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One



Natwest is the Hero of the Novel


Despite all evidence to the contrary, Natwest was alive. His body was slumped in the hallway of his mother’s house. Limbs were splayed. Cowlicks were present. The carpet embossed an ominous pattern onto his cheek. But there was breathing. And gently, reluctantly, he awoke. It took him a moment to recollect: he’d waited in the hall overnight, hoping to catch the postman doing his rounds first thing in the morning. At some point he must have lost consciousness, because now it was nearly 11:00 a.m.


Natwest rose to his feet, simultaneously yawned and stretched, felt dizzy and returned to the floor. His second attempt was more successful. When he was upright and sensible, he regarded the detumescent bump of his falling erection with a good deal of scepticism.


The package.


He’d ordered it the day before, and it was essential the package ended up in his hands and no one else’s – hence the overnight vigil in the hallway. To risk his mother opening it was to risk a calamity greater than any he’d previously experienced in his short life. He wouldn’t leave town until it was securely concealed in his suitcase. The alternative – any alternative – was too distressing to consider, so when Natwest opened the front door he fully expected to see the package before him.


But there was nothing there. He closed the door, waited for half a minute and opened it again. Still no package. After a brief spell of nausea, he stepped outside and looked in the food-waste bin where the postman left the red notes that said, Sorry we missed you – an odd place to put them, he thought, because there was a perfectly reasonable letterbox. Inside the bin there were no red notes, only the trimmings of a root vegetable and the flotsam of some brown fruit that he chose not to identify. It was the first instance of the day in which his inflexible aesthetic principles, which privileged the ugly and the difficult over the pretty and the satisfying, failed to align with his sense of smell, for the odour of the rotting fruit was too much for Natwest’s delicate nose and he shut the bin lid.


His fears had been realised, and he may or may not have punched the wall in frustration. He ran down the short list of possible explanations: a wrong address, a computer error, an untrained postman, an exploded Royal Mail van. No doubt the reason for the missing package would be described as a force majeure, or some other European excuse. He called it Royal Mail doing exactly what you expect, which is never what you want. Humiliation, which was lurking around the corner of his life at all times, was now very much on his doorstep.


Natwest tried to look for positives, and could only find the sun, miraculously present in the sky. There was some pleasure in the warmth on his face, and the way the light generated interesting shadows and odd Rorschach shapes across the surface of the road. His door was one of dozens that lined the street, here in this unexceptional Midlands town in which he’d spent the entirety of his short life – and which he now desired, more than anything else, to leave.


On the other side of the road, Natwest spotted an attractive woman waiting patiently while her slobbering German shepherd took a large dump on the pavement. Despite the breed of dog, and the heat of the morning sun, the woman had chosen to dress the animal in a rainbow sweater – and while Natwest expressed his disapproval by imperceptibly shaking his head, the dog expressed its Gay Pride by staring him in the eyes as it confidently emptied its bowels. He waited for her to do the honourable thing and remove the excrement from the footpath, and yet the moment the dog finished its business the woman turned up her collar and started off down the road. Natwest could have left it there, gone back inside and resented her for a little while before returning to his own problems, but he noticed something shiny and potentially expensive fall out of her pocket. His first instinct was to punish the woman for the offending turd, but after a few seconds his better nature prevailed and he crossed the road to retrieve the fallen object for her.


He was disappointed to discover that it was the shiny wrapper of a chocolate bar, and that the woman was too far away for him to complain. The front of the wrapper depicted a slender penguin, and Natwest’s Art Brain immediately connected the image with van Eyck’s Arnolfini Portrait, as the penguin’s dark coat of feathers unquestionably resembled that of the eponymous Italian merchant in the revered fifteenth-century oil painting. Anyway, he thought it was an overrated work of art – the Arnolfini Portrait not the Penguin chocolate bar – and it was impossible to take it seriously because of the freakish canine at the bottom of the picture, apparently meant to symbolise loyalty.


‘Oi! Clean up your dog shit! You can’t leave it on the pavement like that!’


The man’s voice had come from one of the houses in front him, and Natwest searched the windows for its source. ‘Don’t just stand there! Clean it up, mate!’ – and now the voice came from a different direction.


‘I can’t!’ Natwest shouted into the ether. ‘It wasn’t my dog!’


‘You’re standing right by it! I don’t see anyone else!’


‘But it wasn’t me!’


The voice laughed then, and replied in booming, mocking tones: ‘I hope it wasn’t you!’


‘I mean it wasn’t my dog! I don’t even own a dog! This has nothing to do with me!’ But there was more laughter, and soon Natwest found himself screaming at the houses. ‘Why don’t you come down here and clean it up yourself! How about that!’


This last comment appeared to silence the complaints, for there was the sound of a window closing, and then an eerie quiet. He glanced down at the turd on the pavement – only for a second – and returned inside without cleaning it up.


Back in the hallway, he checked the confirmation email from Royal Mail. He removed the phone from his pocket in a beautifully fluid motion, but the device was so thin – was it usually this thin? – that it slipped from his hand.


He always expected it to fall in slow motion. Instead it collided with the wall and bounced onto the floor, adding a sizeable crack to the centre of the screen. He cursed the slimness of his phone and the weakness of his grip, then swiftly pledged to buy a phone case later that day.


He opened the Mail app. Apparently the package had been delivered this morning, Friday 17 September, at 9:24 a.m. But it was 11:00 a.m., which meant someone was lying. In despair, he leant against the floral print in the hallway and his eyes followed the lilies that climbed the opposite wall towards the white, blank ceiling. He noticed it was the same lily design, repeated a hundred times over. For some reason he’d always thought each flower was unique – how odd to notice the opposite, today of all days.


This morning, the most important thing was to find out where his package had gone. His first thought was that someone had tampered with it – and here Natwest allowed himself a rare smile, for it had been several months since anyone had tampered with his package. It brought to mind Georgie’s Falstaffian erection, with its glorious surplus of foreskin. His own penis stirred in unison with the image. Once the package was found, he thought, there would be time to hook up with someone before the day was through.


He was pacing back and forth in the hallway like an angry cartoon, and when he registered this he planted his feet firmly on the carpet and resolved not to move, because he was neither a fool nor a comedian. He was an intellectual. His mind operated at the highest efficiency. His discernment was unparalleled.


But why was he bleeding?


He watched the single red droplet run down his thumb where a tiny glass splinter from the cracked phone screen was embedded in his skin. He flicked the shard away, put the bloody thumb in his mouth and sucked at the wound.


‘Natwest, what are you hanging around the door for?’


It was his mother, gliding down the stairs in her orange nighty. Leighton’s Flaming June, he thought. Then he felt ashamed of himself and tried a casual remark. ‘It’s almost eleven. You’re up late.’


Their hands lightly touched as she passed by. ‘I took the day off work. Wanted to be here for your last hurrah.’ Then she grinned and disappeared into the kitchen.


‘Did you hear the postman this morning? I’m waiting for a package.’


‘You’re shouting, Natwest. I’m right here. And what’s in the package anyway?’


He pretended not to hear the question. Apparently the wound had started bleeding again because his thumb had turned a different colour.


‘Have you packed for tomorrow by the way?’ She popped her head into the hallway. ‘Because I’m not helping you.’


‘Mum, don’t infantilise me.’ He put his thumb in his mouth and sucked at the wound.


Natwest was travelling up to Bradford tomorrow for his first year of undergraduate study. It was not his first choice of university, but it was the only place that had accepted him. He’d catastrophically failed his A levels at eighteen and watched his friends leave town without him. Now, after a four-year purgatory of retakes, pandemics, and coffee-shop employment, it was his turn – at the tender age of twenty-three.


Yet he’d thwarted his own exit by ordering the package the day before.


‘What!’ He couldn’t hear his mother over the sound of the kettle. ‘What are you saying?’


She raised her voice, and the trace of her mysterious Scouse accent returned. ‘I said, why didn’t you order it when you got there?’


In the kitchen, his mother pouring milk into a cup of tea distinctly resembled Vermeer’s Milkmaid, except the liquid was semi-skimmed and his mother less dumpy. He was always doing this. While his friends were partying at university, he’d spent the last four years learning everything there was to know about the great artists of the world. He’d seen every work of fine art on the internet, and now his hyperlink mind found infinite ways to return them back to him in the real world.


‘Why didn’t you order it when you got to university?’ she repeated.


‘I know.’


His mother raised the mug to her lips. ‘It’s okay. I’ll post it up.’ She took a too-long sip, betraying her intentions to do the opposite. General human freedoms such as the right to privacy, or the right to own property, existed in a state of exception here in his mother’s household.


Natwest shook his head. ‘I’m going to the post office to see if they’ve got it.’


‘But have you checked with Joan?’ she asked, because of course he hadn’t.


Joan was their neighbour. Sometimes they received her mail, and vice versa. She was a spiteful old woman who went out of her way to inconvenience Natwest. His evidence was based on an incident that occurred when he was sixteen, on Halloween night. He and Georgie – slightly intoxicated – had rung her doorbell to request some Rowntree’s Randoms. Nobody answered, so he rang the bell three more times until finally the door opened, and without a word Joan threw a handful of popcorn in his face and slammed it shut. She was not a kindly old lady. Natwest demanded a certain degree of friendliness in people over the age of sixty; if they were not sufficiently congenial, they were nursing offensive thoughts. He wouldn’t be surprised if Joan had stolen the package to spite him.


‘You know she gets our post all the time.’


‘I know,’ Natwest sighed, irritated that he’d have to play nice with the old woman. ‘I guess I’ll go ask her.’ He ducked into the hallway and grabbed his rucksack. On the way out he knocked twice on the lily wallpaper for luck – a childhood habit – producing two slightly different hollow sounds.


‘Wait! Have you had breakfast?’ his mother shouted after him. ‘Do you want some toast? You need to pack!’


But he’d already opened the door and left the house.










Two



Coq au Vin


When she was a young girl, her husband said she was the only person in the world who enjoyed running to catch a bus. Now Joan was eighty, her husband was dead, and time had proven him wrong. There was no pleasure in motion anymore.


Yet still the world insisted on it.


In this case, Joan was thinking of the frozen chicken crawling slowly up the conveyor belt towards the young cashier, here in the queue of her local Asda. The chicken – shrink-wrapped and pink – travelled away from her, and with some bitterness she reflected that this dead animal was currently moving faster than she ever could.


She checked the time – ten minutes to ten. An hour to go.


Better get a move on, Joan.


The chicken continued on its way, followed shortly by a large onion, bacon slices and a single misshapen sprig of parsley. These were the principal ingredients of a difficult French dish known as coq au vin – the dish which Joan was determined to cook this morning. It was a particularly ambitious undertaking, because her diet consisted largely of canned soup and cheese on toast.


‘Is that everything?’ asked the young cashier, whose nose was punctured by an alarming number of piercings.


Joan nodded and opened her handbag to pay. It had been a long time since she’d been this nervous – perhaps agitated was the better word for it – and an unpleasant lightness accompanied the feeling. Would the meal be enough to impress him?


Seized by an urge to look at herself, Joan glanced in the dim glass of the card reader – only to discover that she looked much the same as she’d looked ten minutes before, and the ten minutes before that.


Her reflection was erased as the screen booted up and informed her of the cost: £19.66.


‘That’s uh. . . nineteen sixty-six please.’


She eyed the cashier’s perforated nose with suspicion. ‘How do you breathe?’ she asked.


Outside the shop, her eighteen-year-old granddaughter, Samantha – or “Sam”, as she unfortunately preferred to be called – was waiting around and fiddling with her mobile phone.


‘Did you get everything, Nan?’


‘They were out of the good garlic, as usual. Fortunately, I’ve got some at home.’ Joan nudged her granddaughter. ‘Sam. . . please can you take the chicken. . .’


‘Oh yeah. Zen.’ Sam took the shopping bag from her, and they started off down the road together. ‘I bet you’re excited for later,’ Sam said.


‘No. It’s meant to rain today.’ Although everything was set in motion, Joan still felt it necessary to complain. ‘I really can’t believe you’ve made me do this, Sam.’


Her granddaughter shrugged in that irritating, tomboyish way of hers. ‘It’s just a date.’


‘But you never know who’s on these websites. If I can put up a profile, anyone can.’


‘Just trust me—’


‘People aren’t always who you think they are,’ said Joan. ‘I’ve read about this type of thing. Nasty criminals pose as old men, then they arrange a time when they know that defenceless old ladies like me will be home alone. Then they rob them!’


‘It’s not like that, Nan. You need to have faith in people.’


‘The robbers are probably immigrants too,’ Joan added, just for the hell of it. Provoking her granddaughter was one of the few sources of amusement she had left.


Sam, predictably, went quiet and stared at her phone.


Her granddaughter was the principal architect of this morning’s plans. She’d created a profile for Joan on a senior dating website called ThereIsStillTime.com, introducing the idea as a purely educational exercise to teach her how to use the internet.


‘So, are you monogamous or polyamorous?’ Sam had asked while setting up the profile.


‘Polyamorous? Is that the thing where you can write with both hands?’


There was a great fuss over the pictures. Joan said she didn’t care how she appeared on the profile, because nobody was going to see it anyway – but then spent several hours in her spare bedroom going through countless boxes of photos to find the best ones. They were mostly of her late husband Gene, and their son, and their old friends. It was sad to think she could fit her whole life in one room. Going through them for the first time in years, Joan realised that she hadn’t taken a photo since Gene died. She wasn’t surprised.


Joan returned empty-handed, so her granddaughter perched her on the edge of the sofa and took new photos.


‘Be sexier!’ she cried.


Joan assumed a pose.


‘Sexier!’


She tried something interesting with her leg, but Sam looked disturbed. ‘No, no. Just smile.’


She smiled as much as she could without displaying any of her remaining teeth. One of the great regrets of her life was that she hadn’t brushed her teeth until she was in her thirties. Her Chinese dentist said to her once, ‘At least you started to brush. Some people never have the willpower to change,’ which struck her as a characteristically wise thing for a Chinese dentist to say.


To her surprise, Joan had matched with hundreds of other profiles, but Sam informed her that they were all young people indulging in a “granny fetish”. Joan wasn’t sure what to make of that, except it confirmed her suspicion that all people below the age of thirty were monsters. Most of the other profiles in her age range lived in different towns and, as she could no longer travel, she ignored their messages. Her granddaughter called this “ghosting”, which didn’t make sense to Joan. She thought it was the opposite; the point about ghosts is that you can’t get rid of them – they’re always there when you don’t want them to be.


After a few days Joan finally matched with somebody who lived nearby. His name was Michael, and he was seventy-eight. His first message said:


If you would like we could have brunch together.


Brunch! After going back and forth for a day – and with much encouragement from her granddaughter – she accepted the offer. It was agreed that Michael would pay her a visit at eleven this morning.


They rounded the corner onto the next street. There were only forty-five minutes left until Michael was due to arrive.


‘It’ll be fun,’ her granddaughter assured her, swinging the chicken back and forth as if it were a toy, and not the key to Joan’s future.


‘Stop it!’ She steadied Sam’s swinging arm. ‘You’ll split the plastic.’


‘It’s fine, Nan.’ Then her granddaughter raised the chicken to eye level. ‘Though I still think it’s insane to cook coq au vin for brunch.’


Joan tutted. ‘I know what I’m doing, Sam.’


Except she didn’t. Over the last few hours, Joan had grown increasingly anxious – a feeling she was quite unfamiliar with. She’d thought the dish would be a brilliant gambit, because in one of Michael’s profile pictures he was sitting in front of a coq au vin in an expensive French restaurant. She thought she’d impress him by rustling up her own. Now faced with the responsibility of cooking the thing – and the prospect that Michael would disapprove of a coq for brunch – Joan was feeling overwhelmed.


A black Bentley drove past them, and she pointed it out to her granddaughter. ‘Gene’s brother once owned a Bentley,’ she said, hoping to distract herself from her own anxiety.


Sam nodded and returned to her mobile phone.


‘What exactly are you looking at?’ asked Joan.


‘My friend got a cat,’ said Sam.


It was infuriating, how this phone had taken over her granddaughter’s life. ‘I don’t understand you. What are you getting by peeking into everyone’s lives like that?’


Sam lowered her phone, ‘What’s the problem? Isn’t it good to uh. . . observe and, you know. . . imagine other people’s lives?’ When Joan shook her head, Sam added in a playful voice, ‘That’s like the definition of empathy, Nan.’


‘A silly modern word. If you seriously think that jumping into people’s lives like that – from Sam to John, from Sam to Paul, from Sam to Janet – if you think that’s a good thing, you’re more naïve than you look.’


‘Do you really think I have friends called Janet?’ answered Sam flatly.


Joan shifted her handbag to the other shoulder. ‘Well, if you’re going to look at that thing, at least make yourself useful. Go on and show me Michael’s photos again.’


Sam complied, and a moment later Joan was holding her granddaughter’s cracked phone and looking at her date. He wasn’t particularly handsome. Enormous bushy eyebrows, and too many moles for her liking. But the pictures were tasteful: Michael reading a book; Michael at the races; Michael in a French restaurant, coq au vin in front of him. He wore glasses and was Jewish – and apparently proud of it because it was right there in his description.


‘Look. He might be the one, Nan.’


She’d said it because Gene had been Jewish too, and something about her granddaughter’s assumption got on Joan’s nerves. ‘How do you know he’s Jewish, Sam? This profile is probably a fake, anyway. You can never trust Jews to tell the truth.’ Then when Sam looked as though she was going to throw a fit, Joan added, ‘Gene’s words, not mine!’


She chuckled at Sam’s horrified expression, but the laughter stuck in her throat. All of a sudden the memory of her late husband’s deception returned to her, and it was as if she had been slapped, for she found herself leaning against the bus shelter, trying to catch her breath.


‘You okay, Nan?’ Sam took her grandmother’s arm in concern. ‘We can get the bus if you’d like?’


‘No, I. . .’ Joan handed the mobile phone back to her. ‘Listen, Sam. . .’ She searched her granddaughter’s face for some trace of evidence – as she’d done a hundred times before – but Sam looked away.


‘Come on, Nan. You really don’t want to be late to your own date. Not a good look.’ Her granddaughter gently patted her on the back.


‘Alright, alright. . .’ Joan regained her composure by authoritatively kicking a small pebble into the road. ‘I’m coming.’


Ten minutes later they were standing outside Joan’s house.


‘You sure you don’t need a hand?’ asked Sam.


‘I’ll be fine, thank you.’


‘Okay. I’m meeting a friend in a bit so. . .’ Sam offloaded the chicken to her grandmother. ‘Good luck with the coq. I bet you’ll have fun.’


Inside, she heaved the chicken onto the kitchen table and checked her watch. Twenty minutes to eleven.


She had timed this poorly.


She reread the instructions which Sam had printed out for her – an online recipe from somebody calling themselves “The Microwave Monarch”. In the absence of a slow cooker, or any similar device, Joan had made the brave decision to cook this morning’s coq au vin using only her microwave.


After defrosting it with a preliminary blast of the device, she diced and rolled the chicken in flour, adding bacon, mushrooms, garlic, parsley and red wine. She poured the entire mixture into a large Tupperware dish, put it in the microwave and set the timer for fifteen minutes.


She took a step back from the appliance, slightly in awe of her newfound ability to cook. She’d defeated the complicated dish with relative ease, and finally she had nothing left to do except wait for Michael.


After a few minutes of angst-free thumb twiddling, she was struck by another urge to look at herself.


‘Go easy on me,’ she mumbled, as she approached the mirror.


She never doubted her looks with Gene. She’d been eighteen when they met; he’d been twenty-six. In her mind she was young and attractive by default. No longer. The wrinkles in the reflection carved up her skin into discrete sections, and her face seemed like a mosaic made up of time itself. She traced the lines in her face, like the cracks in the glass of her granddaughter’s phone screen, and watched her sad reflection do the same. She was not beautiful, exactly; no chance of that now. But perhaps like Michael, she was dignified. Was that the kind of woman he wanted?


Joan checked her watch – it was eleven – and glanced at the front door.


All of a sudden a dark figure appeared in the window above it.


Her first thought: would he knock or ring the doorbell? Sometimes people didn’t see the button, so they hammered at the door – which usually irritated her. But for some reason she wanted Michael to knock.


Doorbell!


She took a deep breath to steady her nerves and opened the door.


It was a boy. No, a young man. Him from next door. Penny’s son. What did he want?


‘Yes?’ said Joan.


The boy tried a sympathetic look. ‘I’m from next door.’


‘I know.’ Joan looked past him to see if there was anybody else on the street. ‘What is it?’ There were only a few people about, but none of them was Michael.


‘I was wondering if you’d had a package delivered to you by accident, because I’m waiting for one and I haven’t got it.’ The boy appeared to hop from one foot to another. What was his problem?


‘No. I haven’t received anything today.’


‘Not a letter or anything? Like a little red slip?’


Joan wanted to shut the door in his face – which in all fairness was not unattractive. In fact, it reminded her of Gene as a young man: the same jaw, nose, brown eyes. In every face there were other faces. She had seen so many in her long life that each one referenced someone else she’d once known – and it occurred to her that there weren’t even that many of them. Not really. Just billions of names and hairstyles, and maybe only a hundred faces in the whole world.


‘Nothing’s arrived. I’m sorry,’ said Joan.


‘I thought it would—’


‘I hope you find it,’ she lied, and shut the door.


People were so spoilt.


Just then, the air was pierced by the rude beeping of the microwave, and Joan rushed to the kitchen to fetch her coq au vin.


She opened the microwave door with a good deal of eagerness – but was met with a faceful of dirty smoke and a wretched smell. This was followed by a fierce bout of coughing and the sound of the smoke alarm, generally adding to the apocalyptic atmosphere in the kitchen.


It hadn’t gone to plan.


She pulled out the dish and shoved it in the sink. Significant portions of the Tupperware were inseparable from the meal. The edges of the plastic container had catastrophically melted into the stew. The dish was now a gelatinous sludge.


Her coq was ruined.


Once she had cleared away the mess, Joan sank into a chair and began to sob quietly. Everything stank of garlic and melted plastic. She had flown too close to the sun and been punished for it. Worst of all, she’d failed Michael – who was now fifteen minutes late. People were disappointing.


‘Doors are made for opening,’ her husband used to say. And when she was young she believed him. She thought that a door was always the beginning of something. How many novels begin with a door opening? How many days begin when you leave the house? Now she believed that a door is more likely to mark the end of things. For instance, when a man rings the doorbell to notify you that your husband is in hospital after suffering an intracranial aneurysm. That was one ending. Another popular lie: that the ending of something is always the beginning of something else. The opposite is more credible. More often, an ending leads to the ending of other things; when one door closes, others close with it. If Joan were a philosopher she might say that life is measured in doors.


She shook her head and wiped her eyes with a handkerchief. That was the kind of thing Gene would think. Unlike him, Joan wasn’t interested in philosophy.


But then she never really knew what he was interested in, did she?


She raised herself slowly from the chair. For the second time that day, the memory of that terrible morning, a few months after her husband’s death, appeared before her.


It was the day they installed the memorial bench for him in the park. She’d spent a good portion of her pension organising the whole thing, and she’d had one of those bronze plaques inscribed and then fastened to the wood:


In memory of


Gene Shapiro


A loving father, grandfather and husband


It came out exactly as she’d hoped it would, and she was certain that Gene would be proud of her. When she returned home she decided to clean his study, which she had barely stepped into since his death. As she tidied the room, she noticed the bottom drawer of his desk getting stuck on a loose nail. After some effort she managed to prise the nail out with a hammer, and, to her surprise, when she removed the drawer she spotted a brown envelope hidden in the space underneath. It was thick and heavy – more like a parcel – and as she drew it out, the contents spilled onto the floor.


She was surrounded by hundreds of photos, ranging from old Polaroids to computer printouts. All of them of young girls, between the ages of six and fourteen, most of whom were naked or partially naked. Some of them posed for the camera, some of them didn’t. In several pictures, faceless men interacted with the girls, stroking their bodies, inserting themselves.


The first thing Joan thought of was her son – thank God there were no boys in the photos. And then she thought of her granddaughter. Wonderful, naïve Sam. She stared at the photos again, now picturing her lovely face, so much like the faces of these anonymous children. How many times had Sam been left alone with Gene as a child? Joan frantically sifted through the images, but her granddaughter’s face was not among them. They contained nothing familiar; she recognised none of the children, nor the penises – all of which were grotesque in the way her husband’s hadn’t been.


Yet it was little comfort to Joan; she’d never since been able to shake the doubt that something happened to her granddaughter under her own roof. Even struggled to look Sam in the eyes without thinking of the photos. She would take the question to the grave, for how could she ask it?


Joan spent the remainder of that miserable day sitting in front of the door until the light faded out through the window, then she returned to the study and gathered up the photos. She placed them all into a metal fire pit at the bottom of the garden and, thinking only of her granddaughter, doused the pictures in alcohol and set them alight.


Now it was twenty minutes past eleven, and nobody had arrived.


She stared at the computer in the corner of the living room, the one on which Sam had set up the dating account. She’d agreed to the meeting with Michael because of her granddaughter, because some part of Joan believed that a new man would erase the sins of the old one. Had Sam realised this when she’d suggested it? And then, thought Joan, how many photos had her husband found on that same computer? They’d owned the computer for years. He’d been looking at those photos and finding new ones right until the end. She’d spent her entire life loving someone she never knew. It was like an awful prank performed at her expense – and the punchline was that it was too late to start again. Her life was almost over.


And just then Joan noticed a shadow in the window above the front door. Somebody was outside, fumbling around for the doorbell.


He was here!


Joan suddenly caught a whiff of the wretched smell in the room – coq au vin and melted plastic – and she was seized by a desire to flee. Hide in the bedroom! Sneak out the back door! Escape! But her time had run out. She thought of Gene, and his lovely, disappointing face – and then of the failed brunch, unrecognisable in the kitchen bin.


Air freshener.


She grabbed a can and sprayed it behind her back, trailing deodorant all the way to the entrance, before chucking it behind a curtain. Then she smoothed down her outfit and practised a smile. A man was outside her house, and she would be presentable.


‘Go easy on me,’ she thought.


At last, there was a knock on the door.










Three



Natwest Makes a Plan


It was the right weather to travel on foot. Almost European. The pavement sweated away the remnants of last night’s rain, and the September sky was blank and blue like a swimming pool. Underneath it all: Natwest, soaking up the last gasps of summer and applauding his decision to leave the red Hyundai at home and walk into town instead. He was halfway to the post office and already feeling good about it.


A plan was of the utmost importance to Natwest. His days and nights were informed, at all times, by some sort of order. A good plan was a rhythm of convenience, the only way he could manage the infinite possibilities of a morning. The slightest interference could threaten a whole day. In fact, this year he’d spent countless days in bed simply because the morning (the weather, the shape of the world outside the window) had disagreed with the plan he’d constructed the night before. The way he saw it, there were good days and bad days – and the likelihood of a good one was proportional to how closely he stuck to his plan. So it was a pleasant surprise that, impelled by the necessity of finding the missing package, he’d managed to remake today’s plan with relative ease. He took it as a sign of his growing maturity.


‘Yo! Stop the ball!’


Natwest glanced in the direction of the voice. A group of children were playing by the estate, and they were all gesticulating wildly at him. The aforementioned football rolled towards him, and he tried his best to stop it.


No luck.


It passed between his legs and rolled into the road, where it was knocked into the air by a passing car and landed, unreachable, behind a tall garden fence. He looked at the boys and flushed with shame.


They shook their heads in unison.


Natwest was humiliated. He felt suddenly old, unfit, emasculated. The boys’ disappointed stares pierced him like the arrows in a St. Sebastian picture – in this case he was thinking of the Peter Paul Rubens work, and like that Sebastian, he felt naked before his attackers. He waved pathetically at the group and walked on.


To cheer himself up, he briefly indulged in a fantasy in which he was Rubens, showing his latest work to some king or another. All the members of the royal court applauded his talent. Cheers went up. The queen complimented his distinguished moustache. Several maidens offered to give him head in an adjoining antechamber. Natwest had the miraculous ability to imagine himself as the author of every book he’d ever read, the singer of every song he’d heard, the painter of every picture he’d admired. When he was feeling low, he would become somebody more celebrated for a little while.


The fantasy lifted his spirits, and he continued on towards the post office in a brighter mood. He would still attend Dr. Hung’s exhibition in the town hall later that day. Apparently the dentist had taken up painting – which Natwest found very funny – and was due to exhibit his works in the town hall later this evening. Then he would gladly leave for university tomorrow. He might even have time to hook up with a stranger. As he went over the plan, it crystallised into narrative, which is to say inevitability, and with it the despair of the morning receded. There was no doubt in his mind: the package would soon be in his hands.


On the opposite side of the street, a somewhat menacing black Bentley crawled past him, its windows tinted so you couldn’t see the driver’s face.


Joan had been characteristically unhelpful about the package. Natwest looked forward to arriving at university, where he’d no longer have to think about Joan or anyone like her in this town. The idea that he could be a nuisance to people (other than when he chose to be) was impossible to think through to its conclusion – he was used to people liking him. He supposed it was due to his impressive knowledge of the world, because he could talk about anything, especially if it related to the arts. He liked to think of himself as a kaleidoscope given consciousness – a sentiment confirmed by his old English teacher, Mrs. Pandey.


‘You’re talented, Natwest,’ she told him, after he’d submitted an extensive study of the blue-black sky in Geertgen’s Nativity at Night instead of answering the hack question on Miss Havisham’s overcooked dress in Great Expectations. ‘But don’t let it go to your head.’


Natwest had a soft spot for Mrs. Pandey (who was really Miss Pandey, but he never thought of her that way). She was the only person skilled enough to cut through the intellectual front he strived to present at all times – and thereby confirm he was as clever as he suspected he was. She was a dialectician. He still occasionally saw Mrs. Pandey around town, but their relationship had become an awkward affair after he’d failed to achieve the grades required for his place at university. A devastating day in the biography of Natwest, and one which left him reeling for years. When he bumped into Mrs. Pandey now, he was humiliated by her presence and felt as though he’d failed to become the talent she’d hoped for. By now he should be studying a master’s degree, or a PhD, and thanking her in the acknowledgements of his first book. Instead he saw her on the high street, or at the supermarket, and they stumbled their way through polite conversation and false camaraderie.


Indeed, it would be quite unbearable to recall that email, so full of expectation, which Mrs. Pandey sent to him on the final afternoon of school before his exam results that summer. But unfortunately Natwest had committed it to memory.




Dear Natwest,


I know you will be very busy today, but I just wanted to wish you all the best for the summer, and your adventures at university and beyond. It has been a pleasure to see you grow through these last four years, and I can sincerely say that you are one of the most idiosyncratic and intelligent students I have had the good fortune to teach (even if your way of working is occasionally headache-inducing!). I can’t wait to see what you will do in the future.


Go forth into it all! And good luck!


Best,


Miss P x





She was the only teacher he’d ever liked, and certainly the only one who took any interest in his future – unless you count Faith Fletcher, the poor school counsellor who was assigned to Natwest when he was fifteen. He’d had a brief depressive episode involving a box of matches and Mr. Claggert’s Collected P.G. Wodehouse, and afterwards was forced to spend two afternoons a month with Faith discussing his emotions, etc.


The counsellor’s conjecture was that he was acting this way because his father died before he was born, and now that he was becoming a man he was missing some essential father figure to guide him into adulthood. At least this is what Natwest presumed, based on the leading questions Faith would ask. The truth was, he didn’t know how he felt about his dead dad – and he certainly wouldn’t give this away to the counsellor. She had an irritating habit of listening intently while her hands did the opposite. She would constantly flex them, stretch her fingers, or else bring them together in her lap and form the shape of a house, her two thumbs facing towards her like a door. As he stared at her hands, he grew increasingly irritated, and instead of answering her questions would toy with her instead. He’d flip the script, ask his own invasive queries, and get her tangled up in knots of her own reasoning. Young Natwest knew Laing, Jung, some rudimentary Lacan. She did not, and he punished her for her ignorance. He wasn’t interested in speaking to a millennial school counsellor. If he was going to be forced to talk to someone, he wanted hardcore Jungian psychoanalysis or nothing at all.


During their final session, Faith had become so exasperated by Natwest’s avoidances and counter-questions that she angrily clasped her hands together – house-shape – and muttered, ‘What exactly do you want me to ask you about, your sex drive? I’m a school counsellor, Natwest. You’re fifteen.’


Which Natwest thought was precisely why she couldn’t understand him. She was ill-equipped to deal with a generation raised on porn, who’d seen every possible combination of bodies and penetration before they’d even hit puberty. Of course he was obsessed with sex, and of course at the end he’d only find a shameful disappointment. A less-than-perfect partner, covered in his less-than-perfect semen, spurting from his less-than-perfect cock.


Faith asked the question again. ‘What exactly do you want me to ask you about?’


‘Well. . . I want you to be a proper therapist. Ask me about Individuation, Enantiodromia. . . uh. . .’ Natwest tried his best to come up with other, preferably longer words, but could think of nothing else, ‘. . .and so on and so forth.’


Faith clenched her hands, frustrated, finally on the edge of cracking. ‘You may not think much of me, Natwest. But I learnt this one phrase at university: negative transference. I think you’re transferring your feelings of hostility towards your parents – perhaps your dead father, or your overbearing mother – onto me. How’s that for school counselling?’


‘That’s Freud, Miss. No one reads Freud anymore,’ he said dismissively.


Faith gasped in exasperation.


‘You don’t listen to anything!’ Her hands collapsed in on themselves, and for the last time she snapped at him. ‘One day you’re going to realise that the reason you’re so vulnerable is because you’re so sure you’re not.’


By now the sun had done its work on the remaining puddles and the pavement was hard and dry. A young couple walked past Natwest on the other side of the road. They were not much older than him, the girl in an orange crop top and the boy in a colourful shirt – a repeated pattern of flowers, like the wallpaper in Natwest’s house. Apparently the boy had said something funny because the girl couldn’t stop laughing.


Natwest had very little patience for expressive shirts. He found eye-catching colours and psychedelic patterns obnoxious; it suggested a deficit of something in the wearer’s personality. As they passed, he noted the couple’s arrhythmic backsides bumping into each other, and the girl kissing the boy on his personality-deficient cheek. He briefly imagined what sex with both of them would be like.


Which reminded him: a colourful shirt could be useful for parties at university. He should text Georgie and ask him to return his old Hawaiian shirt before he left for Bradford tomorrow. Natwest had lent him the shirt because he’d needed it for some event at Oxford. Hopefully it hadn’t gone missing.


Natwest reached for his phone.


It was gone!


No – it was in his other pocket. As usual, he was unnerved by the insane feeling of relief at finding his phone exactly where he’d left it. He reached for it a second time but fumbled, and the phone slipped from his pocket. He turned away from the impact with an impressively theatrical gesture – just in case someone had seen him drop it – and winced as the phone bounced twice on the pavement and lay still. He cautiously approached the phone, afraid to pick it up. From this angle it looked like a piece of roadkill, flattened by a passing car. He examined the damage: a fresh constellation of fractures in the bottom left corner of the screen, but otherwise not too bad.


When he unlocked the phone, he was surprised to see a message from Georgie.


How are you bro


Heard you’re leaving for Bradford tomorrow?


The big city (!)


We should hang before you go


Would be nice to say a proper good bye [image: Illustration]


Nando’s?


Natwest reread the message, searching for passive aggression. Potentially the smiley face was a provocation, for it was unlike Georgie to emote. But then again he had been much changed since he returned from his master’s degree in Conflict Resolution and Peace Studies.


Natwest sent a reply.


Hey friend!


Weird. I was just gonna text you


Yep I’m leaving for uni tomoz


The big city (!)


Nando’s sounds perf.


I’m in town anyway so let’s say late lunch early dinner?


ALSO do you still have the hawaiian shirt that I lent you a couple years ago? Can you pls give it back when we meet up


Reckon I’ll need it for uni things


Georgie was the ex-recipient of at least three of Natwest’s bodily fluids. They’d had a vigorous sexual relationship throughout school, but once Georgie landed a spot at Oxford University their sometime partnership had come to a bitter end. He’d left Natwest behind. Add to that an irritating saviour complex Georgie had developed at university – he was always trying to get Natwest to read this or that article, apply for schemes and jobs, retake his A levels. Then there was the loftiness in his voice, that he’d gone where Natwest couldn’t, studied at the place Natwest had always dreamed of.


After a moment’s hesitation, he sent Georgie another message:


[image: Illustration]


On the high street, Natwest spotted Dr. Hung. There were only a few people out, and he recognised the lithe figure of the middle-aged dentist immediately. Dr. Hung was pottering in front of him, his little bald spot bobbing around like a fishing float. Natwest followed him up the street, leaving some distance between them; he had no interest in talking with his dentist, especially as he would be seeing Hung at the event later tonight, which according to Natwest’s mother, he’d spent the whole summer organising. He wouldn’t usually attend a dentist’s amateur painting exhibition, but his mother was making him go because she worked as Dr. Hung’s dental nurse and he did Natwest’s teeth for free. She’d brought up the event a few weeks ago while Natwest was getting a cavity filled:
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