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Champagne froths into my glass. As the bubbles subside, so does my 
euphoria, displaced by rising panic. The waiter tops up the f lute.  
I wish he’d stop. He should divert the f low of celebration to someone 
more deserving. 

He serves Tom, bowing his head and offering a Mona Lisa 
smile. ‘Congratulations, sir, madam.’

Tom beams. ‘Thanks.’
The consequences of accepting Tom’s proposal are suddenly 

obvious. The realisation of what I’ve done overwhelms me. 
Adrenaline f loods my body; my heart races.

The waiter turns away. I wish I could go with him. His stiff, 
black‑jacketed back disappears through the kitchen doors. I don’t 
want to be alone with Tom; I don’t know what to do. What should 
I do? Oh‑my‑God‑what‑should‑I‑do? The desperate mantra 
ticker‑tapes around my head. 

‘Clare?’ Tom’s hand touches mine. ‘Hey, beautiful. You’re 
miles away.’

I force a smile.
He lifts his glass. ‘To us,’ he says. ‘I love you so much, Clare.’
‘I love you, too,’ I say. If I didn’t, this would never have 

happened. My unthinking yes was a product of that love. A love that 
overruled logic at the instant Tom proposed.

We clink glasses.
As he talks of our future, I think I can’t marry you; I can never 

marry anyone. Why not is something I’m ashamed to admit. 
I should have seen this coming. Tom asking me to dress up 

and refusing to explain why. The exclusive restaurant, instead of the 
usual Saturday night takeaway. The way he picked at his food. 

He’s wearing an ill‑fitting suit; the sleeves are too short, like  
a child’s hand‑me‑down blazer. As he talks, he tugs at the cuffs that 
won’t cover his wrists. Between tugs, he jiggles the knot in his tie, 
lifting his chin and stretching his neck, as if he’s being strangled. He’s 
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more used to tee shirts. I feel sorry for him, struggling to contain 
his bulky frame in the unfamiliar clothes. He’s handsome in a suit, 
though.

‘What d’you reckon, Clare?’ he says.
I have no idea what he’s talking about. ‘Whatever you think is 

best.’
‘You’re happy to move into my place, till we get somewhere of 

our own? You’ve mentioned selling up and getting out of the city.’
I shiver. The air conditioning is set too cold for the end of March. 

‘Of course.’
‘It’ll be great living together, not just seeing each other at 

weekends.’
I shiver again. ‘Yes, great.’
I grasp the stem of my f lute and turn it, around and around.  

I have to say something; I have to explain. Words whirl in my head, 
but won’t settle in the right order. 

‘You don’t mind about the ring?’ Tom reaches across the table 
and takes my left hand in his. ‘Not getting one, I mean. I thought 
you’d prefer to choose?’ The skin around his blue eyes crinkles with 
worry. ‘Would you rather have had one?’

‘No, you’re right. It’s nicer to choose.’
He smiles. ‘Better than being stuck with something you don’t 

like?’
‘Absolutely.’ I can’t work out what to say with him in front of 

me. ‘Excuse me, I have to go to the bathroom.’ 
Pulling my hand free of his, I stand up. I retrieve my handbag 

from the back of my chair and peer around the restaurant. The 
lighting is more murky than romantic. The waiter catches my eye 
and tilts his head at a door behind him.

It opens onto a long corridor; the Ladies is at the end. Inside the 
cubicle, I lean against the wall. Think. Think. I shut my eyes and try 
to focus. The cistern drips. Think, think, think. 

I open my eyes. It’s no good, I can’t backtrack with a lie: tell 
Tom he’s not the one, or it’s too soon, or I don’t feel the same. I can’t 
hurt him – or myself – that way. Nor can I tell him the truth, not 
here: in the restaurant hush there is nowhere to hide awkward words. 

For tonight, I will have to continue my deception by omission; 
a deception I’ve maintained since we met. A different kind of 
untruth, which I’d convinced myself would do no harm. Yet I’d 
always known it would catch up with me if we stayed together. And 
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I do want us to be together; I do want to marry Tom. I just don’t 
know how to. 

I abandon the cubicle and go to the mirror to put on fresh 
lipstick. The red is stark against my pale skin. I take a tissue from the 
box next to the basin, to dab at my lips. Beside the tissues is an orchid 
in a pot: nine f lowers on a couple of long stems. Their creamy petals 
bleed pink. The plant looks artificial, although there’s soil at its base. 
I finger one of the petals.

My mobile jangles with the arrival of a text. The sound makes 
me jump and my hand catches the plant and tips it over, spilling soil 
across the marble surface.

I stand the plant up, brush the scattered soil into my hand and 
lean over to drop it into the bin. Straightening up, I notice that some 
of the plant’s petals are now bent. I lift the edge of one of them, 
concealing the split, but the wound reopens as soon as I take my 
finger away. I turn the damaged f lowers to the wall. Tears sting  
my eyes.

I pull out my phone and, through blurred vision, read a message 
from Tom, U OK in there? He hardly ever texts; he must be worried.

Out in a min, I reply. 
Message sent, I put the phone and my small make‑up bag 

back in their usual places in my handbag. I glance inside to ensure 
everything is where it should be and close the zip. The glance wasn’t 
enough. I unzip the bag and touch each item as I mentally check it 
off. The moment the bag is closed, I want to check again. I clench my 
fists. Once more won’t do any harm. I open, check, close. But can’t 
let go of the zip. Maybe just once more.

The door swings open. I lift my hand from the zip and lean 
towards the mirror to pat down an imaginary stray hair. A woman 
walks in behind me and stands to my right, smiling as our eyes meet 
in the glass. I can’t continue with an audience. I don’t want to leave, 
but I have to.

Tom looks up and smiles as I reach the table. ‘I thought you’d 
run out on me!’

I return his smile and sit down. ‘Sorry, there was a queue.’
‘So, what do you think about dates?’
‘Dates?’
‘For the wedding. How about autumn?’
‘This autumn?’ I take a sip of champagne. Red lipstick tarnishes 

the rim of the glass. ‘There’s no hurry.’
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‘Is that too soon?’
‘No…’ I fiddle with my glass. ‘I mean, there’s no hurry to 

decide tonight.’
‘Sorry, I’m getting carried away.’ He laughs. ‘Funny to think 

we met at a wedding and suddenly here we are, planning our own!’
In the taxi home, he puts his hand on my thigh, as he so often 

does when we sit together. Wherever we are, the gesture makes 
me feel loved, secure. I wonder now whether I deserve that love. 
Whether, if he really knew me, Tom would love me at all.


