is not expected in life. I knew, for example, that when George, who worked in the office next to mine, asked if I’d like to come out for a drink soon after I started in the City, I should arrange my face into a smile and say yes.


I had by then established a successful routine, and that made me feel confident about being able to adapt to a social situation. I rose every day at five, ran for forty minutes, the same route, which was an acceptable 9k, came home and showered and dressed, and left the house at six ten in order to be at my desk by six forty-five. The office had its own gym, as all those offices do, and so I also worked out during my lunch hour on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. I would have done it every day, but I knew there would soon be client lunches to attend and times when it was necessary to look as if I were so busy I was working through lunch. This setup meant I had a bit of flexibility and could switch my days around if need be. I also bought a bench press and weights for home. For now they were in the bare library, but I knew V would never agree to this arrangement so I had already looked into the costs and feasibility of excavating the basement to make way for a gym. V always loved the heat, so I thought a sauna would work down there as well.


There were eleven of us out that evening, although only two are worth mentioning: George and Kaitlyn. George was loud and good-looking, but he drank too much and wasn’t very bright. His godfather ran the firm or something and his father was a lord, so he never had to worry about things like performance. You’d be amazed how many people there are like that in the City. How hard the rest of us have to work to carry them. And you could hate them, but what’s the point. The world, as I learned at a young age, is hardly fair and there’s nothing anyone can do about that.


Kaitlyn worked in another office along my corridor, so we’d waved and said hello before. She was thin and tall and always dressed in some sort of dark-colored suit and wore amazingly high heels. I would watch her stride past my windows and wonder how on earth she didn’t trip and break her ankle. And yet she moved so effortlessly in them I came to conclude that she must have been wearing them for so long they had become an extension of her legs. Kaitlyn was very pale, with the lankest, blondest hair I’d ever seen. She was so blond the shade extended to her eyelashes and eyebrows, which gave her an otherworldly quality. And her eyes were very blue, almost like looking at ice. I thought she’d be stern and severe, but in fact she was the exact opposite.


“So how are you finding us all?” she asked when we found ourselves at the bar together, her accent a beautiful, soft Irish.


“So far, so good.”


“I hear you made a killing at Schwartz’s. I’d love to work there one day. My dream is to live in an apartment overlooking Central Park.”


“My apartment overlooked Central Park.” I glanced back at the rest of our table as I spoke, wondering when I could leave. We had been there for two hours and they were all getting sweaty and red-faced, with a few of them making frequent trips to the toilets.


“Oh wow,” she said. “Why did you come back?”


“I did my two years. London’s my home. The plan was never to go for more than two years.”


“Yes, but New York. And Schwartz’s.”


Neither of us seemed to want to go back to our table, so I sipped my drink at the bar. “My girlfriend has a job here she couldn’t leave.”


“Oh, right. It must be impressive if it tops Schwartz’s.”


“She’s not a banker. She works in artificial intelligence.”


Kaitlyn whistled through her teeth, an odd sound, not unlike one you’d use to call a dog. “Wow, what a power couple.”


“Not really.” I noticed that Kaitlyn wasn’t drinking her wine and the glass was tilting over the bar. “Careful, you might spill that.”


She looked down and laughed, taking a small sip. “So where do you live now?”


“Clapham.”


“Oh, near me then. Are you by the Common?”


I nodded. “Yes, Verity was very particular about being near the Common. She’s a runner.”


“I’m a walker,” Kaitlyn said. “I’ve got a little dog and I walk him there every weekend. It’s the closest I get to home.”


“Where’s home?”


“A tiny village in the south of Ireland, you won’t have heard of it.”


“Is your family still there?”


She nodded, and I was struck suddenly by the thought of her flying across the sea to this harsh London life, away from the coast and the hills.


“What brought you here?”


She shrugged. “Oh, you know, life. Ireland’s beautiful but it’s not the easiest place.” For a terrible moment I thought she was going to cry, but she laughed instead. “I bet you have one of those gorgeous double-fronted houses on Windsor Terrace.”


“How on earth did you know that?” I asked too quickly, wondering if she’d been looking through my personnel file or something.


But she laughed again. “Because that road is just one long line of bankers, that’s why!”


I tried to picture some of my neighbors, but realized I couldn’t. I hoped she was exaggerating. Because if there is one thing V hates it’s unoriginality. And what could be more unoriginal than working in the City and living on a road of bankers. I could feel Kaitlyn looking at me but I refused to return her stare, feeling my cheek color under her scrutiny. I hated her at that moment, with a deep, horrible passion. Because how dare she come along and piss on my bonfire? My beautifully laid, perfectly proportioned bonfire.


*   *   *


It took me all the evening until my walk home from the Tube to realize that what Kaitlyn had said didn’t matter anyway. V wasn’t a banker, so she wouldn’t know if all her neighbors were bankers. I breathed more easily as I walked, but still I peered into all the windows with undrawn curtains. And it didn’t make me feel much better, because I saw a lot of similar rooms, not just to each other but to my own. A lot of dark walls, industrial lighting, expensive modern art on the walls, sleek corner sofas, state-of-the-art media systems, stripped floors. I also saw a lot of bloated middle-aged men in half-discarded suits and thin blond women in pale cashmere, holding glasses full of what would undoubtedly be the finest red wine.


I poured myself a glass of my own fine red when I got in, loosening my tie and throwing my jacket over a chair, kicking my shoes into the corner. I knew V would hate that, but I also knew she wasn’t there to see and I would never behave like that once she moved in. I wandered into the drawing room and put Oasis on the media system. Oasis is V’s favorite band, mine too. Before I met her I only listened to bands like the Clash and Nirvana and Hole. I liked to lock myself away with music and let it thunder into my ears while I beat a frantic imaginary drum on my bed. V said I should listen more to the lyrics because that was where the beauty lay. She allowed Nirvana, but she couldn’t believe I didn’t own any Beatles or Bowie, any Lloyd Cole or Prince, any Joni Mitchell or the Carpenters. But mostly she couldn’t believe I didn’t own any Oasis. Noel Gallagher writes the best love songs in the world, she said, which made me feel jealous of him, that he could make her feel something I couldn’t.


V’s wedding invitation taunted me from the mantelpiece and I felt an overwhelming urge to break the rules and contact her. I got my laptop out of the cupboard and sat with it on the sofa. First I googled her name, but as usual nothing came up. Her Facebook profile was still deleted and she had never been on public social media sites like Twitter or LinkedIn. She had, of course, changed her phone number after the American incident and I didn’t even know her address. The only access I still had to her was by e-mail. In January and February I had e-mailed her every day, sometimes more than once a day, but she never replied, not until the one I’d sent in April about coming home. Which meant that my breaking off contact had been the right thing to do.


I realized as I sat there that I had partly stopped e-mailing her to make sure she didn’t delete that account as well. Because if she had, then I would have had very little link left to her and that thought was too terrifying to contemplate. Naturally I had also recognized that I needed to get myself together and set up back in London before I could present myself as a realistic proposal to her again. I glanced back up at the shiny, cream-colored invitation and the rage I felt was so pure and intense I was surprised the paper didn’t combust. It had taken her only a couple of months to meet and agree to marry this man. It was possible she had fallen so in love she had been, what they call, swept off her feet.


I stood at this thought, knocking my laptop to the floor, and paced the length of my drawing room once, twice, three times. I had to stop then and bend double, placing my hands on my knees and retching. I stood and leaned my head against the wall, knocking it slightly as I did, although that felt good, so I did it again, then again, the thump reverberating pleasantly through my body. When I stood back I saw some blood on the newly painted walls, so I went into the kitchen to get a cloth. The half-finished bottle of red was on its side so I picked that up as well. But as I was crossing the hall back to the drawing room there was a ring on the doorbell. It was past midnight and V was the only person I could imagine calling at this time. She was practically the only person who knew where I lived.


I rushed to the door and threw it open, but it wasn’t V, just a small, slightly overweight woman, dressed in what looked like pajamas.


She took a small step back as I opened the door.


“Oh sorry. Are you okay?” she asked, gesturing to my forehead.


“Yes, yes, it’s nothing,” I said, realizing as I spoke that I was still holding the bottle of wine and the cloth. “Walked into a door.”


“Oh, okay. I live next door.”


“Yes,” I said, although I couldn’t remember ever having seen her before.


She held out her hand. “Lottie.”


I nodded. “Mike.”


She smiled awkwardly. “Yes, I know. We work together.”


“Oh,” I said, trying to arrange my face into a look of recognition, although really my brain was scrambling for who she might be. “Oh, sorry, yes of course.”


She laughed. “I’m at the other end of the trading floor, so, well.”


“No, no, I was just being stupid.” Her features meant nothing to me.


“Although I think I might be moving over to your team in the near future.”


I vaguely remembered an e-mail I’d received in the week about a change in personnel. The idea of living next door to a colleague was terrible, but I smiled. “Oh, great.”


“Anyway. I’m really sorry to ask. It’s just I’m doing a 10k tomorrow and have to be up really early and, well, the music, I just wondered.”


I turned as she spoke, aware suddenly of Liam Gallagher shouting behind me about champagne supernovas, the noise spilling out into the street. “Oh I’m so sorry. I didn’t think.”


“No, no, it’s fine. Normally I wouldn’t be such a party pooper, but you know.” Lottie was backing down the path as she spoke, her hand raised in a gesture of farewell.


“I’ll turn it down right now,” I called after her.


I shut the door and went into the drawing room where the noise hit me like a wall. I snapped off the stereo, the silence immediately pressing around me, my eardrums still beating.


I sat on the sofa and poured myself a final glass. In the silence it was much easier to think clearly. Of course V hadn’t fallen in love that quickly. Of course she hadn’t fallen in love at all. She was still in love with me and I knew that to be true for two reasons: First, V wasn’t the sort of person to be swept off her feet, and second, she would never have been so angry about the American incident if she hadn’t loved me. I had to keep reminding myself what I had already worked out: This was all part of our game. This was our ultimate Crave and only I would understand that.


I picked my laptop off the floor and rested it on my knees. Perhaps it would be stranger to simply turn up at her wedding without contacting her first. The rules of any game dictate that a move by one player is followed by the move of the other. She had made the first move, I must make the second.


To: missverityw@hotmail.com


From: mikehayes86@hotmail.com


Subject: Hi


Dear V,


I just wanted to let you know I’m back now. Thanks for the invite to your wedding, I’ve let your mum know I’m coming.


I’ve got myself a job at Bartleby’s and I’ve bought a house in Clapham, although you must know that, as how else would I have received the invitation! I really think you’d love it. You should come round some time. It would be good to meet Angus as well. Where are you living now? Are you still at Calthorpe? I hope all is good there.


I’m still very sorry for all that happened and I can’t pretend I wasn’t surprised when you told me you were getting married. But I know life moves on. I understand a lot of what you said to me now.


It would be really good to see you.


Much love,


Mike (Eagle)


I debated for a while about putting in the eagle bit, but V had often called me her eagle and I needed to start reminding her of who we were. I wanted her to know that I got it, that I knew we’d started playing again.


*   *   *


I woke a few hours later with a pounding head and stiff limbs, the sun streaming through the window, revealing all the particles in the air before my face. I pushed myself up and saw another patch of blood where I had been lying. I reached my hand to my temple, but it was tender to the touch, so I stood and looked in the mirror above the fireplace. I was shocked to see a mean red lump protruding above my eyebrow. It looked like a tiny volcano on my face, rising to a dark peak, from which a thin line of dried, almost black blood was encrusted down one side.


I showered and brushed my teeth and drank a pint of water to rid my mouth of the taste of rotting meat, which removed the desire to die. But still all I felt capable of was putting on a tracksuit and dragging a blanket to the sofa. If V were here I knew she would make me some hot tea and feel my forehead, she would tuck in the covers and ruffle my hair. I checked my e-mail, but my in-box was empty.


The day was very long. I ordered in food and watched the sort of television programs that had punctuated my childhood, but which V had taught me to despise. Where once these types of shows had soothed me, sometimes even made me laugh, now I could only see them through her eyes, could only see fat, stupid people competing for nonexistent prizes, as if humiliating yourself in public was the point.


I checked my e-mail every ten or so minutes. At one point I unplugged and then reset my broadband. But I was worried this had done something to it, so I called my provider, who assured me there was nothing wrong with my connection. I asked Google how long undeliverable mail takes to be returned and was told the postmaster should inform you of a difficulty almost immediately, but confirmation could take up to three days.


The day drifted into the evening and the television got worse, but I knew I couldn’t concentrate on books or music. I had my laptop open next to me, my in-box forever on the screen, my finger constantly refreshing the page.


I slept fitfully, on the sofa again, although this time I did have the foresight to close the curtains. I dreamed of V, trapped in an electronic world of her own creation, stuck behind a million passwords that no human would ever be clever enough to decipher. She was being attacked by a massive eagle and screamed my name constantly. I woke with a start, my heart pinning me to the sofa like a butterfly in a box, my body covered in sweat, and my mouth painfully dry. I lay very still and regulated my breathing, first into my toes, then up my legs, through my belly, my chest, neck, and out of the top of my head. I felt better when I’d done that and I could see light creeping around the edges of the curtains, which gave me some hope. And I remembered all was not lost, Suzi and Colin were still at Steeple House, just as they always would be, and I knew that place as well as anywhere in the world.


I left it until ten a.m. and then ten minutes more. By then I had run and showered and dressed and cleaned the house and opened the doors into the garden and made myself a pot of coffee. I would walk across the Common in a bit and buy a paper, maybe even have lunch in a pub. Normal Sunday pursuits.


Steeple House’s number was still stored in my phone, although it wouldn’t have mattered if it had been lost. Suzi took a while to answer, but I knew better than to ring off, knew she would be in the garden on a fine summer morning with her daughter’s wedding looming and all the guests to impress.


“Mike?” she said, failing to hide her surprise behind her over-accentuated vowels.


“How are you, Suzi?” I asked, keeping my voice light.


“Well, we’re fine, thank you,” she replied, recovering herself. “Thank you for replying to the invitation so swiftly.”


I was worried when she said that. I thought I’d left an adequate amount of time, but maybe I was wrong, maybe I looked too keen. “It will be lovely to see you and Colin.”


“Yes. How long have you been back in England?”


I could hear the radio spluttering on in the background and I knew it would be Radio 4, which was never turned off in Steeple House. V and I always listened to Radio 4 as well and I do miss it, but it’s one of the things I still find too painful. “A couple of months. I’ve bought a house in Clapham and got a job at another bank.”


“Well, yes. Verity told me.” It was good to know they had discussed me.


“Fantastic news about Verity’s promotion,” I said, which was a gamble, but not that big a one, if you knew V.


“Oh, you heard?” I could hear the pride in her voice. “Have you two been in touch then?”


“Just by e-mail.” I let the conversation rest for a minute. “In fact, that’s why I was ringing. I wanted to send her and Angus an engagement gift and I haven’t got their address.”


I felt Suzi’s hesitation down the line, as large as a bear. “Oh, well, that’s very sweet of you, Mike. But you don’t need to do that, surely. And anyway, why don’t you ask Verity for it?”


I half laughed, trying to sound casual. “I was going to, but then I thought that might ruin the surprise.”


“Well, yes, I suppose it might,” Suzi said, but still I could feel the hesitation.


“Oh, don’t worry,” I said cheerfully. “I should have thought it’s a bit of an odd thing to ring and ask after all this time. I’ll just e-mail her, don’t worry.”


“No, no. Sorry, I’m being silly. It’s 24 Elizabeth Road, W8. I don’t know the whole postcode, but I could get my address book.”


“No, postcodes are easy to find.” I looked at the words I had written on the pad in front of me. I knew W8 meant Kensington and I had a feeling I knew Elizabeth Road. Large, grand houses. “How about a flat number?”


“Oh no, they have the whole house.” Again I heard the swell of pride in her voice. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re feeling, well, better, Mike. It’ll be good to see you at the wedding.”


“Yes,” I said, heat rising through my body. “Thanks.”


“I think it’s a good idea to put all that nastiness behind us. And Verity’s very happy now. It’s good of you to understand that.”


“Yes.” I wanted to say something more significant but my voice felt caught inside me.


“Anyway, take care,” she said, ringing off before I could say goodbye.


*   *   *


I stayed sitting at the long table that runs across the back of the kitchen, by the bifold doors. I could imagine V holding lunches and dinners at the table, the doors open, me manning a barbecue. The day felt like it had darkened, but there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.


“Oh no, they have the whole house,” I said out loud, mimicking Suzi’s entitled voice. “We don’t say toilet,” she said to me on my second or third visit to Steeple House. They were having a lunch party and she took me to one side before it started. “Or pardon, for that matter,” she’d added. “And please don’t hold your knife like a pen.”


She’d walked away from me after that, leaving me to wonder at all the other things I did wrong without realizing. I found V in the garden and told her what her mother had said, but she told me not to worry, that her mother was a stupid snob. “Please, please promise me you’ll say at least one of those words during the meal and you’ll definitely hold your knife like a pen,” she said. At first I refused, but she put her hand down my trousers and stroked me until I would have agreed to learn Chinese, if that’s what it took.


The guests did flinch when I said both words, Suzi’s color rising up from her shirt to her taut, chicken-like neck. But V just smiled and winked at me when nobody was looking.


I must have sat at the table for longer than I realized after speaking to Suzi, because it was two o’clock by the time I set off on my paper errand. There was a newsagent close by, but I thought a walk across the Common would do me good and there was a pub on the other side, which appeared to be nice. I bought The Observer and a pint and sat outside at a table overlooking the road. I checked my e-mail on my phone, but my in-box was still empty. Instead I did what I’d been avoiding all morning and typed 24 Elizabeth Road, W8, into Google Maps. The house was just what I had expected—grand, white, imposing. I expanded the image, but I couldn’t make out anything beyond white shutters and dark rooms behind.


Next I googled V’s fiancé, Angus Metcalf, my hands shaking slightly against the keys, so I had to retype his name a few times. There were quite a few results, but I knew immediately which one he was. Angus Metcalf of Metcalf, Blake, apparently the preeminent advertising company of our age, which had embraced the more cynical, ever connected world we live in to come up with the most innovative, exciting, and successful campaigns of the past decade. On the staff page was a black-and-white photograph of a rugged-looking man. He was smiling at the camera, his eyes creased and his hair graying slightly at the temples. I suppose some people would have called him attractive, but I thought he was very simian-looking and I had to tear my mind away from imagining his apelike hands on V’s body. His smile was too full, as if he were laughing at you rather than with you. I estimated him to be quite a bit older than us, early forties perhaps, which made me feel a bit better because he hadn’t retired yet and he must be approaching V’s magical number of forty-five, which would suggest she wasn’t that serious about him.


“Mike.”


I looked up and Kaitlyn was standing in front of me on the street, a disgusting little dog in her arms. The thing was yapping at me and I would have dearly loved to kick it across the road. V said anyone who kept pets was mad and this seemed to prove the point.


“Hello,” I said. “What are you doing here?”


“I’ve just been walking Snowdrop.” She laughed. “Remember, I live here.”


“Sorry, of course you do,” I said, remembering our conversation from Friday evening.


“God, what happened?” She motioned to my eyebrow.


I reached up to the sore area of skin. “Oh, nothing. I walked into a door.”


Her forehead creased into a frown. “Are you here alone?”


“Yes. Just reading the paper.”


“Where’s Verity?”


I was slightly shocked to hear V’s name in Kaitlyn’s mouth and it took me a minute to remember everything I’d said to her. “At home. Making lunch.”


“Oh, how nice.” But she stayed standing where she was.


I stood up and drained my pint. “Anyway, better be off. I was only meant to be getting the paper.” I held it up like an exhibit.


“Oh yes, well. See you tomorrow.” She put Snowdrop down and they moved away, all their long spindly legs marching on the pavement. I was relieved to see Kaitlyn was wearing trainers today and giving her poor feet some time off from the vertiginous heels.


V says it is unfeminist to wear shoes in which you can’t run. Naturally she made an exception when we were Craving, but then she said it didn’t count because she had me. Strong body, strong mind, V always said, and she is totally and completely right.


I went home and changed again into my running gear, setting off almost immediately back across the Common, although I ended up going much farther, getting lost in my movement, feeling my body move through the pain, and feeding off the adrenaline leaching into my muscles. It reminded me just how strong I am. Just how capable.


When I got home I made myself shower before checking my e-mail. V doesn’t like workout sweat. She says it’s different from sex sweat and she used to scream if I came anywhere near her after a run. She definitely wouldn’t want me dripping on the sofa. And all in all it was the right thing to do, all of it, because when I finally sat with the laptop there was a reply from her, writ bold in my in-box.


To: mikehayes86@hotmail.com


From: missverityw@hotmail.com


Subject: Re: Hi


Mike,


Lovely to hear from you. I’ve been meaning to get in touch. Actually I was going to write before we sent out the invites, but time spun away from me, as usual. I rang Elaine to get your address. She says she hasn’t seen you or your new house since you got back. She sounded a bit wistful actually, you know the way she does. You should ask her over.


I’m so glad you’re coming to the wedding. I was worried you might feel a bit put out by it all, but it sounds like things are good with you. (Do feel free to bring someone, by the way, if there is someone, that is.) I’m so happy that we can be friends. It got a bit silly back there and we both said things we probably shouldn’t have. I definitely acted a bit like a spoiled brat. Meeting Angus has put everything into perspective for me and has made me grow up quite a lot.


I would love to come and see your new house sometime and you must come here for dinner. I am still at Calthorpe, still trying to override humans!


It’s all a bit manic at the moment, as you can imagine, but after the wedding we’ll set a date.


Take care,


Love V xx


I read the e-mail many times, until I had absorbed it and let it become part of me. It was impossible not to see the implied meaning behind everything V said. When she said “time spun away from me, as usual,” and “you know the way she does,” she was clearly asking me to remember how well we knew each other. Even telling me to invite Elaine over was like her laying a hand on my arm, the way she used to do when dispensing advice, letting me know she still had the power to make me do things. And then the line in parentheses saying I could bring someone, a line marked out in its ridiculousness. “If there is someone” she had written, knowing full well there never would be anyone apart from her. “We both said things we probably shouldn’t have” was an apology, and “meeting Angus has put everything into perspective” was like telling me that she was using Angus as a way of understanding our relationship. She would “love” to see my house and promised a “date,” two cleverly chosen words.


But of course the most significant phrase was “still trying to override humans.” We will be masters of our own world, she used to say to me. Don’t worry, Mike, she’d said, I’ll invent a chip that makes you and me cleverer than even the machines and we can ride off into the sunset together while everything else goes to shit. Those words told me that V and I were still on course to do that.


I felt significantly better by the time I looked up and realized dusk was settling over the day. I decided not to reply. We had both shown a tiny part of our hands, keeping most of our cards close to our chests for the fun that lay ahead. The Crave, I felt, had picked up pace.


*   *   *


Everyone at work commented on my lump and for some reason found my walking-into-a-door story hilarious. “You were definitely a bit the worse for wear,” George said with a wink, making me stuff my hands into my pockets. He, as I remembered, had fallen on leaving the pub so there was no way he could have noticed what I was doing. I shut myself in my office, counting down the time until lunch when I could forget it all by concentrating on the weights I would have suspended above my head.


Kaitlyn knocked on my door at midday and I motioned for her to come in, which she did gingerly, which irritated me. “Just wondering how the head is?” she said, with a wide smile.


I was genuinely perplexed. “Everyone seems very interested in my head. Has no one ever come into work with a bump before?”


She laughed lightly. “Well, I can’t think of anyone. And I suppose they just find it amusing because of Friday night.”


“What about Friday night?” I asked, leaning forward over my desk.


“Oh nothing. Just, you know, you were quite drunk. Not that it matters.”


I tried to piece together the events of the evening but I couldn’t remember much until getting off the Tube and walking home down my road. Which meant I couldn’t have been that drunk or I’d never have been able to do that.


“Anyway,” she said. “I hear you live next door to Lottie.”


My mind blanked, but then I remembered. “Oh, yes. How do you know that?”


She cocked her head to one side but I could see a blush washing her transparent cheeks. “She mentioned it.”


“Well, yes.” I just wanted her to leave, but she stayed standing in my doorway.


“I go round to hers sometimes. Next time I’ll look over the fence and say hi.”


I couldn’t think of many things I would like less. “Okay.”


She looked at her watch. “God, I’m starving. What are you doing for lunch?”


“Going to the gym.”


She looked at my arms and laughed. “Guess you don’t get those by magic. Have fun,” she said as she left the room.


Since V got her hands on me women have always found me attractive. I never used to notice, but V taught me how to look for the signs. She used to say we should reverse Crave, but I never saw the appeal in that. V sculpted me into what she jokingly called the perfect man and she wasn’t happy until every part of me was as defined as a road map.


If I stood naked in front of you, you could trace every muscle in my body, you can see how I am put together and how I work. And I can’t deny that I enjoy the feeling that gives me; I like the sense of dedication that has gone into creating me.


V would sometimes moan when she touched me, tracing her finger along all my dips and ridges, down shimmering veins and into forests of hair. I’ve done too good a job, she’d say sometimes, you’re like Frankenstein’s monster. You’ll run off and leave me and I’ll regret what I’ve done. And in a way she was right, as the American incident proved. I did become a monster.


*   *   *


The stupid thing was I never found Carly attractive. I didn’t even particularly like her. She chewed gum and spoke with a deep nasal drawl that grated inside my head. She laughed too loudly and wore her skirts too short. She also was unashamed in her pursuit of me. She marked me out like a big-game hunter and everyone in the office knew I was her prize.


But I was so fucking lonely over there. I begged V to let me come home all through the first year, but she kept on saying I was doing so well and making a future for us and how important that was to her and how much she loved me for the sacrifice I was making. We were both very busy at work and as the second year progressed we saw each other less and less, although we still Skyped and e-mailed and texted all the time. V would even sometimes sleep with the computer next to her all night so I could watch her through the day. I’d lock myself in the toilets at work and will myself down the wires and into the bed. Once or twice I even masturbated like that with the computer resting on the back of the toilet while my work colleague was taking a shit in the stall next to me.


Carly just caught me on a bad night. We’d gone out to celebrate a deal I’d landed, not that I wanted to go, but the boss made it clear it was what was expected. And everyone bought me drinks all night and before long the room was spinning and all the women there looked like V. I think I ended up crying because I remember a huddle of people around me and cold water being splashed on my face. I remember being lifted under the arms and the shock of the cold night air. I remember someone calling me honey and telling me it was going to be all right. I remember puking against a building and feeling like a monkey had stuck his arm down my throat.


Then we were in a strange flat and there was loud music and we were dancing with all the lights off and I realized it was just me and Carly. We were passing a joint between us and Carly was taking off her top and her breasts reminded me of V’s. All I wanted at that moment was to sink into a body, to stop the droning in my head and the aching, miserable loneliness eating its way through me. And ultimately, like V said, I am a weak person. I succumbed, and once I had, I felt like a man who hasn’t eaten in days being given a steak. I couldn’t stop, even when Carly squeaked, even when she pushed at my hands, even when dawn started to crack open the sky. But I must have stopped because I woke the next day on the living-room rug, a blanket thrown over me.


I knew before I opened my eyes that the moment I did, my head was going to split into lots of tiny pieces. The rug was sticky beneath me, its synthetic fibers making my body itch. My vision was blurred at first and the pain across my shoulders and shooting up my neck was like a knife scraping out my veins. And it was hard to believe that my throat wasn’t coated in poison as with every breath it felt like tiny pins were shooting through my sinuses.


I lay on my back, wondering how I was going to move again, taking in my surroundings. The room was small and dirty, the walls painted a depressing baby blue, with photographs stuck like a collage opposite the window. An Indian-looking throw with thousands of tiny mirrors covered a sofa that looked like it could have been pulled from a dump. The view from the window and the tight air told me I was in a damp basement, which was probably damaging the health of whoever lived there.


Although of course I knew who lived there, and the thought wrenched at me as if it were piercing my skin.


I sat up and the room lurched, my vision jagging at the edges. My stomach followed and I ran into the hall to find my way to the bathroom where I covered the toilet and the walls in a lurid pink vomit. I was shaking when I finished but I made myself stand so I could face myself in the mirror. My dick was purple and sore and we hadn’t used a condom. I was going home for Christmas in a week and I knew there were many sexually transmitted diseases that take months to show up.


I became aware of my smell: a musty, animal stench that rose from my groin and my armpits and made me gag again. I stepped into the shower, with its chipped, blackened tiles, and stood with my face turned into the jets.


The water was hot but I was still shivering. There was something terrifying about this flat, so that it dragged over my skin like a bad dream. I looked out at the toilet with the cracked seat, containing the streaks of shit I had seen smeared inside as I’d vomited. There was a blunt razor on the side of the sink still holding someone else’s hair. A spattering of black spores chased themselves up the windowless walls and the mirror ran with condensation.


I turned my face to the wall and leaned my forehead against the cold tiles, but my brain boiled with a knowledge that ran through me like death—this disgusting, degrading, awful place felt like home. It reached out to me and wanted to take me in its shriveled arms. This, I realized, was where I was meant to end up. Carly was the woman most suited to me and, like a dog, I had followed my nose home.


I was sick over my feet, into the base of the shower, the smell harsh and acrid. I chased it down the drain with my feet, knowing it was going to cause a blockage. Surely I had worked too hard for this to be where I ended up.


When I came out of the bathroom Carly was in the lounge wearing a tracksuit, her hair scraped into a ponytail and her face scrubbed clean of makeup. I went to fetch my clothes from the floor and she flinched as I passed. She watched me with her arms folded across her chest as I stepped into my crumpled suit, now soaked in the stench of the flat.


When I had finished dressing I forced myself to look at her and was at once so disgusted I thought about holding one of the couch pillows over her face and hiding her body in the wardrobe. I couldn’t imagine anyone missing her.


“You should go,” she said.


Her words surprised me but they were also a relief as I had imagined some dreadful scene in which she thought what we had done the night before meant something. A muscle twitched in the corner of her mouth and I felt the need to make things clear before I left.


“Last night was a terrible mistake,” I said. “I have a girlfriend in England whom I love very much.”


She snorted. “You’re telling me it was a mistake.”


It felt as if the terrible flat had swallowed all meaning. “I don’t want you to try and contact her or anything.”


“For God’s sake. Don’t worry, your mystical girlfriend won’t be hearing from me.” She motioned to the door. “Please, just go.”


I let myself out, hearing her rasp the lock into place behind me as I shut the door. When I reached the street I saw it had snowed overnight and I wasn’t wearing the right shoes, which seemed like an insurmountable problem. I started crying with my first step, the tears quickly becoming sobs, so that soon passersby were avoiding me as I lurched down the street.


*   *   *


In the days it took for the lump on my head to disappear I felt the need to prove myself at work, so I inadvertently stayed late most nights. On Tuesday I didn’t leave until ten. The night was warm, and there were people all over the streets, spilling out of pubs and restaurants, their arms wrapped around each other. And all at once I missed V with a sharp, stabbing pain, as if someone had stuck a knife between my ribs. I wanted to go to her house and knock on the door and tell her I didn’t want to play anymore. I wanted to cut to the end of the Crave, to the part where we’re together in bed and laughing at the rest of the world. I wanted to fall at her feet and tell her I understood, that I deserved my punishment, but it was enough now, I would never do anything remotely like that again, I would never even leave her side.


I found myself walking toward Kensington, a journey my iPhone told me was 4.8 miles and would take me eighty-nine minutes. It wasn’t a ludicrous distance. It was almost on the way home. I hummed through Oasis’s Definitely Maybe as I walked, filling my head with the noise. It only took me seventy-three minutes to get to Elizabeth Road, but I am a fast walker. Number 24 was about halfway down and as grand and imposing as I had feared, with newly refreshed paint and gleaming black-and-white tiles on the pathway and up the steps. A large black lantern hung on the porch, switched on and shining brightly out of the spotless glass.


Angus, I realized, must be extremely rich, far richer than me, a thought that made me want to sit down in the street. I crossed the road to a darker corner in case anyone looked out of the window and fished out my phone. Zoopla told me the house had been bought five years ago for £3.2 million; its estimated worth now £8.1 million.


Lights were on in the front room, although the white shutters were closed, so there was nothing to see. I had the very strong sense that V was in there, moving around in the rooms beyond, maybe even thinking of me. Maybe she was unhappy, maybe she too was regretting starting this game. It was entirely possible that her unhappiness had drawn me here because our connection was so strong. It seemed absurd that I could simply cross the road and knock on the door and she would be revealed to me. I hesitated on the curb, my feet half on, half off, rocking with the thought. But the likelihood was that Angus would be home and, although his part in the Crave wasn’t entirely clear to me yet, I didn’t think it involved a doorstep argument. V had other plans for him, of that I felt sure.


A light flicked on in an upstairs room and I saw a figure pull some heavy curtains across the window. My heart jumped into my mouth and my hand reached uselessly upward, as if to wave. Even though I’d only gotten a shadowy glimpse of the person, I knew it was V. “I’m here, my darling,” I whispered into the night. “I’m coming to save you.” She had felt me, I knew that then. She might not have known for certain I was standing on the street outside her door, but something had pulled her upstairs and to the window. Something had compelled her to give me that sign.


*   *   *


I don’t remember getting home that night or how I broke the wineglasses. I went into the kitchen after my run the next morning to get a glass of water and there was a pile of glass in the corner by the bifold doors. I turned and there were three glasses missing from my open shelves. I reached out for one and realized if I had turned and thrown it immediately it would have landed right where the pile of glass now was. There was something familiar in the movement and there was a certain pleasure to be found in imagining myself being so reckless. But the actual memory was absent.


“I know, I know, sorry, V,” I said, as I got the dustpan and brush from under the sink. “Don’t worry, I’ll hoover afterward. I don’t want you getting any glass in your feet.”


After that I showered, shutting my eyes against the water, but still I couldn’t shake an uncomfortable feeling of dislocation. I toweled off my body and felt a bit better because my muscles reminded me that I am strong and in control. But the house still felt so empty when I came onto the landing, dressed for the day. I knew I only had to walk down the stairs, put on my coat, pick up my phone and briefcase, and leave, but still it felt scary. As if my only actions could be ones I knew by heart. Actions I would repeat again and again and again, meaninglessly. My mind jumped forward to the winter and I saw myself doing all these same tasks in the dark. Without V anchoring me, I realized suddenly, it didn’t matter how strong I was, I was still very capable of floating clean away.
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