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The second honeymoon came to an end on a Monday, when Say La Vie was closed. Graham was out late, without explanation. He didn’t owe her explanations anymore, which didn’t keep Rosalind from waiting up and fretting.

“Where have you been?” she snapped when he walked in at two a.m.

“Well, I could say,” he said cautiously, “that’s none of your business.”

“Could say, or is that what you’re saying? Because if it isn’t, don’t say it!” The corners of her eyes leaked mean, aggrieved tears.

“Ros. I realize it doesn’t look like it, but we’re separated. If I want to go out to dinner, I don’t have to ask your permission.”

“You don’t even like going out to dinner! It’s been ‘demythologized,’ you said! Restaurants are a waste of money, and a real treat nowadays is to eat in!”

“I’ve also said,” he reminded her gently, “that the main thing you pay for isn’t food but venue. It’s like renting eight square feet of elsewhere for the night. Which, with our current arrangements, is exactly what I needed.”

“It’s that Chantelle, isn’t it?”

He didn’t deny it. She was inconsolable.

He shook his head. “This isn’t working. I’d get my own flat, but I’m not sure I could manage the rent, keep Say open, and still meet our mortgage payments. But I might manage to let a room . . .”

Rosalind got herself together, for she suddenly realized that the only way to keep him—and part of what she realized is that she wanted to keep him—was to keep him in this house. “No, no, even a room would bust our budget. I guess the only thing I can’t stand is secrecy. Being shut out. Obviously, you have every right . . . But since you do like nothing more than a night at home, next time . . . Well, why not bring her here?”
Thus the following Monday, Rosalind found herself enmeshed in what was lightly christened romantic comedy, something of an oxymoron in her view; nothing about romance had ever struck her as funny. When Graham rocked up with this Chantelle creature, Rosalind had prepared the dating couple a candlelit dinner. Begging off joining them, she declared gaily, “Just think of me as your waitress”—flicking her not-especially-estranged husband a wicked glance. Becoming the other woman in her own home was rather stimulating, really, and Rosalind didn’t, as she had feared, mope through the courses or fall into fits of weeping. Instead she was bright, witty, and hyperactive. Whisking around the prep island to lift dishes and condiments, she made a great show of graciousness in relation to Chantelle, asking where her family was from and where she’d gone to school.

“Of course, Say La Vie must be a ‘day job,’” she gushed warmly. “Have you thought about what you really want to do?”

Chantelle had begun the evening understandably guarded, answering Rosalind’s many merry questions formally and with few words. It was an odd situation, as they’d all agreed at the outset. Yet gradually the girl had relaxed, coming to find the circumstances a bit of a kick, and perhaps anticipating what a good story she’d have to share with girlfriends when they were binge-drinking at the weekend. She had that uninvested, dismissive nonchalance typical of her age. As a group, her Whatever Generation displayed a flip, arch airiness, as if apathy were a mark of sophistication. But Ros had seen plenty such girls come and go at the surgery, and soon enough they all developed adult-scale attachments. Life didn’t let you get away with being blasé for long, if only because everybody cares about pain. And Rosalind had to concede that, with long, swaying straight hair like a palomino’s mane and legs at which even another woman couldn’t help but stare, the young lady was fetching.

“Have you considered becoming a dental hygienist?” Ros proposed. “Now, I know it seems a turn-off at first. But if you work for a private dentist, the pay’s pretty good, and your day’s over at five sharp. You’re doing something important, and when you clean up some lad’s smile, that came in coffee gray and tobacco stained? You’ve made him a lot more confident about himself in just half an hour, and it’s surprisingly satisfying!”

Of course there was a subtext: You can train as a hygienist and then you can get married and buy a house and put your assets into a fledgling business, until your husband hires a waitress like you. Perhaps fortunately, Chantelle didn’t extrapolate quite this far, and when she said she’d consider the career, she seemed to mean it.

“Well, even if Chantelle and I don’t work out, at least you two will still be fast friends,” Graham said after he returned from driving the girl home; at twenty-four, Chantelle still lived with her mum. “I felt like a right third wheel.”

“Well, it’s obviously, you know, awkward,” Rosalind said, loading the dishwasher. “I was trying to set her at ease.”

“Went a bit overboard,” Graham reprimanded, though he was smiling.

“I wasn’t attempting to co-opt her or anything.”

“Oh, no? Always telling, what people say they’re not doing. Though I have to say”—Graham balanced an oatmeal cluster on a slice of peach—“with just the amount of clove so it’s strong but not dominating . . . Your crumble’s top drawer.”

