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      Fear is the prison of the heart

      
      Anonymous

      



      

      
      Prologue:

      
      GREENHAM COMMON HIGH SCHOOL, 1982

      
      Nucleomituphobia – 
Fear of Nuclear Weapons

      
      This is how fear feels.
 
       ‘… now, the theory of fight or flight originates from studies of animal behaviour.’
      

      
      I don’t mean the fizzy fear you get from things that go bump in the night, or watching Halloween II and Friday the 13th. Or even the moment in a dream when your feet turn to lead and the flame-throwing monster is catching up.
      

      
      No, this is a nightmare I can’t wake up from, because everything familiar in this world – from biology lessons to Adam Ant
         and pregnant giant pandas – is under threat. One day, maybe today even, it’ll happen. And it’ll kill anyone who hasn’t prepared,
         and change life for ever for the lucky few who make it. And the really nightmarish bit? No one else seems to care.
      

      
      ‘The term describes the physiological response to extreme stress, priming the body to attack or to run away, both responses
         which reflect the ultimate instinct for self-preservation.’
      

      
      Lorraine has drawn a picture of a willy in the back of her exercise book, and is folding up the sheet of paper to pass to
         Steven Chubb. I suppose there are worse things to draw in a biology lesson. She’s added pubic hairs with curly pen strokes.
         The only willy I’ve seen is my little brother’s but Lorraine has seen a real one (‘OK, one in a dirty magazine, but it was on a real man. It was ginormous.’) so her picture must
         be pretty accurate.
      

      
      The probability that I’ll die before seeing an erect penis is high, but it’s not top of my worry list. I’d like to have kissed
         a boy, maybe, but I’m not too bothered about missing out on intercourse. It sounds like the most embarrassing thing in the world.
      

      
      The second most embarrasing thing in the world will be having to use the toilet in front of my parents, but that’s the price
         of survival. At least it’ll be dark in the shelter.
      

      
      ‘The body responds to stress by stopping non-essential functions. A human being may experience a dry mouth as salivation ceases,
         along with sudden evacuation of the bowels or bladder as gastro-intestinal function shuts down …’
      

      
      Something hard hits the back of my head, like an air pellet. I reach under the wooden bench, and discover Steven’s reply to
         Lorraine, screwed into a tight ball.
      

      
      ‘… and the inability to sustain an erection.’ Mr Jones, our biology teacher, is careful not to meet anyone’s eye when he
         says ‘erection’. ‘These changes prepare the body for fight or flight.’
      

      
      Lorraine unravels Steven’s note. It says ‘Suck on mine’.

      
      ‘As if I would,’ she whispers to me.

      
      ‘The body instinctively prioritises muscle function to allow a rapid …’

      
      And then it happens. A sound that would chill the blood even if you didn’t know what it meant. But I do. That wavy wail is
         saying take cover, the bomb’s on its way.
      

      
      Mr Jones flinches, then begins to wave his arms around. His mouth is moving but all I can hear is a rushing noise, like the
         sound of a thousand seashells held against your ear. More urgent, my stomach contents feel like they’re on a one-way trip
         out of my body.
      

      
      This can’t be happening. I should be at home, where the stockpile is hidden in the garage. Sixteen weeks’ worth of pocket money spent on baked beans and evaporated milk and plasters and Dettol.
      

      
      It’ll take twelve minutes to run home. We only have four.

      
      Mr Jones is lining everyone up by the door. I still hear nothing except whooshing but sweat has chilled my skin, and it feels
         like a huge fist is squeezing my heart.
      

      
      There’s meant to be a build-up, a two-week ‘escalation of hostilities’.

      
      I cast around the room, trying to remember the guidelines from Protect and Survive. You’re safest in a downstairs room, with no outside walls.
      

      
      Lorraine is pulling at my arm but I can’t move. Or breathe. The science department is on the ground floor but there are draughty
         metal windows from floor to ceiling in place of two walls. They’ll shatter in the first few seconds of the blast wave.
      

      
      Oh my God. We’re going to die. I told Dad we should have moved to Wales or New Zealand. I’ve survived a near-death experience
         involving a poncho and a slide, and a hundred childhood illnesses, only to be split into a million atoms and turned into a mushroom cloud.
      

      
      Keep calm, Jo, remember to breathe. I stare ahead, try to think straight. And then I spot it.
      

      
      Yes! The science prep room. The dizziness stops, though I’m still not at all confident I can hang on to the contents of my
         bowels. I let Lorraine pull me from behind the bench – we’re the last to leave the classroom – and at the very last moment,
         I grab her blazer sleeve and drag her into the prep room. I take the key from outside the lock and then pull the door shut
         behind us, locking it from the inside. The cramped space stinks of iodine and mouse feed.
      

      
      I grope for the light switch on the wall. ‘Lorrie, put the plug in the sink and run the water. We don’t have much time.’

      
      My hearing is returning now: the siren’s still sounding and Lorraine shouts above it, ‘What the bloody hell are you doing,
         Joey? If there is a fire, we’ll be burned to death in here, you nut-job.’
      

      
      
      ‘It’s not the fire bell. It’s a siren. An air attack siren. There’s a bomb on its way.’
      

      
      Now her face is less certain. If anyone in school is an expert on the bomb it’s me. And our fire bell has a reassuring ring,
         like a phone in a public call box. Not like this.
      

      
      I hide the key in my pocket – I won’t let her out, she’s my best friend. I’m not going to think about Mum or Dad or Timmy
         or Misty. ‘The water, quickly.’ I spot a grey metal bin. Oh God, that’s going to have to be our loo. On the bare brick wall,
         dog-eared posters show photosynthesis, native trees and the inner workings of the human body: maybe all three will be history,
         not biology, once the nuclear winter comes, and our organs mutate, thanks to radiation. The open wooden shelves are stacked
         with Pyrex flasks and disposable gloves and plastic bags big enough for corpses. The first aid kit is serious and satchel-sized.
         It’s not a bad shelter, under the circumstances.
      

      
      ‘You’re wrong. You have to be.’ But Lorraine begins to fill the sink. I push stacks of green paper towels against the bottom
         of the door and into the lock, to keep out fall-out. What will we eat? Lab mice? Humans can survive for weeks, so long as
         they have water.
      

      
      The sink is almost full now. ‘How long, Lorrie? Since the alarm started?’

      
      ‘Buggered if I know.’ She always swears when she wants to seem cockier than she’s actually feeling. Her eyes are dark and
         wide, as if her Miners Special Effects black kohl has run.
      

      
      ‘Three or four minutes.’

      
      The fist tightens around my heart. ‘Right. Switch off the tap. I’m going to have to put out the light.’ My finger hovers over
         the switch. What if the gas supply for the Bunsen burners causes a fire? Shouldn’t I have released the mice? I cut the light,
         and reach out for Lorraine. ‘Shut your eyes and put your fingers in your ears.’
      

      
      Oh God, I hope this isn’t going to hurt. If we’re going to die, let it be quick …

      
      It begins, not with a flash, but with a rumble, and I wonder if the first missile has fallen somewhere far away, London or Oxford. Lorraine wriggles and I try to hold her still until
         she pulls my hands away from my ears and I realise that someone’s pummelling on the door.
      

      
      ‘JOANNA MORGAN! UNLOCK THAT DOOR THIS INSTANT!’ It’s Mr Jones.

      
      ‘We can’t let him in, Lorrie. There’s no room and the bomb could be about to –’

      
      ‘I said, open the door.’ The banging continues. ‘I don’t know what you think you’re playing at but you’re holding up the entire
         fire drill and the whole school will have to stay outside in the freezing cold until you come out. And you’re not going to
         be very popular.’
      

      
      ‘Fire drill?’ Lorraine finds the light switch. ‘You wally. You complete and utter Joey. I knew it wasn’t a bomb. We’ll be in detention for a month now. Or on litter duty.’
      

      
      She fumbles in my blazer pocket for the key and unlocks the door. Mr Jones stands on the other side, his left eye twitching
         in fury. ‘What the hell were you thinking?’
      

      
      My hands are shaking as I emerge into daylight, and I feel colder than ever, the sweat gluing my skin to my nylon blouse.
         I’m desperate for the toilet, because my insides seem to be made of water, but instead Mr Jones marches us down the corridor.
      

      
      ‘I’m flabbergasted at this behaviour from you, Joanna. What was that about?’

      
      ‘The siren …’ I say. ‘It wasn’t a fire alarm. It was an air raid siren.’

      
      He stops. ‘No, Joanna. The alarm was upgraded this weekend. This is a test.’

      
      ‘But Mr Blake says …’

      
      ‘But nothing.’ He sighs. ‘So you’re in Mr Blake’s class, are you? Bloody English teachers. There is such a thing as too vivid
         an imagination.’
      

      
      And then we walk out of the main entrance to the field where 700 kids and sixty teachers are standing in shivering lines.
         My knees bend like Olive Oyl’s as I stumble down the steps. Some fifth-formers start jeering and within seconds everyone is laughing and pointing, and I want to run for it, but
         Lorraine grabs my hand and we walk towards our tutor group.
      

      
      As I pass Steven Chubb, he begins to whisper, ‘Chicken, cowardy custard, scaredy-cat. Chicken, cowardy custard, scaredy-cat!’

      
      And I know that I’ve just earned a nickname that I’ll never shake off. But at least I’m still alive. Until the Bomb drops
         for real.
      

     

   

      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Tyrannophobia – Fear of Tyrants

      
      ‘Of course, the Tudors had it easy.’ 

The dead eyes of Anne Boleyn stare at me from behind the velvet rope as Dennis, my soul mate,
         warms to his theme.
      

      
      ‘Think about it. No electricity, therefore no ineptly wired sockets capable of delivering hundreds of fatal volts. No gas,
         therefore no danger of leaks which could blow your house … or, in this case, your castle, to smithereens.’
      

      
      He’s only half joking.
      

      
      Soggy families gather around us, forced indoors by a January downpour. They jostle for position alongside seen-better-days
         mannequins dressed as Henry the Eighth and his unfortunate wives. They clearly think Dennis is an official tour guide.
      

      
      He looks the part. He took his anorak off before entering the Great Hall (‘wouldn’t want the rainwater to damage the historic
         tapestries, would I, Jo?’). Underneath, he’s wearing a check shirt and chinos, as sported by younger Oxford dons in TV documentaries,
         an artfully casual uniform that proves they have weightier matters on their enormous minds than mere fashion. Quantum physics,
         maybe, or the preservation of relics of ancient civilisations.
      

      
      
      Or, in Dennis’s case, the preservation of civilisation in the small corner of southern England we call home.

      
      Dennis couldn’t care less about colour or pattern (unless the patterns are on the side of a lorry, warning of corrosive or
         explosive chemicals). But I do care, and I buy his clothes, so I chose a blue check that matches his eyes, and chinos the
         same sandy brown as his curly hair. He reminds me of an ageing cherub, the curls shot with grey, and the eyes wrinkled by
         forty years of trying to save people from themselves. A kind of suburban Superman.
      

      
      He smiles at me. ‘And no motor cars, so therefore no speeding accidents, no road pollution and no greenhouse effect. Those
         were the days, eh, Jo?’
      

      
      ‘Utter bollocks!’

      
      Disapproving eyes focus on the impertinent member of the tour party. Except it’s not a member of any tour party. It’s my dad.

      
      ‘What about the dangers of bloody horses and carts?’ my father says, delighted to have a captive audience. ‘Toxic manure fumes.
         Crazed carriage drivers with road rage. Dick Turpin and his Merry Men lurking behind every tree to rob your gold bullion.
         Not to mention Jack the Ripper and the bubonic plague.’ What he lacks in historical accuracy, he makes up for in enthusiasm.
      

      
      Women are meant to fancy men who remind them of their dads, aren’t they? No danger of that with me. My father thinks he’s
         Michael Caine, but while his hero has grown old gracefully, Dad has not. He sports a year-round golf-club tan, and would rather
         die than countenance casual clothes. So apart from the security staff, he’s the only man here in a navy blazer, but because
         it’s a Sunday his bright white shirt is unbuttoned to reveal a wisp of chest hair, suspiciously dark for a man in his sixties.
      

      
      What Dennis and my dad do have in common is a conviction that they’re always right. In my boyfriend’s case, that’s true. He’s
         incredibly well read, and shares my love of statistics: in a dangerous world, statistics keep you safe.
      

      
      
      Whereas my dad is a dinosaur. Albeit quite a charming one.

      
      ‘No drug-induced soaring crime rates,’ Dennis counters. ‘No hoodies. No crackheads. No nuclear, chemical or biological weapons of mass destruction.’

      
      ‘What about those cannon things that propelled great balls of fire across the battlements? They were pretty destuctive.’

      
      Anne Boleyn holds out her tiny plastic hands, which are peeling as if she’s contracted some nasty Tudor skin disease. Alongside
         her, Anne of Cleves stares into the middle distance. Her wary expression seems familiar and it’s only when I turn around that
         I realise why: my mother’s face is composed in the same mask of careful neutrality.
      

      
      Whenever life gets awkward, her eyes glaze over, as if she’s teleported herself back home to her ‘babies’, the three Maine
         Coon cats that are Mum’s reason for living. But she doesn’t fool me. Every time Dad says something daft (i.e. pretty much
         every time he speaks), her pale lips purse, fleetingly, a dozen new lines of disappointment appearing like tiny needles around
         her mouth. Then they’re gone: no one notices but me.
      

      
      ‘A few cannons are nothing compared to the Ebola virus. Or sarin gas. Or DIY. Did you know that a thousand people a year end
         up in casualty from sandpaper alone?’ Dennis considers this a killer blow.
      

      
      My father shakes his head pityingly. ‘I’m delighted to say that I didn’t know that. And if I did, I wouldn’t be showing off
         about it.’
      

      
      The other tourists have finally realised that Dennis and Dad aren’t an English Heritage-sponsored sideshow, but just two blokes
         having the kind of spat you could see in your local pub any night of the week. ‘Torture chamber’s this way,’ a weary mother
         tells her ginger-haired twin sons. ‘Whips and branding irons and a rack where they used to stretch little boys who refused
         to eat their greens.’
      

      
      Dennis whispers, under his breath, ‘There’s a word for people who think ignorance is bliss.’

      
      ‘And there’s a word for people like you,’ Dad says, not under his breath at all. ‘Smart-arse.’

      
      
      OK, so maybe today wasn’t the best idea. It’s Dennis’s fault: his mother’s idea of an outing for her eight-year-old son was
         to send him on a ‘treasure hunt’ around the local shops until he found one willing to sell him twenty Benson and Hedges to
         bring home. So he’s never realised that wintry day trips to damp, draughty castles are simply the modern version of thumbscrews:
         torture for all the family.
      

      
      Thank God for out-of-town superstores with Sunday opening: shopping beats heritage every time when it comes to domestic harmony.

      
      Mum’s lip needles appear again and I think it’s time to change the subject. ‘Maybe life wasn’t too bad if you were King but
         somehow I doubt Henry’s wives felt all that safe.’
      

      
      My mother looks at me gratefully, her face relaxing enough to remind me how pretty she was, once. ‘That’s true. What was it
         we learned at school? Divorced, beheaded, died, divorced, beheaded, survived!’ She nods in satisfaction. ‘Funny the things you remember.’
      

      
      I haven’t exactly lightened the mood. We turn to stare at the crash-test-dummy wives, who surround the fat king, his codpiece
         obscenely prominent. Dad only agreed to come as research for his forthcoming role in the Operatic Society’s production of
         Henry – The Musical! but the part of a womanising, gluttonous patriarch fits him like a glove.
      

      
      I remember studying the Tudors at school, sitting at the back of the history lesson with my best friend Lorraine, trying to
         work out which queen we most resembled. I saw her eyes narrow and braced myself: to this day, Lorraine combines ruthless honesty
         with a bitchy streak. I kept my fingers crossed as she considered my Tudor doppelga¨nger. Please, please don’t let her say poor plain Anne of Cleves with her long nose and pointy chin, or sour-faced old Catherine
            Parr with her sulky lips.
      

      
      But she must have been in a generous mood, because she chose Catherine of Aragon. It wasn’t a bad likeness: Henry’s first
         wife and I share the same round face, big eyes and flushed cheeks (I wonder if hers, like mine, went red at the slightest provocation). And while neither of us could be described as skinny, we both got a decent cleavage as a consolation
         prize.
      

      
      Lorraine wanted to be Jane Seymour, until she turned the page in Kings and Queens for Secondary Schools and realised Henry’s third wife was distinctly beaky, had a double chin and looked nothing like the actress who did the ads
         for Le Jardin de Max Factor. In the end she settled for Anne Boleyn, ‘because Henry the Eighth dumped Catherine of Aragon
         for her as Anne was prettier. Like me and you!’ And then she giggled.
      

      
      ‘… but what I don’t understand,’ my father is saying, ‘is how come the most powerful man in the country had to keep getting
         married. One wife is enough for anyone surely?’
      

      
      Mum’s lips purse so hard that even Dennis notices, but Dad ploughs on regardless. ‘I mean, sow his regal oats, sure, but wouldn’t
         he get a nightly smorgasbord of ladies-in-waiting dying to lie back and think of England? Perk of the job and all that –’
      

      
      ‘Talking of smorgasbords …’ I interrupt, spotting my chance, ‘all this talk of death is making me hungry. It must be tea-time
         by now?’
      

      
      While more sensible families are tucking into IKEA smorgas-bords, their kids safely immersed in the children’s ball pool, we’re
         being royally ripped off. Dennis has paid £20 for four teas and four ‘authentic Elizabethan cakes’. I love all cakes, but
         these taste as if they were authentically baked the same week poor Katherine Howard lost her head.
      

      
      Rain thuds down on the corrugated iron roof of the King’s Buttery (which my father keeps repeating in a silly, high-pitched
         voice, ‘The king’s buttery, he’s covered in the stuff, that’s why he’s such a lard-arse,’ and then laughing at himself). It’s
         a modern building, if a Second World War Nissen hut counts as modern, and inside, you can see your breath in front of your
         face. The beige fan heaters produce very little warmth, but make the air smell scorched.
      

      
      
      We’ve found a seat by the tiny window, and I wipe away the condensation with my fingers. Framed by the glass, the castle’s
         like a drawing from a child’s picture book, with stone walls washed grey by the rain, and a perfect ring of a moat to keep
         enemies out … or the women in. The castle windows are even smaller than the one I’m peering through and I wonder whether
         the occupants felt lucky to be there, or trapped.
      

      
      Dad’s fallen silent, and Mum’s stirring her tea with the little plastic stick: the grey liquid whirls like filthy bathwater
         going down the plughole.
      

      
      ‘Tuesday will officially be the most depressing day of the year,’ I say, to break the silence. ‘According to the statistics.’

      
      Oddly enough, this doesn’t seem to cheer anyone up, but Dennis tries to join in. ‘Don’t tell me … let me guess why. Is
         it because it’s the beginning of the week?’
      

      
      I shake my head. ‘It’s part of it, but not the main thing. Anyone else?’

      
      Mum begins to fiddle with a knot-effect gold button on her pink fluffy cardigan, so she’s obviously not playing.

      
      Dad shrugs. ‘The weather in January is the worst of the year. So is it to do with seasonal depressive pre-menstrual tension
         or whatever hypochondriacs get?’
      

      
      ‘That’s another contributory factor,’ I say. ‘But there’s something more obvious. Dad, you definitely ought to get it, it’s
         your specialist subject.’
      

      
      My boyfriend and my father exchange looks of undisguised rivalry. Dennis tugs at the kiss-curl in his fringe, a sure sign
         of irritation. I’m already regretting the remark about specialist subjects, as Dad’s main areas of expertise are: a) women
         young enough to be his daughter; b) the best tailors for bespoke suits in Bangkok; and c) the love songs of Rogers and Hammerstein.
         Whereas the area of expertise I was referring to was …
      

      
      ‘Got it!’ Dennis claps his hands together. ‘It’s credit card bills, isn’t it? This is the week when the wages of Christmas
         sin come back to haunt us, in the shape of huge bills. Well, I say, us. I mean, anyone daft enough to rely on credit in the first place.’
      

      
      Dennis has never had a credit card, or an overdraft facility. He even got through university (BA Hons, Social Policy) without
         going into the red and prefers the certainty of standing orders to fickle direct debits. Lorraine thinks that makes him ‘the
         dullest man in the known universe, worse than Tim Henman or Prince Charles’. But I love his utter dependability. Surprises
         are seriously overrated.
      

      
      Dad tuts and chews his cake with grim determination. After forty years as a bank manager, he’s used to being in the right.
         ‘Yes, January is dismal. Which is why we’re taking the Caribbean cruise next month. What about you two? Any holiday plans?’
      

      
      He folds his arms across his chest in triumph. He knows the answer to this one already. We don’t do holidays. Not abroad, anyway.
      

      
      ‘We might take a cottage in Cornwall at Easter,’ Dennis says. His lazy mother never took him to the seaside, so he imagines
         Famous Five-style picnics on sunny beaches, rather than entire days spent in the car, chasing clouds from coast to coast, in the vain
         hope that it might stop raining for ten minutes.
      

      
      ‘Far East’s unbeatable at this time of year,’ Dad says, sensing victory.

      
      I sigh. ‘Dad, stop it.’

      
      Dennis takes my hand. ‘The Foreign Office website is very insistent that no part of South East Asia is 100 per cent safe for
         British tourists.’
      

      
      ‘As if anywhere is 100 per cent safe,’ Dad mutters.
      

      
      ‘Tenerife’s lovely at this time of year,’ Mum says.

      
      ‘OK, OK,’ I say, holding up my hand. ‘Dad, you won’t be happy till you’ve taken the piss so why don’t I do it for you? I know
         I’m safer in the air than I am walking down the street. I know there’s a whole world out there waiting to be discovered. I
         know I’m a great big cowardy-custard chicken scaredy-cat. But it’s just the way I am, all right?’
      

      
      
      Dad looks sheepish and I realise I must have been talking rather loudly as people are staring. ‘Now, now, Bean. That’s a bit
         harsh. What’s wrong with wanting my only daughter to live a little?’
      

      
      Dennis grips my hand more firmly. ‘We like staying at home,’ he says, ‘and if other people followed our lead, the polar ice-caps
         wouldn’t be melting, would they?’
      

      
      It’s not that I don’t want to fly. I did it reluctantly when I was little, but the older I get, the more terrifying it seems. And however reassuring
         the safety statistics, I can’t bring myself to travel in a tin box with no visible means of staying airborne. Not that it
         hasn’t been frustrating. After university, I got endless postcards from backpacking college friends who’d been celebrating
         Christmas on the beach in Fiji, or swimming in Iceland’s Blue Lagoon. Dad offered to pay for a course he’d seen advertised
         in the Daily Mail called ‘Get High: Overcoming your Fear of Flying’. But then I met Dennis and he told me that fear was nature’s way of preserving
         the human race, and that I didn’t need to turn myself into someone else because he loved me exactly as I was.
      

      
      That’s when I knew we were made for each other.

      
      ‘I doubt one trip to the bloody Canaries would be responsible for the end of the world,’ Dad mumbles, but he knows he’s defeated.
         We sit listening to the rain on the roof.
      

      
      ‘Ought to start heading back,’ Dennis says eventually, ‘before the Sunday traffic gets too heavy.’

      
      I look at my watch. It’s two thirty in the afternoon.

      
      In the car park Dennis averts his eyes from Dad’s gasguzzling 4x4, and Dad can’t resist a sly chuckle at our mauve super-mini
         (chosen by Dennis because it tops the European NCAP safety league tables). As I kiss my parents goodbye, I realise I’m rather
         looking forward to the most depressing day of the year: at least at work, you don’t have to pretend to be enjoying yourself.
      



   

      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Ephebiphobia – Fear of Teenagers

      
      ‘Keep it safe, keep it real, stay well cool, do what ya feel …’
      

      
      There is nothing more cringe-worthy than adults trying to relate to the younger generation.

      
      ‘We is safe … and we is sound.’

      
      Especially when the adults in question all work in local government and would probably class the misuse of an apostrophe
         as the ultimate rebellion.

‘We belong to da underground.’

      
      There’s a pause in the rap music and we hold our breath. I’m hoping that’s the end of the Courtbridge Schools’ Safety Group
         Young Person’s Safe ’n’ Sound Project hip-hop presentation. We wait, just to be certain it’s over, before Mikey – the only
         member of council staff who could ever qualify as cool – starts applauding, then we all join in.
      

      
      We’re a pretty sorry line-up, the kind of people the tabloids love to hate for banning daisy-chains, or conker competitions,
         or coins in your Christmas pudding. I’m a foot soldier in the Killjoys’ Army, as Community Liaison Officer (Accident Prevention,
         Public Protection and Civil Defence). Not that I’ve got the power to ban anything. The real clout lies with slutty Sheila Fothergill (mayor and chairwoman of the Civil Protection Committee), and Dennis Diffley (Deputy Director, Public Protection and Civil Defence. And my soul mate).
      

      
      Dennis winks at me and I hope the teenagers don’t see, because they’d be horrified. To them, I’m sure he seems ancient, but
         he’s only just turned forty. Our clothes don’t help: he’s in the suit he wears for photo-opportunities, the one that makes
         him look a dead cert for the Director’s job. I’m wearing my grey suit. OK, the tailored jacket barely fastens across my chest,
         but once I’ve done it up, it seems to make my boobs disappear, which is just the way I like it.
      

      
      Mikey high-fives the teenage lead rapper so hard that the boy has to clutch his palm to stop it stinging. Because Mikey has
         a tattoo (a rather small black Celtic pattern on his upper arm), one piercing (that we know of, in his eyebrow), and has been
         through rehab, the powers-that-be let him do precisely what he likes. He’s spent an entire term on this peer safety project
         for the socially excluded, though the kids he’s targeted with his workshops don’t look particularly socially excluded to me.
         They have neat fringes and clean nails, and seem almost as embarrassed as the adults.
      

      
      Mrs Fothergill gets to her feet, swaying slightly in her banana-yellow kitten heels. She steadies herself on the enormous
         oak table, her polished black talons leaving eight crescent-shaped dents in the Doomsday-old wood. I booked the council chamber
         for this special occasion, and the burghers of Courtbridge stare down at us from their gilt frames. They were moved from the
         Georgian town hall into the new-build council HQ in the 1970s, and they still look perplexed at their surroundings. Mrs Fothergill’s
         portrait will join them before long, as the first female mayor in the town’s history. No one stands in her way. She’d pierce
         their feet with her pointy shoes if they dared.
      

      
      ‘Girls … and boys.’ She lingers on the word boys, smiling at the lead rapper, who blushes so violently his spots look fit to burst. ‘What a
         performance! As your democratic representative, and more importantly, as a person, I know what a terrible trial growing up
         can be. All those uncontrollable hormones … No wonder accidents are so common among you youngsters.’
      

      
      I catch Dennis’s eye and we exchange sly smiles. Though menopausal, Mrs Fothergill is famously awash with uncontrollable hormones,
         and not shy of acting on them. Though I can’t believe she’d take advantage of a teenager.
      

      
      ‘That’s why we’re so grateful to Mikey. I have never met a man able to express himself so powerfully. He is willing to risk
         life and limb to engage the disaffected, and yet he bears this burden so lightly on those broad … capable shoulders.’ She pauses, licks her Juicy Tubed lips and winks in Mikey’s direction.
      

      
      I don’t know whether to be scandalised at her cradle-snatching (she must be fifty-five, and Mikey’s twenty-six), or relieved
         that she isn’t targeting the students.
      

      
      ‘So without further ado, that buffet’s looking rather inviting so I think it’s time to – what would you say, rap-style, Mikey?
         – ditch da bitch and get stuck into the food, yeh, mother-suckers?’
      

      
      There’s a pause as the kids look at each other, unable to believe what this old woman has just said, before Mikey steps in.
         ‘Hey, Mrs F, we’d never diss you. But no messing, man, that grub’s on borrowed time. Go, go, go!’
      

      
      This time, they don’t need any persuasion, and two dozen teenagers fall on the refreshments like a meeting of the Young Bulimics’
         Federation. They won’t be disappointed: our subsidised canteen is one of the very few fringe benefits of working for Courtbridge
         Borough Council. The jam roly-poly won the traditional pudding category of the South-East Local Authority Catering Awards three
         years in a row.
      

      
      ‘So, Mikey and Sheila, who’d have thought it?’ Dennis whispers, creeping up behind me. ‘Don’t they make a charming couple?’

      
      ‘Well, they would if she wasn’t married.’

      
      Dennis has a satisfied smile on his face. He loves knowing people’s secrets. ‘Never stopped her before has it? She even tried
         it on with me before we got together …’
      

      
      
      ‘You never told me that!’

      
      ‘Oh, yes, she used to play footsie with me under the table during cabinet meetings … though thankfully our vandalism and
         accident rates in the borough are beginning to diminish in line with our Strategic Objectives.’
      

      
      I’m just wondering whether the stress of his job has turned Dennis quite mad, when I turn and realise the Gazette reporter is earwigging.
      

      
      I try to think of something supportive to add. ‘Yes, I agree, it’s a real achievement to engage all those troubled young –’

      
      But my boyfriend cuts across me. ‘Hi, Dennis Diffley, Deputy Director, Public Protection. I don’t think we’ve met?’ he says,
         addressing the reporter.
      

      
      ‘No. I d-don’t think we have, no,’ the journalist stutters. He looks like the trainee, podgy and uncomfortable in his cheap
         jacket. The Gazette would hardly send their star reporter to this event. ‘I wasn’t quite sure who to interview.’
      

      
      I smile reassuringly. ‘I’m sure the kids will talk to you, once their noses are out of the trough.’

      
      ‘Right. Better wait a mo then. And are you involved, too?’

      
      ‘Well, I organise the schools programme so I suppose –’

      
      But Dennis holds up his hand. ‘Oh, Jo’s one of the backroom girls. I’m sure you’d get a better quote from Councillor Fothergill.’
         He pushes the reporter a little too forcefully on the back, towards the fragrant Sheila. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ he mouths
         to me, but even if I did, I know he wouldn’t turn back.
      

      
      At first, when we started dating, it used to hurt like crazy when he ignored me at work or used my ideas in meetings, but
         when he explained why, it did make perfect sense. ‘The think is, Jo, your ideas are brilliant, but you’re so quiet that if
         I didn’t tell people about them, they’d never be heard and never be acted on. We’re a team, now, aren’t we? If I get promoted,
         we both see the benefits.’
      

      
      I never dreamed I’d end up with a high-flier like Dennis. Fifty per cent of people do meet their partners at work, but I’ve
         always been rubbish at flirting, and he seemed so out of reach. Until the Strategic Safety Partnership Christmas Dinner Dance, where my colleagues pulled snap-free, child-safe crackers
         (2350 Britons are injured every year by Christmas trees, lights and decorations) and congaed round the ballroom, while Dennis
         told me I was beautiful.
      

      
      It’s not as if he doesn’t help me out too. He’s banned from discussions about my pay rises or promotion, but he’s nominated
         me for three different assertiveness courses (surely one day I’ll get the hang of it?), given me new responsibilities (including
         the all-important Seasonal Safety Bulletin) and he agreed to come to the event today as a special favour – usually he’s far
         too busy planning for major disasters to come to tinpot stuff like this. He came because he loves me.
      

      
      There, I don’t feel hurt at all. Except …

      
      I stand in the centre of the council chamber and when I look down, my hands have formed fists. Chit-chat bounces off the walls,
         louder and louder, and I feel like there’s a huge red arrow above my head, pointing to the loser who’s so inconsequential
         that not even her boyfriend wants to talk to her. I’m considering bolting to the toilet when Mikey appears with a plate of
         crab pinwheel sandwiches. I could kiss him, except Mikey’s such a tart, he might kiss me back.
      

      
      ‘You look cheesed off,’ he says, slipping out of street slang. ‘Boyfriend’s hob-nobbing I see.’

      
      Dennis is already posing for a photograph with Sheila, who has snaked her arm around his back … no, hang on, it’s lingering
         on his hips now. I turn away. ‘I wish I could do all that schmoozing stuff.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing to it. You’ve got to believe in yourself.’

      
      ‘Hmm. Easier said than done.’

      
      He raises his pierced eyebrow: the ring trembles for three seconds afterwards. ‘Why? I mean, look at Dennis. He doesn’t let
         his obvious shortcomings hold him back.’
      

      
      ‘Oi! That’s the love of my life you’re talking about,’ I protest, but not too strongly.

      
      ‘Only kidding. All right, look at the teens. Seething masses of puppy fat and rampant oily t-zones, and yet there’s no stopping them.’
      

      
      I study the students in their little cliques alongside the buffet: there’s a lot of pony-tail flicking going on, and that’s
         just the boys. ‘I wouldn’t want to be that age again.’
      

      
      Mikey raises his eyebrows. ‘God, I would. Imagine all that sex to look forward to.’

      
      ‘I was terrified of sex when I was a teenager. And adolescent girls are horrible to each other.’
      

      
      Mikey frowns. ‘But I bet you had the boys flocking round you when you were at school. What with your natural assests!’ And
         he nods towards my cleavage.
      

      
      I feel my face turn purple, and I pull the lapels of my jacket together. ‘I’d have done anything to make them shrink when
         I was thirteen years old.’
      

      
      ‘Really? What a waste.’

      
      ‘It was like my boobs were the only thing about me the boys were interested in.’

      
      ‘Don’t be so hard on them. The boys, I mean. I bet they didn’t know how to approach you. Shy girls are so forbidding. Such
         a shame. Harmless flitation is what makes life worth living.’
      

      
      ‘Like you and Mrs Fothergill,’ I say, desperate to change the subject.

      
      He cringes. ‘Oh God. I hope no one reads anything into that old bag’s fantasies.’

      
      ‘Now who’s being judgemental, Mikey?’

      
      ‘Fair point.’ He scratches the stubble on his chin. ‘Maybe I should give her one. To show willing. After all, Courtbridge
         Borough Council never discriminates on the grounds of age, gender, race, religion, sexual orientation … or wrinkles.’
      

      
      I giggle. ‘Or grey hairs.’

      
      ‘Or receding hairlines.’ ‘Or support tights.’ I am laughing out loud now.

      
      ‘Stretch marks …’

      
      Tears are rolling down my cheeks now. ‘Liver spots.’

      
      ‘Saggy boobs, varicose veins or haemorrhoids.’

      
      
      I shake my head. ‘You win. I can’t think of any more.’

      
      He nods over at Sheila, who is still lingering round my boyfriend, though the photographer has moved on. ‘Oh, I’ve got the
         right horn now. She’s such a temptress.’
      

      
      ‘Stop it,’ I say, feeling almost sorry for Mrs Fothergill. ‘We’ll end up that way, sooner or later.’

      
      Mikey snaffles the final pinwheel, chewing it thoughtfully before declaring, ‘All the more reason to make the most of our
         youth while it lasts, eh, Jo? I don’t think you appreciate how special you are.’
      

      
      And he smiles at me so kindly that for a moment I really believe I can change; joke, flirt and misbehave like I’ve always
         wanted to. Remembering a magazine ‘party confidence trick’ that recommended circulating with a bowl of nuts, I head for the
         buffet, grab a bowl of unflavoured corn snacks (Court-bridge is officially a Peanut-Free Anaphylaxis-Aware Zone) and scan
         the room for the least intimidating group of people.
      

      
      Aha! The teachers are bound to be patient with me. I force my mouth into a confident yet friendly expression, and propel myself
         towards the corner, holding the bowl in front of me, like a Wise Man bearing myrrh.
      

      
      ‘Corn snack, anyone?’ My voice doesn’t match the smile: it’s more of a bleat. The teachers – two women nearing retirement,
         and a younger man with body odour – look a lot less friendly close up.
      

      
      ‘No thank you.’ The man’s halitosis forces me to take a step back.

      
      I try again. ‘So what did you think of the performance?’

      
      They sigh, clearly desperate to resume their discussion of detentions or the teachers’ pension scheme or whatever is the topic
         du jour in staffrooms. The older woman eventually says, ‘Bloody awful, of course. But on the plus side, that idiot Mike did agree
         to take our most irritating students, so what do you expect?’
      

      
      The others nod agreement, then stare at me, waiting for me to go. I want to be assertive, stand up for my friend, but I can’t
         remember any of the techniques properly: should I be using the ‘broken record’, or is this a good time for ‘fogging’? I shuffle backwards until I am in the corner of the chamber,
         trying to merge with the wall. I was stupid to try.
      

      
      I am a scaredy-cat. This is what I know. No gain but no pain either. Safe ’n’ sound.

      
      I peer at my flat Clarks shoes resting on the blue carpet, and wish I could disappear into the thick municipal pile. Get a grip, Jo. Make yourself useful. I look around for something to do. Hurrah! The remains of the buffet looks like a landfill site. I take my bowl of corn
         snacks – I seem to have eaten most of them without realising – and begin to stack stray plates and cutlery. No one pays me
         the slightest attention now they think I am a clearer-upper.
      

      
      After all, isn’t that what backroom girls are for?
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         Dear colleagues,

         Here, as promised, is my latest research on seasonal health and safety risks. This month, as Dennis Diffley is giving the
            keynote speech to the Round Table Valentine’s Day Lunch today, I’ve focused on affairs of the heart. Feel free to use these
            as you see fit! And remember, love is a dangerous business.
         

      •  Watch out for anonymous e-Valentines, which security experts say are more likely to come from hackers who are targeting
         your hard drive than from suitors targeting your heart (if you do fall victim, remember IT are on extension 34567).
      

      •  Roses are red, but they also have thorns which harbour deadly tetanus and several types of fungus that can cause severe
         damage to the body.
      

      
      •  2.3 million Britons are allergic to perfume, so if you must splash it all over, keep an inhaler handy in case your paramour suffers an asthma attack.
      

      
      •  Sex-related injuries cost Britain £358 million a year in days off sick and insurance claims. Apparently, one in ten of us
         have claimed for damage to soft furnishings, and the most common injury is a carpet burn.
      

      Keep safe, everyone,

      
     Jo ‘The Scaredy-cat’ Morgan



   

      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      Gamophobia – Fear of Marriage

      
      I’m late for Dennis’s special Valentine treat.
      

      
      It’s all Lorraine’s fault. I always copy her in on my safety bulletins, though she takes the piss out of them. She printed
         off the email and took it with her to work on the maternity ward, to keep her ladies entertained between their contractions.
         Though if anyone appreciates the hidden risks of romance and sex, then surely it’s a woman in labour.
      

      
      ‘I ONCE THGT ID BRKN A PENIS IN HALF ON A 1 NT STAND,’ her first text informed me. ‘BLOOD EVRYWHRE. ID ONLY BROKN SKIN BUT
         IT FREAKD ME OUT. MY TOP TIP 4 YR NEXT SAFETY BULLETIN – BEWARE OF OVERDOING THE FRCTION WHN WNKING A BLOKE OFF.’
      

      
      The next text contained a list of the things her colleagues had retrieved from orifices while working in casualty, including
         ‘PLICEMEN’S TORCH, PENKNIFE & A PRIMUS STOVE.’
      

      
      I texted back: ‘THAT MUST HV BEEN SOME CAMPING TRIP!

      
      Lorraine has always been my expert on matters sexual but I’m not sure that spending her working hours at the sharp end of
         the birthing business, and her time off prowling the streets for men, has given her the most balanced approach to love.
      

      
      
      The texts made me forget the time and when I get down to the foyer Dennis is pacing up and down, wearing a hole in the monogrammed
         Courtbridge Borough Council royal blue carpet custom made in 1972. The council architects must have come fresh from designing
         Eastern bloc airport lounges, because they completely ignored the beautiful mottled-honey Bath stone buildings that feature
         in all the local guidebooks. Instead they created a civic centre that looks like a stack of concrete shoeboxes.
      

      
      ‘You’re late,’ he says.

      
      ‘Only ten minutes,’ I protest, though for Dennis ten minutes might as well be ten hours.

      
      ‘I managed to be on time. I cut short my meeting with Wessex Water.’ He pulls at the kiss-curl on his fringe.

      
      ‘Let’s hope no one decides to poison the rivers overnight, then, I wouldn’t want dead fish on my conscience,’ I say and he
         frowns back, as disapproving as a sitcom dad. I try again. ‘So where are you taking me?’
      

      
      ‘It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you.’ He’s striding ahead now, past the raised flower-beds which are dotted here and
         there with purple crocuses. Climate change has reached Courtbridge, no doubt about it.
      

      
      I struggle to catch up in my heels. I’m normally a flatties girl, for safety reasons, but thought I’d make the effort for
         a special occasion. When I first moved in with Dennis, Lorraine warned me I’d have to put more work into keeping things fresh, that sharing a bathroom could prove the death of romance. ‘Make an effort,’ she advised, ‘and I don’t mean baking cakes.’
      

      
      But two years on, I haven’t yet had to buy a peephole bra and crotchless knickers, or greet him at the door wearing only a
         smile and a fur coat. Then again he’s never needed any encouragement on that front. No one at work would guess that mild-mannered
         Dennis is a tiger in the bedroom. And the kitchen, the hallway, the living-room and the bathroom. Even the patio, though not
         at this time of year. Global warming hasn’t quite penetrated his flagstones.
      

      
      
      We cross the road, leaving behind the brutalist building, and darting down a cobbled alleyway that challenges my heels still
         further. I try not to guess where we’re headed but the options for a Valentine’s dinner in Courtbridge are limited.
      

      
      There’s the Pony and Trap, the town’s oldest pub, now run by a national chain: the romantic menu will have been cook-chilled
         months ago in an Eastern European warehouse, and the red fabric roses on every table taken out of storage for their annual
         night of glory, before being packed away again, still in their little silver vases.
      

      
      I’d have put my money on the Trap, but Dennis walks straight past and I catch a glimpse of the packed dining room, couples
         blinking under the fluorescent lights.
      

      
      The Golden Orchid has a more intimate (i.e. pitch dark) ambience, mainly to conceal the food. The main source of lighting
         is the turquoise glow from the fish tanks, where doomed lobsters drift from one glass wall to the other. The Golden Orchid
         offers Chinese and English cuisine side by side, both loaded with monosodium glutamate, and neither remotely appetising. I
         know Dennis won’t be taking us there. He is uncompromising on the topic of MSG.
      

      
      He strides past as though there’s a nasty smell. Well, actually there is a nasty smell, of chicken fried in old oil. Then he crosses the road.
      

      
      He wouldn’t be taking me to Matches, would he? Now that would be a surprise. Matches is the closest Courtbridge gets to trendy:
         it has Spanish-Bulgarian-Korean fusion tapas, a purple frosted-glass bar that runs the length of the room, and the most expensive
         cocktail menu in the county. In the year it’s been open, I haven’t ventured through its smoked glass doors, but the thought
         of a Slow Comfortable Screw is oddly tempting right now.
      

      
      We don’t mix drinks at home because it makes it almost impossible to keep track of alcohol units. I never exceed fourteen units in a week, and Dennis always stays the right side of twenty-one.
      

      
      He marches past Matches without a glance.

      
      
      ‘Slow down, please, Dennis.’

      
      He turns, his forehead creased with impatience. ‘Well, if you will wear ridiculous shoes … You know there are 8000 casualty
         admissions from high heels every year.’
      

      
      I smile. ‘Yes, I do know, because I was the one who compiled the footwear hazards bulletin. But if you remember, trainers
         cause 290,000 accidents, so surely stilettos are the wiser choice, statistically speaking?’
      

      
      He gives me a dismissive look, unsure whether I’m teasing him, before turning down Canal Path.

      
      I definitely know where we’re going now. Courtbridge’s very own floating restaurant: the Romantica, the number one location
         for illicit trysts and indecent proposals. But it has its legitimate side, too. I’d lay bets that nine out of ten couples
         within a ten-mile radius got engaged in the bobbing barge.
      

      
      I stop in my tracks.

      
      No. He couldn’t be … not Dennis. Dennis isn’t the marrying kind. He’s too practical, too realistic. Moving in together is
         one thing – the bills are split, the chores are halved and the sex is on tap – but marriage is altogether too risky for the
         professionally cautious. A tiara, a vicar and a finger buffet don’t exactly come with a money-back lifetime guarantee.
      

      
      I shake the thought from my head and follow Dennis towards the gangplank. The Romantica looks charming in darkness: unlike
         in daylight, when you can’t miss the rusty-brown stains on the hull, and the filler that’s holding the windows in place. It
         feels like the boat’s been here for ever, but apparently she began life on the Continent, perhaps cruising along the Seine
         occupied by elegant French couples, or floating past naked ladies in the red-light district of Amsterdam. Life in Courtbridge
         must be a let-down.
      

      
      Through the window, I can see eight candlelit tables for two, most already occupied. Because of the date, these couples all
         fall into the legitimate category: you can tell by the bored way they’re playing with the lettuce on their plates when they’d
         prefer to be playing footsie with the flirt from accounts.
      

      
      
      Stop it, Jo.

      
      It’s dark inside the boat, and the smells of garlic and damp are competing with each other. Garlic is winning. My feet feel
         unsteady as I adjust to the movement of the water. ‘Herr Diffley?’ The owner appears from behind the fly-strips that conceal
         the galley from view. The Romantica is run by a spooky couple from somewhere behind the old Iron Curtain. I’ve never been
         inside the Romantica before, but everyone knows Karl and Kristina. They’re always taking out ads in the Courtbridge Gazette to showcase their vampire-unfriendly menus.
      

      
      The man who must be Karl looks like Wee Jimmy from The Krankies, dressed in full maître d’ regalia. He shows us to the best table in the boat, at the back, facing the medieval bridge which gives our town its name. My
         eyes are adjusting to the gloom now, taking in the lacy tablecloths and the scratched crystal glassware. Our place-settings
         are an arsenal of dulled cutlery. Fish knives, butter knives, odd little pastry forks. Whatever’s on the menu, I have a strong
         suspicion that every course, including dessert, is going to taste of garlic.
      

      
      He hands the wine list to Dennis – ‘is no choice of food, is set dinner we create to made ze heart and other parts leap’ –
         and negotiates his way between the tables, flashing lascivious smiles at the women diners and raising his bushy eyebrow at
         the men.
      

      
      ‘This is a nice surprise,’ I say. Well, it’s definitely a surprise.

      
      ‘I thought it would fit the bill,’ he replies, and gives me a meaningful look. ‘It’s a special night.’

      
      He disappears behind the drinks list and I wish I had a menu to hide me. Could he really be about to propose? Dennis plans everything, with the exception of sex. Actually, I wonder if he even plans that during
         public protection meetings, mapping out the exact positions in his head to relieve the monotony of avoiding Armageddon.
      

      
      I peer out of the window at the bridge: two teenagers are chasing each other. Their hoodies are black, and they wear drainpipe
         jeans that make their legs look as skinny as toothpicks. They weave in and out of parked cars, before the shorter one leaps up on to the narrow stone wall, placing trainered
         feet one in front of the other, like a wirewalker. The taller boy runs alongside, and I feel flushed with fear that Hoodie
         One might tumble off the side, into the water.
      

      
      ‘Stupid little bugger,’ Dennis whispers, following my gaze. ‘Probably been sniffing glue. The canal’s so shallow he’ll break
         his neck if he falls.’
      

      
      As he says it, the shorter teenager wobbles and I gasp, as he seems to hover in mid-air for seconds … it can’t possibly
         be that long but that’s how it feels, and then his friend reaches out and they both tumble back on to the bridge, the friend
         breaking his fall.
      

      
      God, what a relief! But he fell from quite a height. What if the weight has injured him? I crane my neck, my nose so close
         to the cold glass that it gives me goosebumps, trying to see through the gaps between the stone balustrades. Nothing happens.
         I don’t breathe. The clink of cutlery stops or, at least, I stop hearing it. I can see the two figures flat out on the bridge,
         there’s no sign of movement at all, and I replay that fall in my mind. That boy could have broken his back.
      

      
      ‘Dennis?’ I’m about to suggest calling an ambulance when I see them, Hoodie One and Two, scrambling to their feet, unsteady
         enough for me to worry that they might be injured. But then I wipe the condensation from the glass and see that Hoodie One’s
         hoodie has slipped off, revealing a great mane of long blonde hair … and now Hoodie Two reaches down, his head hidden by
         fabric, and the two Hoodies are snogging.
      

      
      ‘Oh. It’s a girl.’

      
      Dennis pulls a face. ‘Even more reason for her not to be out after dark. Kids like that are the reason Anti-Social Behaviour
         Orders were invented.’
      

      
      I’m about to protest when Karl arrives at the table bearing a round white plate covered in … oh no …

      
      ‘Snails in garlic butter,’ Karl says triumphantly. ‘Nothing better for putting ze lead in the pencil.’

      
      Snails are more likely to make me throw up but at least Dennis likes them. As he orders the wine – something French and expensive sounding – I wonder who on earth first decided that
         these flaccid rubbery creatures, which retreat into their shells at the slightest provocation, could be an aphrodisiac.
      

      
      After three snails (cut into pieces small enough to gulp without chewing or tasting), one French onion soup, and half a chicken
         with 40 cloves of garlic, my tastebuds are screaming in surrender.
      

      
      The booze and the gossip distract me from the food, though. Dennis is on form, telling tales from the disaster planning committee.
         He’s surprisingly indiscreet when he’s had a glass of wine, and now we’re well into the second bottle, there’s no stopping
         him. He seems to be on a mission to consume all our allotted units on one night.
      

      
      Mrs Fothergill is apparently having affairs with both the fire chief and the ambulance control room supervisor, and the speculation’s rife over which senior policeman she’ll choose to complete her
         999 hat trick.
      

      
      Outside, incredibly, the Hoodies are still at it. Their lips must be numb but they only manage to detach from each other for
         long enough to take a few steps, before they’re compelled to kiss again.
      

      
      ‘They’re not that fascinating, are they?’ Dennis asks, sounding amused rather than annoyed.
      

      
      ‘Do you think it’s their first kiss?’

      
      He smiles. ‘And their second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth …’ he counts off on his fingers, ‘ooh, they must be up to their
         thirtieth by now.’
      

      
      ‘Novelty’s not wearing off yet, though.’

      
      ‘I should hope not,’ he says. ‘I’ve been at it twenty-seven years and it hasn’t worn off for me.’

      
      It’s true: Dennis kisses like a teenager. Fervent and passionate. OK, and a tiny bit sloppy. But in a good way.

      
      For a while, we stare at the couple, who’re still joined at the lips. They’re not even groping. They’re clutching each other’s
         hands, down by their sides, as if the kisses are so tumultuous that they need to hang on for balance.
      

      
      Dennis reaches over to take my hand and grasps it hard. ‘I wanted this to be a special night. A memorable night.’

      
      Now my mouth is dry. Is this going to be my moment? My first proposal of marriage? From the only person in the world who is ever likely to offer?
      

      
      ‘I was bloody nervous about us living together, Jo, I’ll admit it.’ He blushes, as he rarely admits to weakness. ‘I’m not
         exactly a spring chicken, after all, stuck in my ways and with who knows what kind of bad habits. And as for your habits …
        ’ He chuckles.
      

      
      I try not to think about his bad habits: the way he scratches inside his ears and then inspects the wax on the end of his
         finger. The way he monitors my toilet roll consumption, and bites his lip over my excesses when we have to buy ‘yet another
         family pack’. But compared to my dad, he’s a paragon.
      

      
      ‘No, to be fair, Jo, I have to say you’re pretty house-trained. And the benefits of having you around – well, the bed’s always
         nice and warm – do outweigh the disadvantages.’
      

      
      ‘Dennis Diffley, last of the great romantics!’

      
      He takes a sip of wine, then refills both our glasses. They are enormous glasses and we must be on ten units each by now.
      

      
      ‘Now I never claim to be a New Man. It’s taken me a long time to get my life just so. Well, you know how important being settled is to me, after my childhood. I like my own company. But I don’t think I could
         ever go back to living alone.’
      

      
      He’s right: we did make the transition without any of the fireworks Lorraine had prediced. No arguments over cleaning the
         bath, or putting the rubbish out. ‘Me neither,’ I say. Though I do miss my little studio flat. Now and then. It’s only natural
         to feel nostalgic occasionally.
      

      
      ‘I’ve been thinking about it a lot. You know I’m not a man to rush into things, but there comes a time when one needs to think about the future and … Oh, good timing.’
      

      
      Karl is carrying a large spiky pudding which, as it looms closer, I realise is a heart made from meringue. None of the other
         diners have had a heart-shaped meringue. We’ve been earmarked for special treatment.
      

      
      ‘Shall I do ze honours?’ Karl asks, his alarmingly large kitchen knife poised above the meringue.

      
      ‘No, no, leave it to me,’ Dennis says, waving him away. ‘Now where was I? Oh yes. Commitment.’

      
      There are pointy brown peaks on the meringue, where the heat has toasted the sugar. It looks delicious: meringue is one of
         my favourite things. But I can’t imagine ever eating again. Because Dennis is about to propose marriage.
      

      
      He gives me a special lingering look, one that’s usually a prelude to sex. I feel ever so slightly queasy. Must be all that
         garlic, because this is the happiest moment of any girl’s life, surely, even now we’re liberated and assertive. I love Dennis.
         He’s a good man, the nearest to my twin on earth, the only bloke I’ve ever found who will tolerate my warped view of the world.
      

      
      It’s definitely the garlic.

      
      I take a deep breath. OK. Maybe I feel a teeny bit nervous. Perfectly natural. It’s not like I’ve ever been one for impulsive
         leaps in the dark. I was scared when we agreed to move in together, after all. If it hadn’t been for the lease on my studio
         running out and the landlord wanting to flog the building to a developer, I’d have stayed there till my dotage.
      

      
      ‘Jo,’ he says. ‘I know you won’t be expecting this, but …’

      
      I look down, avoiding his sincere gaze because I don’t want him to notice my queasiness when he pops the question. I knew I should have passed on those bloody snails.
      

      
      By the bridge, the Hoodies are no longer kissing. There we are. Nothing lasts for ever, not even hormonal teenage passion.
         Other things matter more. Compatibility. Attitudes.
      

      
      Fear of being alone.

      
      Where did that come from?
      

      
      
      The Hoodies are coming towards us now, not realising we can see them. They stop a few yards from the boat, and Girl Hoodie
         stops and traces her finger down the side of Boy Hoodie’s face, as though he’s made of marble.
      

      
      There’s a dragging feeling in my stomach, like lust, but then I recognise it. Envy. I don’t want Boy Hoodie, but I want the
         feeling Girl Hoodie has, whatever it is that’s transforming her face – glowing under the street lamp – into radiance.
      

      
      ‘Jo …? Oh bloody hell, I don’t see what’s so fascinating about snogging teenagers. When did they come back?’

      
      ‘They were there all the time.’

      
      ‘Idiots. They must be frozen. Anyway … what I wanted to ask …’

      
      I prepare myself for my big moment.

      
      ‘Jo, would you like to get a joint bank account?’

      
      I snort with laughter – it comes out before I can stop myself. He stares at me, with the same irritated expression he gets
         when our Head of Department talks over him in a meeting. ‘Sorry, Dennis! But …’ I can’t tell him that I’m laughing out
         of relief. ‘I just wasn’t expecting it.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I think it’s time. And it’s also the fairest way of doing it. Of splitting the bills. And I know we both want everything
         to be fair.’
      

      
      ‘Hmmm, yes,’ I say, nodding until my neck’s sore. A bank account! Hooray. ‘Great idea. But the thing is, Dennis …’

      
      He’s raising his knife to pierce the meringue and down it comes, in the centre of the heart, and there’s a hiss and out pours
         a pool of blood-red sauce, followed by a melted pool of egg-yolk-yellow vanilla ice cream. Baked Alaska. I’ve always wanted
         to try it. He slices right through the meringue, adjusting his knife carefully so our portions are of identical size, exactly
         half a heart each. ‘The thing is, what?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing,’ I say. The Hoodies have gone. ‘So long as we can have one of those cheque books with animals on them. Otters and
         badgers and stuff.’
      

      
      He raises his eyebrows. ‘Well … it’s not what I’d choose but if that’s the deal …’ and he reaches out to shake my hand, as though we’re business partners. But then he reaches across and whispers in my ear, ‘We’ll ratify the merger later, eh?’
         before kissing me briefly on the lips.
      

      
      I do fancy him. I really, really do. And I’m excited about spending the rest of my life with Dennis. We’re made for each other.
         It’s just odd that when I transfer the meringue and the ice cream and the raspberry sauce from my spoon to my mouth, all I
         can feel is the heat and the cold.
      

      
      It doesn’t taste of anything at all.


   


      
      
      Chapter 4

      
      Alliumphobia – Fear of Garlic

      
      This morning I feel new empathy with the chicken cooked with forty cloves of garlic. Our bedroom is hot thanks to the early
         sunshine and Dennis’s energy efficient central heating. As a result, our garlic-infused sweat has soaked into the bedding
         and the curtains and the walls, and I know that however many showers I have, the stink will linger for days.
      

      
      But I do need to make at least a token effort to banish the miasma of garlic, so I clatter into the bathroom, making as much
         noise as I like because Dennis left an hour ago. I climb into the shower using the grip handles, avoiding the emergency pull-cord.
         The water is on the chilly side, so at least there’s no danger of getting scalded, but I wish the Man of the House would turn
         the temperature up a few degrees, like he keeps promising. I think he secetly likes the icicle effect. He’s a little bit strange
         that way.
      

      
      I don’t mean that he likes to dress in giant nappies or craves six of the best with a garden cane. Or at least, if he does,
         he hasn’t asked me yet. Maybe that comes once we’ve set up the joint account, and are bound together by standing orders …

      
      I take the loofah (fairly traded of course) and scrub away at my garlicky body. The last time I put this much effort into
         exfoliating was when I was eight and Lorraine told me everyone was born with freckles and I wasn’t washing hard enough to get rid of them. I ended up taking the top layer of skin off my arms and legs, but when it grew back – painfully
         – the freckles were still there. A couple of years after that, I grew breasts and Lorraine didn’t, and she stopped going on
         about my freckles. She’s been much happier since she bought herself double-Ds for her twenty-fifth birthday present.
      

      
      Dennis likes my boobs. And my bottom is ‘nicely proportioned and entirely lacking in cellulite’. My legs are ‘well toned,
         if very slightly too short’. Might not sound like the most generous compliments, but he’s scrupulously honest, so I couldn’t
         really ask for higher praise. And in bed, he’s as ardent as any Hollywood lover. Last night our clothes were off before we’d
         got out of the entrance hall (though Dennis folded them away after we’d finished).
      

      
      He’s quite bossy in bed: not in a pervy way, just making all the decisions about, well, you know, what we do. Suits me. Sometimes
         sex is so daft that you need at least one of you to be taking it seriously or you’d get a fit of the giggles and that wouldn’t
         be the right thing at all.
      

      
      He’s also deadly serious on the topic of contraception, with a belt-and-braces approach, involving ultra-safe condoms, spermicidal jelly and
         his uncanny knowledge of the safest phases of my menstrual cycle. The condom failure rate (up to fourteen pregnancies per
         one hundred users) gives him sleepless nights.
      

      
      The shower goes cold, so I leap out. I brush my teeth and then use the special water pump that jets away food debris like
         a high-pressure car wash (though I’ll confess I don’t use the safety goggles that Dennis insists upon in case the water hits
         my eyes). I aim the jet at my tongue, too, but the garlic’s burned into my mouth, so I can’t taste my coffee or my hurriedly
         buttered toast. All the scrubbing’s made me seriously late for work.
      

      
      Outside, the sharp winter sun makes my head ache, and my poisonous breath forms a thick mist that follows me as I leave our
         bungalow, number 64 Salzburg Avenue, and head towards real life. That’ll teach me to consume all my alcohol units in one go (hangovers cost the UK £2 billion in lost wages
         every year).
      

      
      As usual, the wide road is deserted, an asphalt river with bungalow-tugboats evenly spaced along its curves. All the bungalows
         have a nautical feel. Number 64’s side walls curve gently like the bow of a ship, the downstairs toilet window is a porthole
         of stained glass and inside every surface is panelled and polished, awash with mahogany and oak.
      

      
      When I first moved here, I couldn’t get used to the quiet. I didn’t miss my studio flat, which always made me feel like Gulliver,
         thanks to its miniaturised kitchenette and its three-quarter-sized bath. But its location was great, right in town, near the
         marketplace and a paper shop and late-night convenience store. I’ve never had the wildest of social lives, but I loved sitting
         in the big Parker Knoll granny chair, looking out of the window. At Christmas I’d watch families weaving around the stalls
         looking for the gaudiest decorations, eating the oily fresh doughnuts I could smell from two floors up. Or in the summer,
         I’d wait for darkness to tempt out the skateboarders, all in black like bats. And I’d gawp at the impossible manoeuvres that
         became more daring with every bottle of strong cider.
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