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PART ONE











Chapter One



London, April 2019


The moment I hear the clunk of the lock I spring into action, lifting my bag from under the counter and grabbing the shutter keys. I need to be out of here by 18.15 at the latest or there’s no way I’ll be home by 18.30. I check my phone and see that it’s already 18.17. This is not good, not good at all. Because she hasn’t worked in so long, Clara just doesn’t understand that sometimes I end up running late to get it all done.


I’ve been behind all day. It’s not the pigs’ fault, but I was thinking of them, again, as I walked into work this morning. I don’t eat pigs. If everyone knew how truly amazing pigs were, they wouldn’t eat them either. I wonder if people have heard that pigs are smarter than a three-year-old. And if they have, does that mean they could eat a toddler, too?


When I tell someone that human flesh smells just like bacon when it burns, it doesn’t seem to put them off. They just give me a strange look and keep eating their sandwich.


First thing this morning, from behind the counter at the bookshop, I looked up to see Ollie walking in. I eyed the paper cup he was holding in both hands.


‘Hot choc. I need the extra calories this morning,’ he said, swaying a little before sitting next to me. Ollie is tall and thin. He’s been in London for a few years but is originally from what he describes as a ‘pointless village’ in South Wales. He doesn’t have an opinion on Welsh pigs – even though I’ve repeatedly told him they’re nearly extinct – and is fed up with talking about them. Ollie only wears tops with writing on them. Today his T-shirt reads … forever? on the front, while large red letters on the back of his jacket spell out Rebels Motorcycle Club. He doesn’t own a motorcycle.


When Ollie collapsed further into his chair, I checked my watch.


‘Today is all about self-care,’ he mumbled, chin resting on his chest.


‘Why?’ I asked.


He told me he got lost twice last night trying to get home after locking up the shop. He must have taken a wrong turn because he ended up in front of Twickenham Stadium, which is more than a mile away from where he lives.


‘Ollie,’ I said, ‘pigs can remember directions and find their way home from very far away. Their sense of direction is better than yours.’ Then I laughed.


He looked right at me as a deep frown creased his forehead. Then he got up, walked over to the travel section, and started loading books onto the shelves.


I could hear the thud each volume made as it landed on the polished oak, even when I was in another section of the shop. It’s not a big place and the ceilings are low because people used to be shorter back when it was built, so every noise travels around like mad. But the walls are thick enough to keep all outside noises from the nearby high street to a low hum, making you feel like you’re in a cave all day, which I like.


The bookshop is in a very, very old building that has been on Church Street for centuries. From the outside, it’s rickety – the doorway leans slightly to the left and is shorter than the others on the street. I always think that the black beams and powdery white walls of its front and the bulky shape of its square windows make it look like a German layered cake.


Inside, it smells like dust, glue and paper. The once-red rugs on the floor are bleached pink by faint sunlight and threadbare from consistent walking, so that you can see the outline of the floorboards. There are five small rooms in the shop, connected by dark wooden arches. The shop is packed with books.


The children’s book area is at the back, in the largest room, and there are old velvet armchairs in the middle, leaking stuffing. I feel safe and calm in the children’s area, as if the outside world isn’t quite real.


While Ollie stacked the shelves, I stood by the till and watched a pencil roll off the counter onto the carpeted floor, then disappear behind a pile of books waiting to be priced up. I crouched down low and rolled it carefully back towards me with the tip of my index finger. Once it was in my grip, I took a moment to enjoy the feeling of the smooth, shiny veneer pressed against my skin. It was soothing. I got an irresistible urge to find out what noise it would make if I tapped its end onto the worn patch in the carpet. I tried it but it wasn’t great, more of a soft pft. I started tapping it harder and faster and eventually got a better—


‘What … erm … what are you doing?’ Ollie was looking at me, his arms crossed so high they were almost hiding the writing on his T-shirt.


‘Something got stuck.’ I got up and brushed the dust off my trousers.


‘So, what do you think?’ he asked.


‘About what?’


‘Should I shave my moustache?’


I leaned in closer to the space between Ollie’s mouth and nose. I saw a shadow that looked like a faint smudge of ink.


‘No, keep it.’


A customer walked in, making the bell on top of the door ring. He was a middle-aged man wearing a floppy rain hat and holding a crumpled copy of the New Scientist. Ollie and I exchanged a knowing look before I went over to the travel department to continue restocking. About half of the customers that come into the shop behave in the same way. They mostly arrive mid-morning and walk around from shelf to shelf. They pick up the books, look at the covers and take the time to read all the blurbs.


After half an hour or so of this ritual, they select one and hold it in their hand, flip between the front cover and the back and maybe read the first page or somewhere in the middle.


Then they head over to one of the armchairs we have in the back of the shop, settle in as if they’re in their own living room and start reading. For an hour, two hours, three. I’ve had to ask many of them to leave at closing time, and every time it’s like you’ve shaken them awake from a deep sleep. They look at you blankly for a second or so, apologise, then get up slowly and leave. They never put the book back and they never, ever buy it. Ollie says they get it online instead, for half the price and with next-day delivery.


While I put away the new stock into each section, Ollie tapped his fingers at lightning speed across the keypad of his phone. His elbows were planted on the flat wooden surface of the counter and his long fringe got in his eyes when he tilted his head down to read the screen.


I imagined he was speaking to Rafael about their plans for the evening.


Rafael and Ollie met in the shop a while ago and now they spend all of their time together.


Before Ollie started working here, I’d spoken to Rafael maybe once or twice, helping him find obscure Polish poetry books. After the two of them got talking a few times, he started waiting to be served by Ollie even when he was busy talking to another customer and I was free. They must like a lot of the same books because they never seem to run out of things to talk about.


One day I saw Rafael waiting for Ollie across the road at closing time. That’s when I realised they had been hanging out outside the shop too. They spend a lot of time going to gigs and to the cinema, and Rafael is now pretty much the main topic of Ollie’s daily stories. It never takes very long for those stories to come out as soon as we’re alone in the shop.


‘Cup of tea?’ he asked from inside the tiny staff kitchen.


Before I could reply, I heard the thud of two cups on the hard plastic tabletop and the liquid gurgle of the kettle.


We leaned on the wall facing each other, our hands gripping the cup handles tight, and his voice began filling up the room once more.


‘Don’t get me wrong, Vale, I don’t care about the money stuff, it’s not like I’m greedy. But it would be nice if sometimes he paid for something, the drinks, the tickets. I’ve told him, I said, “Let’s try the new place up the road sometime. The one with the big chandeliers near the roundabout?” And you know what he said to me? He said: “That one? Looks pretentious.” Pretentious? It’s not it being pretentious he’s worried about, I know it, it’s the bill. He knows I won’t pay for the whole thing and he can’t get away with it if it’s a proper place instead of the usual pub. Well, I like the pub as much as the next person, but it would be nice to go to a place with people our age sometimes and not always be surrounded by old farts, you know?’


I looked at my watch, aware of the hours and minutes left until closing time. I couldn’t be late home again.


‘Yeah.’


‘He says they’re “real people”, Vale. Well, what am I? Am I not a real person?’


‘You are real, Ollie.’


‘Exactly. I’m real too.’


He took a sip of his tea, deep in thought.


I never know what to answer when he asks me these kinds of questions. So I mostly either nod or say ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘of course’. But sometimes I can guess the answer right away, like in that case. He is definitely a real person, so it was easy.


We spent the rest of the afternoon like this, drinking tea and dealing with customers. Until the time crept up on both of us and we got busy tidying the place after the last stragglers and cashing up.


Ollie and Rafael were going out to see a band, and he already had his coat on when the clock got to six. He sometimes waits around for me to finish my tasks and lock up, but he didn’t this time.


‘Do you mind if I go? He really hates it when we’re late.’ He seemed unable to stay still.


‘No, that’s fine. Have fun. Don’t do drugs,’ I mumbled, straightening the paperwork on the counter into neat piles. I felt bolts of electric energy shooting through my fingers. He needed to leave now so I could go.


‘Yeah, okay, Mum, thanks. Ha. See you later.’


And he was out of the door.


But now I’m running late. I’ve timed the journey a hundred times over and it’s never less than fifteen minutes. My leg muscles contract from the adrenaline shooting through my body. I bring the shutter down so fast it slams onto the ground. A group of men outside the pub over the road turn away from their pints to look at me. I ignore them and start walking as fast as I can.


The prospect of being home with Clara, inside the safety of those walls and following the rules and rituals that shape our time together, is enough to put an extra spring in my step. She needs me home on time, and I like to stick to those rules. It may add stress to my day, especially when I’m running late like today, knowing that she won’t be happy with me, but the joy of having clear parameters within which to live my life is enough to push me to want to be better. For myself, but mostly for Clara.


18.20. No, no, no, no. My feet skip over the cobbles, I angle my body forward and hold my bag against my side to be more aerodynamic against the breeze. I jog past the gift shop, the Fox and Hounds, the ladies’ hairdresser’s, and the children’s clothing shop. I hate getting through the door with my chest burning and sweat dripping down my face but there’s no time to slow down.


I reach the big roundabout where rush hour is in full swing. Hundreds of cars crawl up and down the streets like prisoners in a chain gang and the traffic lights seem to switch slower than usual. As I rush towards the zebra crossing, images crowd into my brain: getting hit and dragged under a car. My head smashing onto the rough asphalt.


The images are so complete I can almost feel the weight of the wheels crushing my bones. ‘Come on, come on, come on, come on …’ I say under my breath as I hurry along the pavement. I check my watch. 18.31. Oh no.


I can see our street in the distance, the red door, the front garden, the black and green bins. I check again. 18.35. Shit.


I grab my keys from the bag and fumble at the front door, opening it as the clock in the entrance shows 18.37. Shiiiiit.


I drop my bag onto the polished wooden floor and shout, ‘I’m here. I’m here. Sorry! A customer. He just wouldn’t leave. I had to push him out of the door and …’


The house is quiet.


I look in the living room, but it’s empty. No time to check every room. I run upstairs, nearly tripping on the first few steps, and dash into the bathroom. I push the plug down hard and turn both taps as far as they’ll go, then, once a little bit of water has begun to fill the bath, I check for temperature. It must not be too hot but can’t be too cold either. I grab the large sponge and the small one, the comb and the liquid soap, and line them up along the edge of the tub.


I sit on a stool by the side, take a deep breath and wait. My hands folded in my lap, my eyes fixed on the door, I list pig breeds under my breath:


‘Aksai Black Pied, American Yorkshire, Angeln Saddleback, Ankamali, Appalachian English …’


I can hear footsteps coming up the stairs, slow and deliberate, wood creaking underfoot.


‘Arapawa Island, Auckland Island, Australian Yorkshire, B-B-Babi Kampung …’


The steps get closer. I grip the edge of the stool I’m sitting on. My hands start to tingle the moment she steps into the bathroom.


Her long hair is down, and she’s wearing a towelling robe knotted tightly at the waist. The contrast between the deep black of her hair and the white of the robe reminds me of tree roots in the snow. I feel dizzy. Her feet are bare, her toenails painted blood red.


‘I’m sorry. I’m late. I know I …’ I blurt out, before I realise my hands have risen and I’m holding them up as if praying to the Virgin Mary. Despite everything going on right now, it is a relief to slip back into speaking Italian and the familiarity of us.


‘It’s okay.’ She closes the door behind her and begins to take off her robe, undoing the knot with slow movements.


‘Clara. Please, I’ll make it up to you, I promise. You know I will.’ I lower my hands – she can’t stand it when I’m pathetic. I sit on them and wait for a sign. She’s still not looking at me.


‘Vale, it’s okay. You were busy. Had better things to do, no?’ She hangs the robe on the hook and dips her toe in the water. She shivers out loud, pauses for a second then lowers herself in with a sigh.


‘Is it too cold?’ I feel sweat forming on my temples. I turn the hot water back on and start swirling the flow around, trying to mix the new water in faster. ‘It’s not that I was busy, there was a customer who just wouldn’t make his mind up, I couldn’t kick him out, I … I …’


‘Leave it.’ She shifts her weight around until she finds a comfortable position, then leans forward, tying her hair up into a bun. ‘I’m so tired today. I really don’t want to end up catching a cold sitting in this for too long.’


I dip the large sponge into the water, squeeze a big dollop of soap onto it and bring it up to a thick lather with my hands. I move the stool closer and start rubbing her back with the sponge, leaving her skin flushed. I rub her arms, neck and shoulders, careful not to get soap in her hair. I tap her forearm lightly as a signal and she stands up, facing away from me, her arms long and heavy down her sides. I rub her legs, her lower back, her bum and all the way down to her knees, just above where the water laps. Another tap, and she turns around, facing me but still not looking in my direction. Instead, her head is turned towards the window; she seems to be concentrating hard on a cluster of clouds high up above us. Normally, during bath time, we chat, and she tells me about her day: the programmes she’s watched on TV, and what the cats have been up to outside the windows. Today she doesn’t seem in the mood, and I know that initiating won’t help; she will just ignore me. Maybe it’s true that she’s tired … It could just be that.


We are in complete silence, and I can feel my unease grow with each movement of my hands. This is not going well. I shouldn’t have been late. I’ve been doing so well in the last month. I was even early a couple of times, and then we laughed throughout bath time.


Laughed! It’s so hard to believe right now, when the only noise I can hear is the dripping of the taps.


I clean her stomach, her shins, her knees and begin rising up between her legs. As my hands circle upwards, she turns her face, staring right at me now as I begin running the sponge over the thick, dark hair at the top of her thighs. My eyes are fixed on hers. As the soapy lather grows, I can feel the suds starting to trickle down my forearm and off my elbow onto the mat. An overwhelming warmth instantly blooms over my cheeks and between my legs. I keep a steady movement with my hand, terrified that if I change anything about this moment, it might end. A sigh comes out of Clara’s mouth, then a gurgle. Is she enjoying this? Oh, I hope so. Her eyes aren’t moving away from mine; it’s like she’s reaching deep inside my gut through them. The bathtub, the sink, these walls, they’re all gone. It’s like we’re suspended in space. Me, her and the sponge. Another muffled sound escapes her mouth, then she breaks into a guttural laugh.


‘What is it?’ I ask, alarmed.


She is still laughing. ‘It’s ticklish. You’re tickling me.’ She gently moves the sponge away with her hand. Her whole body shudders, but it doesn’t look like it’s an unpleasant feeling.


I’m at once disappointed that the moment has passed, but happy to see her smile. The previous tension – whatever that was – has dissipated. But her smile makes up for the small void that the end of that moment has left inside of me. I laugh too. Extending my fingers towards her sides and pretending to tickle her again.


‘No, stop it.’ She giggles.


I do it some more and she laughs again. I squeeze the sponge to get rid of the excess lather and go to rub under her arms. ‘I’m going to tickle you,’ I say in a silly voice, getting up, sponge in hand. She giggles again. Then, like a sudden thunderclap, her face becomes serious. She takes the sponge and puts it back on the side of the bath.


‘Enough. I’m clean. You’ll get my skin off with this thing if you keep going.’


She swings one leg over the bath, then the other.


‘I’m going to have a lie-down. Let’s eat in half an hour,’ she says, putting the robe back on and tying the belt into a tidy bow. She opens the door and I watch her back disappear around the corner as her body leaves a Clara-shaped hole in the steam.


I look at the doorway for a moment, my head bursting with thoughts. I have no idea what just happened to make her go from laughing with me, playing even, to just … gone. I must have done something wrong or said something I shouldn’t have. It was childish to pretend to tickle her, but I only did it because she was laughing. She seemed to enjoy it. And before that, her eyes. The way they were fixed onto mine. She would have looked away if it was wrong. Every second of that moment felt right to me. But I must have messed up. Again. I press my flushed cheek on the cold ceramic wall and close my eyes.


My head is still for a moment, then I continue:


‘Ba Xuyen, Bantu, Basque, Bazna, Beijing Black, Belarus Black Pied, Belgian Landrace …’










Chapter Two



The house is quiet and cool when I wake up the next morning. Clara stayed up late again last night. I walk into the kitchen and see two paper notes stuck to the marble countertop.


Brown trousers, black scoop-neck top (the older one), light blue trainers, reads the first note in black marker pen. I peel off the second: One can of fizzy drink (Diet Coke or San Pellegrino) and a sandwich (no meat). I fold both into little squares and slide them into the top pocket of my nightshirt. I’m glad she’s specified that there doesn’t have to be meat in the sandwich. Sometimes she leaves it blank, and I feel guilty if I pick the vegan option on instinct. As if it might upset her. It’s such a relief to be told what to eat. It means I don’t have to spend ages agonising over the deli counter or at the supermarket near work, paralysed with indecision. Clara knows how tough I find those choices, so she helps me by making them for me. It’s great because it regulates my daily life.


I remember when the notes first started. It was not long after I moved in with her.


We had planned to go on a park outing but I was feeling confused that day and I was finding picking an outfit to wear more overwhelming as the minutes went by. So I asked her if she could help me choose something.


‘Sure,’ she said and sat on my bed while I showed her some of the options I had in mind. As I talked, she picked up each of the garments I had thrown onto the bed and started folding them up and putting them into a neat pile. Once they were all folded, she cleared her throat – I remember it like it was yesterday – and said the next few words in a different voice, lower and deeper.


‘Put this one on.’


I hesitated for a second.


‘Now,’ she said.


I took the top and trousers from her hands and started putting them on. As I did so, I was acutely aware of her eyes on me. It was as if she was trying to look through my skin, to burn a hole through me. I felt elated.


‘It looks good on you. Could be an option. Now try this,’ she said in the same voice, handing me another top and trousers. I undressed under her gaze and slipped them on.


‘Hmm. We can do better. Take it off.’


We kept repeating this, over and over again. Each time she would give me her opinion on the outfit, then order me to take it off and try something else. Throughout this, her eyes were fixed on me. She remained neatly sitting on my bed, her knees touching and the soles of her feet in full contact with the floor. The only movement was in her arms and the occasional tilt of her head. She was concentrated on me and me alone. It was as if we both knew that at some point it had stopped being about choosing an outfit and was now about something else. A game. Bit by bit, we went through every piece of clothing I had in my cupboard, until there was nothing left. We ended up not going to the park that day.


Then, a week later, I started finding the notes in the kitchen listing outfits for the day.


Some included my own clothes, some were a mix of what I had and what she thought would work better. Every time I bought a new piece of clothing, I ended up going for the kind of thing she said she liked on me. Now my clothes are all the ones she thinks suit me better; none of the old stuff is left. I trust her opinion and I know she wants the best for me.


The food thing came later. I started doing it like I was doing the clothes thing. It just kind of evolved that way.


Clara also helped me get rid of all the unnecessary clothes I had when I was living alone. It doesn’t take me long to find the clothes in my room now as there aren’t many left. Just enough to cover the week without having to wash stuff every day. Saves me getting confused and gives me more time to make us both breakfast before I head off.


Everything hangs on a metal rail, the browns with the beiges, and the blacks and greys together. My shoes – a pair of trainers and some leather sandals – are by the door. I choose my own underwear – white and white, although it’s more grey than white now after too many washes – then take the brown trousers and the black top and slide them on.


Once outside, I notice how close the weather is today. As I walk past the green, I see that birds are flying low: rain must be on its way. I feel my hands become sticky with humidity. I like it when my body is affected by the changes in the weather. Like the way it can fluff up the top of my hair, or make my legs feel heavier, my mood lower. It reminds me that I am an animal, too.


A flock of geese cross the sky in the distance and my head feels instantly clearer.


Animals always help.


When I moved to London from Rome, my head was still full of chaos and I found it hard to sleep at night. But one day, as I was walking down the road near my old flat in Whitechapel, I came across Stepney City Farm. As I stepped through the gates, I saw a sign pointing to the pig enclosure almost straight away. My heart started racing as I got closer.


Two Berkshires with the most beautiful white and black patches stared up at me and I felt as though a fog had lifted. I breathed in their scent deeply, hungrily. I stood there with my hands on the wooden edge of the pigpen for over an hour. Talking to them, grunting, looking for signs that they were being kept in the correct way. After a while, the pig keeper came up to me and started asking questions. At first, he was curt and serious, but as we chatted, his features softened and he introduced himself as Homer. I shook his hand, and we talked about pigs until he told me that he had to lock up as it was getting dark. I slept like a baby that night. After that encounter, I went to Stepney City Farm every weekend for over a year to look at the pigs and speak to Homer. I haven’t been back since moving in with Clara, but the geese, swans and ducks that live around here by the river help me miss those visits a bit less.


As I get closer to the shop, I see that the door has been wedged open. Lauren must be in town. She’s the owner of MacGregor’s Bookshop; she lives in Scotland and comes down to London occasionally to check on stock, or new releases. She might also make an appearance for special events like book launches and World Book Day, or for ‘The Ruby in the Smoke’, the author readings series she holds here every few months.


She’s American but met her Scottish husband Clyde on a Philip Pullman-themed cruise. They’re both big fans of the His Dark Materials trilogy. She loves those books as much as she hates rooms being ‘stuffy’. She can’t resist opening all doors and windows whenever she goes into a place. There’s only a small window in the shop’s bathroom, so when she visits, she leaves the front door wide open even if it’s raining or snowing outside. Ollie and I always bring in a scarf or blanket to wrap ourselves in when we know Lauren is down from Aberdeen. But we didn’t get a warning this time: it must have been a last-minute decision.


‘Ciao! Just the person I was looking for,’ she says. She’s on her knees looking through the drawers under the counter.


‘Hi, Lauren. How are you?’


‘You wouldn’t happen to know where the labelling gun is? Ollie says you used it last.’


I can see the strip of paper labels sticking out from the top of the maps and travel guides section. I walk over, retrieve the gun with its dangling tongue and hand it to her.


‘Amazing. Thanks, sweetie.’


‘How’s Clyde?’


‘He’s well … Annoying. Scottish. Sends his love.’ She smiles and winks at me.


‘Has he been back to the Turriff Show?’


‘I’m not sure about that, darling. I’ll ask him when I get back, okay?’


Now she’s looking at the computer screen, her fingers gripping at the mirrored surface of the mouse.


I join Ollie in the back of the shop and help him open boxes and restock the shelves. A group of teachers came around yesterday and took large quantities of children’s books for their refurbished school library. I hid from the loudness of their voices in the back room while Ollie dealt with them, so it’s only fair that I help him out today. By the time we’re done, a couple of hours later, blades of sun are slicing through the gaps in the window display.


The storm must have moved on. I wonder if Clara is up yet. She likes the sun.


I heard her until late last night, moving from room to room. She was talking on the phone in Italian for ages. I could only hear a few words of what she was saying – something about money and promises – but I could tell that her voice was terse and that she was first angry, then sad. The sounds of loud whispers and of her slippers dragging across the wooden floor have become so familiar to me that they have blended into all the other noises the house makes at night.


Only a few months ago, she would have been up early, showered and dressed, and we’d have had breakfast together. Now her bedroom door is closed most mornings and the house is quiet.


I run out for lunch to get myself a Diet Coke and a sandwich. They don’t have Coke in the places nearest to the bookshop, so I go to the high street and find a shop that sells it. It’s best if I do what the notes tell me. Clara has a way of sensing when I’ve done something she doesn’t want me to do. I can’t risk upsetting her again. And I find that having to make too many choices confuses me. This way she takes some of them away from me; it’s useful.


Ollie seems in a good mood after lunch. He’s got plans for the evening again with Rafael and is whistling a tune under his breath as he tidies up the card racks. I join him and we read the cards aloud to each other in funny voices.


He turns to me and says in the deepest tone he can muster, ‘With warmest thoughts on your special day, Vale.’ Then he takes a deep bow that ends with a hand wave.


When I first saw him do that, I couldn’t understand what he was doing. Then he explained that he liked to impersonate the kind of people who would give those cards. He thinks Lauren picks silly cards.


It’s my turn to do the same, so I take another one, one with flowers and puppies, and put on a squeaky voice.


‘To my wonderful wife, with love on our anniversary,’ I read.


Ollie laughs and swats my arm. ‘Oh, darling husband, you’re such a charmer,’ he says.


Lauren watches us from behind her horn-rimmed glasses and occasionally smiles.


She has teased her blonde hair high on top of her head and tied it into a tight knot. I really want to put my finger through it to feel its consistency. I imagine it to be tense but soft to the touch, like a Chinese steamed bun. But I know it’s not an acceptable thing to do to someone.


Today she’s preparing for a group of reps to come around and present the year’s book releases. They usually come in small groups and bring in a box of samples of what’s coming up in the next few months. Lauren goes through them and decides if they’re what our customers will like and how well they’re going to sell.


‘Right,’ she says, walking over to where Ollie and I are standing, ‘I’ve got the first group coming in soon and I’m going to close the shop for the day. I want to have time and space to deal with everyone without worrying about customers getting in the way. You can leave early.’


Ollie and I look at each other. This hasn’t happened in ages. It’s more usual for Lauren to ask us to stay later and help her tidy up after a group has been rather than leave her to it. But we know better than to question her decisions.


Ollie asks quietly, ‘Are you sure?’ but he’s already on his way to the kitchen to get his stuff.


‘Yup. Go, have fun. Sun’s out. I’ll be okay.’


He comes out with his jacket draped over his arm. I get mine and we’re out in the sunshine before she’s had time to change her mind.


‘Now what?’ I look at my watch. It’s still only 4 p.m.


‘Now, my beloved husband, we go to the pub,’ Ollie says, looking straight ahead and steering me down Church Street and towards the riverside. There are a couple of pubs nearer to the shop, but when the sun is shining, I know he likes to head to the one further down the road, by the water’s edge.


The tables overlooking the river are still a bit damp from the earlier rain, but the sun should make the moisture evaporate soon. I run my hand over the wooden surface. Wet wood has a quality to it that makes me want to run my tongue slowly over every vein and groove, tasting it. But there are too many people watching right now, so the feeling of it under my fingertips will have to be enough.


After a few minutes inside the pub, Ollie comes out and walks towards me with a pint of beer in each hand.


‘Just spoken to Rafael, he’s on his way. You want to sit there?’ He points at the table I’ve just been touching.


‘Yes.’ We sit in silence and look at two swans drifting with the current towards the shores of Eel Pie Island.


‘Why don’t you ask your flatmate to join us too? She’s not working at the moment, is she?’


‘Who?’


‘Your flatmate. She’s called Clara, right?’


I think quickly. There is no way I can ask Clara to come along. She cannot know that I’m out, let alone join us.


‘Yes. No. She’s got a new job.’


I feel a bead of sweat forming on my temple. I wipe it with the edge of my sleeve.


Ollie turns away from the swans and looks at me.


‘Are you two close?’


‘Close? Yes, a bit. I mean, we chat. But not, like, super close.’


‘You’ve lived together for what, three years now?’


‘Four.’


‘Four. And I’ve only ever seen her once. At the Christmas party. And even then, only for like an hour.’


I shudder, thinking of that time. Clara had insisted on coming to the Christmas party. She said she wanted to meet the people I spent so much time with during the day and that I wouldn’t stop banging on about. I was surprised she was interested. I had heard her call them ‘geeks’ before in the same tone of voice she used for people she didn’t like. I told her I didn’t think she would want to come, but she said I was being weird about it. I remember being confused. Clara and my bookshop colleagues were my only friends in London; maybe bringing them together was expected of me.


At the party, she had introduced herself to everyone, and had been chatting to Lauren, Clyde and Hermina – a Dutch student with a sharp fringe and spike earrings who worked with us occasionally – for most of the evening. After a few drinks, though, I noticed she had stopped smiling and was walking towards the bar, where I was standing waiting for a round of drinks.


‘We need to leave.’ She had red circles around her eyes and looked close to tears.


I’d been having a nice time chatting to Ollie about the different nutritional values of corn vs wheat bran vs rice for feeding young pigs and wasn’t ready to go home yet. Ollie had disappeared while I was at the bar, so my plan was to go find him and continue our conversation.


‘Why?’ I asked.


Clara had whispered in Italian that Hermina had been rude to her and that she didn’t want to be there a minute longer. She had gripped my hand and we’d left without saying goodbye to anyone. When I asked her to explain in detail what had happened as we walked away from the venue, she told me Hermina had begun asking her questions about her split from Edo, laughing at her Italian accent, telling her not to drink quite so fast.


Clara had been furious. She’d been nothing but nice to her, she told me, and this horrible woman had taken advantage of her kind nature. I knew Hermina to be a little blunt, but she had never been unkind to me. We got on quite well, actually, as we both enjoyed spotting and naming different species of birds from the shop window when we worked the same shift. But being rude and mean to my friend wasn’t right. Poor Clara hadn’t done anything to receive this kind of treatment. I never had the chance to ask Hermina about it, though, as she went back to Holland early in the new year.


After that night, Clara had made it clear that my being out with work people meant that I preferred them to her and that she found that painful after all she’d done for me over the years. I felt so guilty hearing her say that, and I still do.


Now, Ollie shrugs his shoulders and points at some ducks jumping from the bank into the water.


We both hear his name being called and turn around to see Rafael carrying a pint.


‘Skiving off, are we?’ he says as he lowers himself into the chair next to me.


‘Hardly. Lauren’s in town.’ Ollie lifts his pint in Rafael’s direction, and they clink glasses. ‘Cheers.’


They turn to me, and I do the same.


‘Cheers.’


Rafael works in advertising. Most of his clients are abroad, so he often has the afternoon free, then works late into the evening.


‘What’s new, Vale? How are the pigs?’


He always asks me about the pigs. I don’t know which pigs he’s referring to – I don’t own any myself – but I always say, ‘Well, thank you,’ because it’s polite and because I hope all pigs are well.


‘I think it’s cool that you know so much about them.’ He slumps deeper into the chair. ‘I wish I had a strong passion like that.’


Rafael likes poetry and horse racing, but he’s not passionate about them. Wouldn’t be able to talk about them as much as I do about pigs, he tells me.


Ollie nods and says, ‘Yeah, it’s cool.’ Which he’s never said before.


They start discussing their night out while I sip my beer. They’re getting the train into town in a couple of hours and are planning to see a photography exhibition on the South Bank, then maybe the cinema or on to a nearby club. It sounds fun. While they chat, I go into the pub to get us all another round. When I get back to our table, I can see the two of them looking at me and smiling. I don’t understand what’s going on, which makes me nervous. I put the pints down and settle back into my seat.


‘The largest ever litter of piglets was in Yorkshire in the 1990s,’ I blurt out. ‘Thirty-seven of them. To a sow called “Sow 570”. Isn’t it sad that she didn’t even have a proper name? Just a number.’ Words are coming out faster than I want them to.


‘That’s nice. But we want to know about your love life,’ Rafael says, then wipes the foam off his top lip with the back of his hand. Ollie punches him lightly on the arm and mouths, Stop it, but he is still smiling.


‘Have you ever had a boyfriend?’ Rafael asks me.


‘Of course,’ I say, concentrating on the colour of the liquid inside my glass. On the bubbles and the foam on top. It’s not the first time I’ve been asked this. When it happens, I try to get away with not answering. If they push further, I always say the same thing. I tell them it was in Italy before I moved to the UK. A friend of a friend. I don’t like not telling the truth, but I’ve learned that sometimes a small lie can help me get out of situations I find uncomfortable. I’ve also learned that telling people the truth – ‘no, I’ve never had a relationship’ – makes things much, much worse. I shrug my shoulders.


‘Let her be,’ says Ollie.


Rafael puts his hands up. ‘Okay, okay.’


He flicks his hair back and starts talking about something he saw on his way here. Ollie and I listen to his stories, nodding and sometimes laughing.


I am calm again. The beer has loosened my muscles, the fresh air on my skin feels good and the conversation flows without anyone asking me any more uncomfortable questions. It feels normal.


I feel normal.


After a while, I become aware that the sun is lower, the shadows longer. I check my watch. 18.15.


‘I have to go.’


I start gathering my things. The two of them stare at me, then exchange a look.


‘We were going to ask you to come out with us. Are you sure you have to go?’ Ollie asks. ‘Why don’t you stay with us this once?’


‘Yeah, Vale, you’re always running off. Stick around, it’ll be fun,’ Rafael interjects.


‘I really have to go. I’m sorry.’ I need to start walking now or there’s no way I’ll be back home at the usual time.


‘Fine. But come with us next time we’re out in town.’ Rafael says, then tips the last of his pint down his throat. I’m aware of the red flush that must be creeping up my face as I get up and put my backpack on. I try to act as casually as possible.


‘Will do. See you tomorrow!’


They both wave back. I don’t want them to see how happy this invitation has made me. But the prospect of an evening out in central London with them, strolling down the South Bank, looking at exhibitions, is so enticing I feel like bursting. As I walk back along the path to the main road, my legs are light and my thoughts swim around in my head in a way that is not unpleasant. I’m trying to walk as fast as I can, but I have to concentrate to keep my feet going in the same direction. I trip lightly over a cobblestone but manage to stay upright.


I will tell Clara about having a few drinks during work time when I get back. I will explain that yes, Ollie works with me at MacGregor’s and was at the Christmas party that time, but he’s nothing like Hermina. He would never have been rude. He was even asking after her! The two of them could be friends. He reminds me of one of the boys from our school back in Italy – Salvo, same gangly limbs, and dark, straight hair. Clara liked Salvo.


Yes. I will ask her if she doesn’t mind me going out one day soon with the two of them. I will make sure there’s a meal ready for her to heat in the evening while I’m out, and we can still do her bath when I get back. She wants what’s best for me – she always says so – and this feels like a good thing for me. Friends. Beers by the river.


All of a sudden, I feel like the future ahead is a little brighter. If Clara sees that nothing bad happens on that one night out, it could even be the first of many more. This could be it. The other side.


As I walk towards the house, I see that the lights in the living room are on. The blurred shape of Clara’s silhouette is projected against the curtains. She’s standing with her face close to the window. I’m excited as I open the front door.










Chapter Three



I stand in the hallway for a second and take a deep breath. I focus on a small brown spot in the carpet and stay like that for a few seconds, then step into the living room. Clara turns around to look at me.


‘You’re back, I didn’t hear you,’ she says, rubbing her eyes.


‘Sorry. Did you have a good day?’ I begin to tidy up the magazines, cushions and empty cups strewn across the room.


‘Not really, my back’s been hurting.’ She sits on the armchair and goes back to looking out of the window. ‘There’s a new postman. No idea what’s happened to Andy.’


‘Maybe he’s on holiday?’


‘I don’t think so. He usually says before he goes.’


‘Is the new one nice? What do you fancy for dinner?’ I ask as I walk towards the kitchen.


‘I don’t know, I didn’t open when he knocked. Pasta would be nice,’ I hear her say, just before I turn the tap on to fill the pan.


I can see from the state of the house that Clara has spent another day on the sofa. Her breakfast bowl is still out on the coffee table with lichen-like grey crusts where the porridge has hardened. Her hair is tied back, but long strands have escaped where her head has been resting on the cushions. The air smells faintly like broth and sweat. My phone buzzes inside my pocket. I take it out and see that it’s a missed call and a message from my mother.


How are you?? I haven’t heard from you in a month. Is everything okay?? We just want to know how you are. Lots of news from home. Call when you can.


I put the phone back in my pocket and head upstairs to start running the bath. As I wait for the tub to fill up, I try to gather the courage to tell Clara about my afternoon by the river with Ollie and Rafael.


Downstairs, I couldn’t see any of the signs on her face that I’ve learned to recognise as potential trouble, like if her eyebrows are furrowed a lot, or if she chews her bottom lip when she listens. Apart from her being a bit sleepy, she seems to be in a good enough mood this evening.


I call out for her once the tub is filled and rub the edge of the bathmat with my feet as I listen to her walk up the stairs. She stands in the middle of the bathroom and rubs her face with both hands.


‘Can you? I’m so tired.’


She lifts her arms up. I walk over and take off her sweatshirt and bra, then pull down her tracksuit bottoms and pants. She shivers slightly even though the room is warm. I watch her get into the water and sit down, her knees hugged tight into her chest. I sit on the edge of the bath and start massaging the skin on her back where her bra has left deep red marks. I press down into her muscles with my knuckles, trying to relieve some of the pain. I continue like this until I’ve covered her whole back.


‘That was nice,’ she whispers. ‘How was your day?’


I look at the back of her head.


‘Good. It was different today,’ I blurt out.


‘Different how?’ she asks, turning around to look at me.


I’m about to tell her, but I just freeze. There’s something about the tone of her voice that stops the words from leaving my mouth. I cough and turn to get the sponge.


‘Oh, nothing much, just Ollie messing up the orders. We had to send a load of stock back to the publishers.’


‘Silly,’ she says, turning back around.


I breathe again. I want to tell her, but I’m too scared. I wash her body gently as she stares ahead. When I finish, she gets up and smiles, before wrapping herself up in a robe.


‘I’ll see you downstairs. Can you make dinner soon? I want to eat early,’ she says, then closes the door behind her. I answer yes to the closed door.


Over dinner, Clara tells me a story about when her and Edo, her ex-husband, went on holiday to Malaga and found a tiny place selling tapas in a square away from all the tourists.


She laughs as she remembers how the owner of the place couldn’t take his eyes off her and kept getting the order wrong, and Edo told her to stop flirting with him then stormed off when she wouldn’t. But once he’d come back, a pigeon had shat on his shoulder and they’d ended up laughing so hard they nearly fell off their chairs. I love hearing stories of Clara having fun.


It doesn’t matter who she’s with in those stories. In my mind it’s always me there with her. Clara and Edo travelled across Spain on their honeymoon. They were young, so couldn’t afford to go very far, but they explored as much of the country as their budget allowed.


Clara has endless stories about that trip, and a stash of photographs that she took down a while ago and now keeps in a box at the back of her cupboard.


Now, she opens a bottle of wine and pours us both a glass.


I ask her more questions about the trip and she’s happy to answer, giving me as many details as she remembers. Seeing her face lit up and serene gives me a sudden burst of courage. I feel close to her, and I can see she’s relaxed and happy to chat. I decide to try telling her what I’ve been holding on to all evening,


I tip the last few drops of wine into my mouth and say, ‘Something happened today.’


‘It did?’


I nod. ‘Lauren told us to leave early, so Ollie, Rafael and I went to the river for a pint. It’s really nice there; we should go together.’


Clara looks at me and tilts her head to one side. ‘It’s nice, is it?’ she asks.


The wine is warming up my stomach and I feel happy. I nod, smiling. ‘Right on the river, and there’s ducks and swans swimming by your feet.’


‘And what were they saying?’


‘Who?’


‘Ollie and Rafael. I’m not asking about the ducks and swans, am I?’


I go to pour us more wine, but she blocks the top of her glass with the palm of her hand.


‘Not much. They were going out tonight so were talking about that mostly. They asked me if I wanted to go along too. I said no, obviously – I wanted to speak to you first – but I thought maybe another time I could join them?’


Words are coming out of my mouth much faster than I’d like. I can’t bear to meet her eyes right now, so I stare down at the table surface and start scratching at a raised knot in the wood.


‘What did you tell them?’ Her voice is monotone, and each word is coming out like it has a full stop at the end of it.


I concentrate harder on the wood knot.


‘I said maybe.’ It comes out no louder than a whisper.


She slams both hands onto the table. I jump and instinctively move further away from her. I grip the sides of my chair. I shouldn’t have said anything. The warmth in my stomach has gone now and my mouth tastes bitter.


‘After what they’ve done to me?’ Her face is red, and her eyes are wide open, fixed on mine. ‘You must really hate me,’ she says, shaking her head.


‘Clara, no! Of course I don’t hate you. It wasn’t them who—’


‘I took you in when you had nowhere to live. What was your life before me? Nothing.’


Her head is turned away now, as if she just can’t bear to look at me. I feel panic rising in my chest.


‘You did. I know you did. I’m sorry.’ The biggest clump has formed at the pit of my stomach. My breaths are coming fast and shallow.


‘So while I’m stuck here at home, in pain, you go out with people who have treated me badly. Without a thought in your head for me.’ She’s still not looking at me. ‘And on top of it all, you tell them you’ll do it again!’


‘I only said maybe,’ I whisper.


She turns her head to look at me and shakes it once more. Then pushes her chair back and stomps up the stairs. I hear the door to her bedroom slam and let my head fall into my hands.


She is right. I shouldn’t have gone out with Ollie and Rafael. It was selfish of me, knowing how upset Clara had been at the party after what Hermina had said to her. I know Ollie and Rafael aren’t the ones directly responsible, but Clara doesn’t see it that way. I should have respected that. She is my only true friend, and I can’t lose her. I make a cup of tea the way she likes it and bring it up to her room.


And then I beg her. I beg her to forgive me. I tell her how stupid I now realise I have been and that it will never happen again. Ollie and Rafael are not my real friends, I cry, she is.


And I will do everything I can to make sure she isn’t upset with me ever again. As I speak, tears roll down my cheeks.


She stares at me and listens. Her face is blank once again and I have no idea what she’s thinking. Once I’m finished talking, she says, ‘I’ll think about it. Now go to sleep.’


She picks up her book and starts reading. I close the door behind me, careful not to disturb her, and go to my own room.


I can’t sleep during the night and stay up watching the ceiling, hoping for my clenched muscles to loosen, but they never do.


Over the weekend, when Lauren’s nieces help out at the bookshop, I do everything I can to get back into Clara’s good books. I bring her breakfast in bed and bake her lingue di gatto biscuits dipped in chocolate. I massage her back and keep the radio tuned to her favourite music station, playing nineties dance hits all day long. She doesn’t say much at first, but by the end of Saturday, she seems happier and more relaxed.


When she goes to her room to sleep, I lie on my bed and try to get some rest. My heart is still hammering against my chest from the fear of what I could have lost. I pick up my book and try to breathe deeply as I immerse myself in learning how building a pigpen on poor quality farmland can benefit the terrain. As I read, page after page, I can feel my heart slowing down to a more normal pace, and my muscles finally relax.


On Sunday, we go for a walk around the park and feed the ducks. I cook Clara a lasagne, and we spend the afternoon reading on the sofa. I catch her looking at me from time to time. She is quiet, so I can’t tell if she’s still angry at me.










Chapter Four



On Monday morning, everything is silent when I wake up. I walk down the stairs and find the notes on the kitchen table. I’m relieved that she still cares enough to leave them.


Blue cotton top, grey jeans, sandals (no socks).


Bottle of water (fizzy or not), salad with chicken or tuna.


I find the clothes and get dressed quickly. It feels good to leave the emotions of the weekend behind, but as I walk towards the bookshop, I realise I still feel nervous. I really don’t want to get into trouble with Clara any more. I need to be as good a friend to her as she is to me, and if me going out with Ollie and Rafael upsets her, then it simply can’t happen again. I take my phone out to check the time and see three missed calls from my mother. Two from yesterday and one from half an hour ago. She will start worrying if I leave it any longer, so I call her back.


‘Valentina. Finally. Is everything okay?’


‘Yes, all good. I’m sorry. It’s been a busy weekend.’


‘You’re always busy. I hope you’re getting some rest and making time to have some fun. How’s work going? There’s that author who’s just come out with her new book. What’s her name? She’s great. Do you sell her? I bet it’s flying off the shelves.’


‘I don’t know, Mum. Work is good, ticking over.’


‘That one. The Irish one. You know? She’s always writing about families. So funny. I’ve got one of hers somewhere.’


‘Sorry, Mum, I’m not sure. Marian Keyes?’ I say.


‘That’s it. So funny. Anyways, Dad says hello. His hip is sore today, so I told him to take it easy. He went up a ladder yesterday. I had to shout to get him down. He thinks he can still do everything he used to, but he needs to realise it’s time to take better care of himself. And you, too. You always seem so busy whenever I speak to you. Are you sure you’re okay?’


‘I am, Mum. Promise.’


‘Okay, okay. And how is Clara? Has she been able to find a job? I saw Antonio and Marilena the other day and they told me they haven’t heard from her in months. Tell her to ring them, will you? They seemed so worried,’ she says.


‘I will. Sorry, Mum, I need to go now.’


I won’t tell Clara to ring her parents. That would put her in a mood so bad it would take me longer than a weekend to fix it. I tell my mother I will call her again soon and hang up.


The bookshop is cool and quiet. Ollie must have just opened the door, as the smell of paper and glue in the air is still strong. It usually gets fainter as the day goes on, but it’s so intense it’s tickling my nostrils right now. I put the kettle on and start firing up the ancient till.


Ollie walks towards me with a pile of books balanced, palm up, in one hand.


‘Hey, Vale. How’s things?’ he asks, trying to keep the pile from slipping to the floor as he moves his hand up and down.


‘I’m okay, thanks,’ I answer, not looking up from the till.


‘Cool cool. Nice weekend?’


‘I was reading about the benefits of keeping pigs in weedy terrain as they can help keep the soil clean and fertilised.’ I keep my gaze on the till. I can’t look him in the eye, or he might ask me to do the shelf-stacking together as we usually do. And that might lead to more invitations and more trouble. I can’t risk that today.


‘Right. Sounds fun.’


‘It is. I also found out that in Denmark there are twice as many pigs as people.’ I walk to the kitchen and start making myself a cup of tea. He watches me take just one mug out of the cupboard and one tea bag out of the glass jar on the counter. He says nothing, but I can see his brow furrow.


‘Big on the pig talk today, eh?’ he asks, but I can tell it’s one of those questions that don’t need an answer, so I don’t say anything.


I hear him play with the pile of books for a bit longer while I stay in the kitchen. Then he walks away to start stacking while I keep busy at the front of the shop.


The few times he speaks to me, I answer by telling him pig facts. I know he doesn’t tend to stick around very long when I do that, so we manage to avoid each other for most of the day. At closing time, he leaves without saying goodbye and I lock up on my own. I feel relieved.


Back home, I find Clara lying down on the sofa. As I take off my coat and ask her questions about her day, she responds with a moan, her hands clutched to her stomach.


‘Are you okay?’ I ask her.


‘I have a terrible stomach ache. All day I’ve been on the edge of throwing up.’


‘Oh no, poor you. What can it be?’ I ask, crouching down next to her.


‘It’s so painful,’ she says, closing her eyes as her breath catches. ‘I can’t have a bath tonight. I’ll just eat something light and go to sleep early.’


‘Of course. I’ll cook you something now.’


I don’t want her to see my face and realise how disappointed I am to be missing the bath, so I quickly get up and head to the kitchen to start cooking.


I’m worried about her. Her aches are getting worse and every day there seems to be another part of her body hurting. I couldn’t bear it if she was seriously sick, but she refuses to go to the doctor no matter how much I beg her to get herself checked. She says she doesn’t trust them.


That evening, as she gets ready for bed, she asks me to help her undress. I peel the layers of clothing away from her warm skin carefully, as though she is a caterpillar shedding its exoskeleton, revealing the vulnerable body underneath.


Just as I’m about to turn the lights off, she whispers something I can’t quite hear. I ask her to repeat it and get in closer to hear. She grabs my hand and squeezes it tightly. I can feel the small bones shift painfully under her grip.


‘Please can you watch over me tonight? I’m worried I might be sick in my sleep and choke on my vomit and die,’ she says, a little louder this time.


‘Choke on it?’ I ask.


‘Yes, it can happen. Please, Vale,’ she asks, as tears well up in her eyes.


‘Of course,’ I tell her.


I turn the lights off and sit in the chair by her bed, watching her sleep soundly through the night. The sound of her light snoring in the quietest hours seems to reverberate against the walls. I’m too worried about her to get any sleep myself, so I sit there watching her chest rise and fall until the sun comes up. She didn’t leave a note for me the night before, so I wear what was written on yesterday’s one.


I gently wake her up before I leave for work and ask how she’s feeling.


‘Great. Hungry,’ she answers, then stretches her arms, yawning loudly. Although I’m exhausted after a night of no sleep, I’m relieved she’s back to health so quickly. I get ready for work and leave the table set up for her breakfast. As I close the door behind me, I hear the TV in the living room come on and a breakfast bowl being filled with cereal. Leaving her alone worries me after she was unwell yesterday. But I have no choice, I must go to work and earn our money. And still feeling bad for letting her down, I just hope that we can put it behind us for good. I feel a shiver of fear run down my spine at the thought that we might not be okay.
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