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The Landers’ predicament came home to them when they decided to divorce and then nothing happened.

Graham must have been working himself up to the scene for weeks. With sympathy born of habit and temperament alike, Rosalind felt sorry for him; why, no wonder that for the last several evenings he’d come home from the restaurant feeling ill. In the end, it was a relief for them both. The decision to dissolve a marriage of nine years’ standing made for a warmer, sweeter evening than they’d conducted in months.

“I don’t quite know how to say this,” he’d begun, and even in this declaration of inarticulacy Rosalind detected rehearsal. “I don’t want you to think there’s someone else. There isn’t.”

“Who isn’t someone else?” Honestly, she was trying to help.

They were sitting at the ample rough-hewn table made from a barn door that so many dinner guests of yore had envied. Alongside, a generous six-foot prep table divided the dining area from the kitchen she’d always pined for, with cast iron dangling from the ceiling, slate flooring, funky lines of mismatched spice jars, and retro tomato tins brambling with spatulas and tenderizers. The triple-glazed skylights that Graham had special ordered and the french doors onto their long, lush garden would welcome fierce shafts of sunlight in the morning; at well past midnight, the open-plan ground floor glowed quietly from an array of inset down-lights on a dimmer switch. It was a beautiful house. Whatever the property websites claimed, this semidetached Georgian freehold was no less fetching than it had been a year before.

“It just shouldn’t be possible!” Graham burst out opaquely. She sensed this presentation was already muddled, as if his mental PowerPoint had frozen. “See, one of the waitresses—”

“Which one?” Way ahead of him, Rosalind sifted through the possibilities. In the “credit crunch”—a newsreader thumbnail that made the misery of millions sound like a chocolate bar—Graham’s cozy city-center bistro Say La Vie had already let one waitress go. Of the remaining three, one was a cow, the other over sixty. How hard was it?

“It doesn’t matter which one. We haven’t done anything. We haven’t had an affair.”

He insisted that he didn’t want to leave his wife for Chantelle, a willowy, athletic blond a decade his junior whom he persistently refused to name. But for even his eyes to stray, he said, his passion for Rosalind must have waned. Whether she believed him that there’d been no quickies in the pantry was of no importance. He wanted a divorce, and it really didn’t matter if an ex-husband was a liar.

Rosalind would enjoy plenty of leisure to contemplate the nature of the worm in their marriage. To indulge Graham’s dream of starting Say La Vie five years earlier, she’d been game for moving to Sheffield, closer to Graham’s family, with an eye to having their own—though in current economic circumstances they’d put off a pregnancy yet another year. She got on better with his parents than with hers, and one could be a dental hygienist just about anywhere. Still, she missed the sense of possibility in London, and particular friends. Perhaps she’d been a little depressed. She didn’t feel depressed, but depression appeared to concern less what you did feel than what you didn’t.

Yet never mind the autopsy. They’d taken out a massive home equity loan when the restaurant’s clientele first began to flag. It had seemed to make sense; the loan might see them through the downturn, and the house had appreciated a staggering fifty percent. But now that the property market had sagged as well, they owed more on the house than it was worth. If they sold now, they’d be saddled with debt that would snuffle at both their heels for years like a scabby stray. Graham may have been suffering from workplace lechery or worse, but for the time being, like it or not, they were stuck with each other.

For the proceeding fortnight, Rosalind and Graham experienced a curious flowering of their relationship. They’d both sensed something amiss, and getting it out in the open shed the toxic buildup of the unsaid. As housemates rather than spouses, too, they were much more courteous—remembering to say please could you pick up some milk, thank you for doing my laundry as well, or sorry! when they bumped into each other in the hall. Rosalind took unusually careful phone messages—printing neatly, ears ever pricked for a voice that sounded blond. As they fixed their separate breakfasts, Graham offered to boil an extra egg. She actually listened to him when he described that night’s specials, even suggesting that the celeriac mash might benefit from a dash of horseradish. He actually listened to her when she described scraping the tartar off a patient’s lower right molar the day before and having the tooth come out horrifyingly in her hand. Sticking to his story that he’d done nothing to be ashamed of, Graham insisted firmly that letting Rosalind stay in the master bedroom and moving his own things down the hall was driven by chivalry, not guilt. In all, the new politeness was shocking, since it emphasized the contrasting obliviousness and even rudeness into which the two had hitherto slipped. Rosalind knew she shouldn’t allow herself to misinterpret the transformation, but the fresh descent of kindness and consideration couldn’t help but get her hopes up a bit.

Meantime, while breathing through her mouth at the surgery to keep from recoiling from cases of chronic halitosis, naturally she pondered what had gone wrong. The difficulties with Say La Vie hadn’t helped. After only one exhausting year, Graham had confessed ruefully that if you really loved to cook, the last thing you should ever do is open a restaurant. She’d admired his candor, though he was not a quitter.

Yet in addition the couple seemed to have lost, well—a sense of occasion. Initially, they’d both made a fuss over each other’s birthdays, with piles of presents, many of them silly. Wedding anniversaries had sponsored a grand splurge, gloriously, at someone else’s restaurant. On their second Valentine’s Day together, Graham had lavished hours on a great heart-shaped onion tart, with tiny cutout pastry hearts scalloping its edge. Back in London they’d bought Christmas trees, one year decorating the fir with a culinary theme: whisks, egg slicers, and dangling wooden spoons. Stockings having been her favorite Yuletide ritual as a child, the woolen knee-highs they’d hung from the mantel in Kennington were as lumpy and bloated as the gout-ridden legs of a stout old man. Rosalind used to spend days finding droll trinkets for Graham’s stocking: garish candies in the shape of pizzas, hotdogs, and fried eggs; gadgets like mussel holders and strawberry hullers that he’d never use, but utility hadn’t been the point. Stockings were vessels for the small, the frivolous, and the tender.
What had happened? Boredom, practicality, and running dry of ideas. Birthdays had grown perfunctory. Rosalind might find him a package of Dalmatian-print boxers and not even bother to wrap it. Graham might find her something for the house—stainless-steel coasters to protect their beloved barn-door table—that was really for them both. Never mind a card, much less a tart, it was a miracle if either even remembered to say “Happy Valentine’s Day!” on February fourteenth. As for Christmas, proximity to Graham’s family had allowed them lazily to rely on her in-laws’ festivities. They’d given a tree a miss since moving to Sheffield; the needles made such a mess. Why, this last Christmas they bought the obligatory bits and bobs for Graham’s family, but made a pact to economize and skip buying presents for each other—the kind of pact you were meant secretly to break. Yet they’d kept their words! The problem wasn’t the loss of any one holiday or marker; it was collective. In failing to celebrate a host of small occasions, Rosalind and Graham had neglected to celebrate the biggest of occasions: their lives together, abruptly so truncated and finite.

