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1



If David had been sleeping with another woman, I’d have seen the signs: longer working hours, monosyllabic conversation, his phone face-down on the countertop.


But what signs could have led me to suspect Zoey?


I thought that not wanting to touch your wife was perfectly normal.
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My parents’ generation have an alarming relationship with their televisions. My mother, born in 1950, turns off her TV along with the lights in the sitting room when she goes to bed, then turns it back on again as soon as she awakens.


It was always this way.


And in the houses of my friends growing up, it was the same: a persistent stream of chatter and advertising, the automated soundtrack to our working-class childhoods.


Once I had my own home, I replaced the thrum of the small screen with a silence so pure I could hear my bare feet sticking to the wooden floors, the gulp of water pausing in the pipes as it ran towards the radiators, my breath gauzy and quick.


When I married David, I asked him to watch the football upstairs so I wouldn’t have to hear the droning of the commentator. I found the repetitive rumble of our neighbour’s perennial hot tub so unbearable I complained in a gently worded text message.


Silence became the goal.


Until it was the problem.


Which it always had been anyway.


My life’s dream was to live in a detached house.
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I met David at one of Leonard’s parties the summer I graduated. My limbs clenched as he came into the room, and I touched the ends of my hair, foolishly dyed red from a bottle that morning. I had immediately regretted it; the top of my forehead was stained pink. He was with an outrageously tall girl who was wearing a tight rainbow dress and my first thought was how odd they looked together. She had the physique of a brawny Viking while he was lean and somewhat inconspicuous in jeans and a navy shirt, a denim jacket held tightly in one fist.


I had found myself stuck with a particularly boring university acquaintance. She was disclosing her upcoming travel plans to Mallorca – ‘Leaving from Stansted because, God almighty, Heathrow is a curse’ – while I tried to tune into the more sinewy conversation David was having with a group across the room. Someone suggested that the issue of fox hunting was more complex than animal rights activists were claiming and jobs would be lost if the sport were banned. David asked what sorts of jobs, and his interlocutor replied by making a joke I couldn’t hear. David laughed politely then turned and we made eye contact. He took off his glasses, cleaned them on the hem of his shirt and put them back on again without taking his gaze from me. In that moment he seemed to be asking another question, and I wanted to disappear into the wallpaper behind me. He had lovely thick eyebrows.


I excused myself and found Leonard in the garden. He was flipping food on the barbecue. ‘Sorry you got stuck with Elaine,’ he said. His apron was smeared in ketchup. ‘I forget how dreary she is. But she’s nice.’ I told him she wasn’t that nice, that I had purposely lost touch with her.


Steadily Leonard placed a dozen vegetable skewers beneath the spitting row of burgers and sausages. He was thinner than usual on account of a devastating break-up with the boy he’d dated since he was at school. They’d been faithful throughout university, despite living apart and Leonard being regularly propositioned by lecturers and post-grads in the English department. While the rest of us stumbled legless around the student union on a Friday night, Leonard was on a bus heading for Leeds. At the time we envied his puzzling and stubborn commitment to love. But in light of the break-up, his fidelity seemed a waste of time.


‘Who’s the bloke inside with the wavy hair?’ I asked. ‘Denim jacket. Glasses.’


Leonard asked if I fancied him. I shrugged. Back then I desperately wanted Leonard to think I embodied a level of cool indifference to anything potentially interesting. I suppose what I really felt was mild embarrassment for being so tediously straight next to his enlightened homosexuality.


He said, ‘David’s a junior doctor. I met him through Jason.’ He began to explain who Jason was when David and the Viking stepped onto the patio. ‘He’s definitely in your league. But that hair is a mistake. It makes you look like you’re grappling for a personality. It’s the sort of thing Elaine would do.’


‘Oh, fuck off.’


David followed the scent of burnt food to where we were standing. He reached for a roll and broke it open with his hands, then held it out for a sausage. ‘How are you, Lenny?’ he asked.


The Viking had joined another group but was watching us. I sensed her examining me in particular.


Leonard looked at the sky. ‘It’s not pissing on my meat, so I’m alright. You?’


David nodded without answering and bit into the hot dog. His Viking was still peering at me.


‘I need the loo,’ I said, and went inside where I used Leonard’s hand towel to rub vigorously at my forehead.


When I came back out, David had disappeared. I sat in a corner of the garden and put on my shades. Before long Elaine was next to me rattling on about the Middle East and the failures of NATO. I closed my eyes hoping she wouldn’t notice through my sunglasses.


As I was leaving the party, sober because I’d driven, I finally spoke to David. He was sitting on the front step. ‘I’m off,’ I told him.


He looked at his watch. ‘It’s the weekend,’ he said. I explained that I had to work the next morning.


‘Shit. Me too.’ He threw the end of his cigarette into the road. His eyes were bloodshot. ‘You’re not walking home by yourself, are you?’


‘I’ve got my car with me.’


‘Oh. That’s very mature.’ He tilted his face towards me. ‘I almost broke up with my girlfriend this afternoon.’


‘Almost?’ I was delighted by the revelation and sat down next to him.


‘She concluded we needed to spend more time together.’


‘Maybe you should try telling her again,’ I suggested.


‘I did. About an hour ago. What she heard me say this time was that I wanted her to go to the off-licence. I’m already totally wankered.’


‘So write her a letter or send an email. You could turn your feelings into a rap.’


He smiled. ‘She’s alright. Uncomplicated. So maybe it’ll work out.’ He rooted in his pocket for more cigarettes and lit up. ‘I want a simple life. Do you know what I mean?’


I worked in Zara back then, folded clothes and attended a fitting room for a living. I’d only just applied to train as a secondary school teacher and do something with my degree. I wanted a salary that would pay for a room in a shared house, so I could stop living at home, so I could choose my own bread. I already had a simple life, and I thought that to others I might seem as dull as Elaine. What I actually wanted was a bigger life, though it felt out of reach.


David’s girlfriend appeared up the road. She was carrying a wine bottle in each hand. ‘I’ll get out of your way,’ I said.


‘You’re not in the way. I’m David.’


‘I know.’


‘You know?’


‘Yeah. Leonard told me. I’m Dolores.’ We shook hands. His grip was certain, gentle.
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I admit I have been a bit smug. The biggest house on the street. Low-intervention wines delivered to our front door in sustainable packaging. Handmade closets in every room and an electric awning that stretched the width of the deck and kept the kitchen cool, even during globally warmed summers. The floors were made and laid by artisans. The abstracts on the walls were originals. I knew all the artists personally.


Only the brave or stupid lift the rug, take it into the garden and beat the living shit out of it. An incident forces conflict. And change. Zoey was that change, that conflict.


Zoey.


Hey.


Hey, Zoey.
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Intuition is science. It is what happens when the brain sees two or more incongruous details and a narrative in the subconscious cannot be established. We pause before crossing a road and barely avoid getting killed by a motorcycle, or take the stairs rather than sharing a lift with a stranger who turns out to have murdered a nun. The story told afterwards is that a mystical force from the future sent a warning in the form of a feeling. Fear as foresight. We believe we are in tune with the transcendent. But this is bullshit. The only truth is that each sense is alive to narratives where pieces are missing, and we are very good at filling in the gaps.


So.


I know why I turned to examine the long nylon bag rather than chucking the laundry into the tumble dryer and leaving. But it was only after I touched the bag that I consciously spotted the Christmas tree in pieces by the garage door, its branches arranged at odd angles. My peripheral vision must have clocked the tree and sent a signal: something is out of place.


I unzipped the bag.


Everything was wrong.


Inside was a woman with long, smooth limbs. She was about my height but she was young, her hair disarranged, her lips fleshy, eyes open.


I could smell petrol and plastic.


I felt the air around me crisp.


But I was already late leaving for work. I had only dealt with the laundry to prevent it from sitting in the washing machine all day and stinking.


I zipped up the bag, covered the woman and kept her hidden.


Then I drove to school.
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I tried calling Jacinta from the car. It rang and rang. Then I got through to Leonard and explained, but he couldn’t figure out what I was trying to say. ‘What do you mean?’ We got cut off as his train went through a tunnel, and I couldn’t connect to him again.


I fixated on the Christmas tree the rest of the way to work. I was the one responsible for its care: putting it together, taking it apart. It was a job I did on the same days each year, though I hated it. And now it was probably damaged because someone – because David – had a petrifying secret.
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Tessa Winters was in my office for threatening another student. Tessa told the girl she would get her cousin to kidnap her and bury her alive.


‘Did you really say that?’ I asked.


‘Yeah. So what?’ She chewed gum, her legs spread, body slumped. The previous term Tessa had been suspended for smacking a tray across a former friend’s face and breaking the girl’s nose. The previous year she was arrested for trespassing in a maternity ward.


‘What exactly did Megan Dubanowski do to provoke you to say such a thing?’ I asked.


Tessa ripped tiny pieces from the corner of an exercise book with her fingernails. ‘She’s a bitch.’


‘Well, firstly, that isn’t a word I want to hear in school. And secondly, this appears to be completely unprovoked, Tessa. Her parents called and want you kicked out.’ She shrugged. Her knees were scratched. Her shirt was too short at the cuff. ‘Your head of year told me only last week how great you’ve been doing. She said you have a main part in Bugsy Malone.’


Tessa studied me. She knew the routine: a dressing down, a bit of approval, a punishment perhaps. But Tessa wasn’t someone I needed to delude with false praise. She was a good performer, loud and funny. Despite this, Tessa never had a parent attend a performance. Sometimes her aunt saw the shows. Occasionally a friend from another school.


‘We have an anti-bullying policy, and I can’t make any exceptions.’


‘It stinks in here.’


‘Of what?’


‘I dunno. Cornish pasty or something.’


‘Do you even have a cousin, Tessa?’


‘Yeah. His name’s Neil. He’s in prison.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘His girlfriend cheated on him, so he buried her alive near Pyecombe Golf Club.’


‘Is that a joke?’


‘No.’


‘Oh my God.’


‘She never died. He’d jammed her into this massive suitcase but forgot to take off her Apple Watch, so she called her mum. She only had a broken ankle.’
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I rang Jacinta again, but it was still the middle of the night in New York. Then I tried Mum who answered immediately. She didn’t recognise my voice. I had to explain who I was. ‘Did you eat the casserole I left yesterday?’


She told me she didn’t like chicken and that she couldn’t get the television to work without a password. ‘I’ll need a code to get into the microwave next.’


‘Mum, please eat the casserole. And don’t mess with the TV.’


She shouted: ‘It has mushrooms in it.’


I put down the phone, and even though I’d probably be late for a meeting with the head teacher later that day, I drove to Mum’s house.


She lived a few minutes’ drive from my own home, in a bungalow purchased by David, as an investment, after Mum’s partner Pete died, leaving her penniless.


As I let myself in, Mum appeared from the downstairs toilet carrying a mug. ‘Did you wash your hands?’ I asked.


‘I was watering the plants in there, will you give over.’ Her hair was flat at the back and greasy at the front. She had what looked like egg yolk down one side of her pilled cardigan. ‘A storm’s coming tomorrow and is going to last into next month. They said so on the radio. Did you hear about the raw sewage in the sea? They pumped it in at Seaford and now there’s shite all along the coast from Hastings to Bognor Regis.’


I heated the casserole and we ate it together in the living room. While I was there, I filled a bag with bobbly clothes for the British Heart Foundation, and put it into the boot of my car. Mum said, ‘I can do that myself, you know. I’m not useless. Shouldn’t you be at work anyway? Have you lost your job?’


‘No, Mum.’


‘Does Jacinta have a job?’


‘Yes, Mum. She’s in America, remember? She paints.’


‘That isn’t a job.’


‘It is if she makes money from it.’


‘And does she?’


David called as I was pulling out of the driveway. He was breathless. ‘The mortgage runs out at the end of the month,’ he said. ‘Would you mind calling Halifax and asking what rate we can get on another two-year fixed?’


I said, ‘What?’


And he said, ‘We’ve had an emergency here. I can’t spend the day getting quotes. Do you mind?’


‘I have a meeting.’


‘OK. But can you call Halifax?’


I wanted to confront him about what I’d found, but I didn’t know what to say. And I didn’t know what I’d found. When I see him now, still when I see him, I hardly know what to say.
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My father was what many people would call a nice guy: affable, entertaining and entirely lacking substance. He had a thin moustache and very bad teeth. I have seen photographs of him when he was younger. Always smiling because that is what you did for a picture in the seventies and eighties: you smiled the best version of yourself into the future and hoped to be remembered as charming. But all his relationships were transactional, so no one really liked him – my mother certainly didn’t, and wouldn’t even pretend to for the sake of his progeny’s psychological well-being. I never got to know my father, but his sabbaticals from our home were an unambiguous story: the beginning, middle and ending of all things were about him.


His name was Seamus O’Shea; he was the son of a wealthy dairy farmer from Donegal, though he opted for a career in day labouring at building sites around London. Seamus wore tracksuits and bought two-litre bottles of cider. You’d think from his confidence and my mother’s unwillingness to leave him that he was a catch, but he was a very average person. His accent, however, gave him the sexy whiff of a terrorist.


Seamus regularly took us to the Wimpy in Wood Green for dinner because he was friendly with the manager. After our burgers and chips, Jacinta and I were served whipped ice cream with chocolate sauce. My father gifted the manager tools and other building supplies in lieu of payment. My mother watched these exchanges without comment. She ordered tea and slices of toast with jam. She refused to enjoy any real dinner.


My parents argued a lot about food. I listened with my ear against the bedroom wall to their habitual shouting. They argued about traffic too. And other women.


Seamus liked Jacinta best. She knew many things and that made Dad laugh and Jacinta would give me looks that begged the question, Is he an idiot? I think he was a little bit of an idiot, especially compared to Jacinta.


I must have been eight or nine when Dad finally moved out for good, though apart from his dusty work boots missing from the mat in the hall, we hardly noticed. Also, Mum took a job. She hadn’t worked since she lived in Dublin where she’d sold tickets from a booth in Busáras. Then she met Seamus and got married. Mum had no qualifications, but through a friend found a nannying position with a rich family in Highgate. The father was a bestselling crime author and my mother was required to keep the two young children out of earshot so he could concentrate. On one occasion – apparently he was editing his novel’s climax – the children were in the garden squalling and riding their tricycles across his lawn when he hollered from the window at my mother to keep them quiet. Arriving for work the next morning, Mum found the tricycles in small, unsalvageable pieces in the middle of the lawn. She was required to say nothing about it.


We heard from my father now and then. Often on our birthdays. He was a nice guy – not someone who wouldn’t keep in touch with his children.
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We all want to believe our parents were in love. This is fantasy versus science. Procreation is a simple biological process that requires no emotion or intelligence.
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I cannot recall a time before Jacinta. She came after me, but I only remember there being an us, and that didn’t include Mum or Dad.


When Jacinta started school, Mum dropped us off hurriedly, handing each of us a banana, and instructing me to hold Jacinta’s hand which I’d been doing since we’d left home anyway. We walked through the gates and into the reception classroom.


I said, ‘This is my sister. She starts school today.’


The teacher patted my head to show me how well I’d done and said, ‘You’re a very big girl, Dolores. Thank you.’


Jacinta wouldn’t let go of me and I didn’t pull away. I let her hold on. She said, ‘I would prefer to be in your class please.’


The teacher said, ‘It’s harder in Dolores’s class. You need to learn to read and write first.’


Jacinta looked around her classroom, the large letters on the wall, the toy kitchen in the corner. She was weighing her options. Another teacher, plump and pretty, approached her with a box. ‘I wish I had a helper to pass out all the crayons.’


‘I can help,’ Jacinta said.


I watched her take a crayon from the box, place it in front of the chair on one of the desks. And another and another, mindfully setting down each crayon. Serious. Purposeful. Then she sat at one of the desks and, on a piece of paper the teacher had given her, she wrote the words I CAN READ AND WRITE ALREADY.
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I have a strong physical reaction to restaurants that play music too loudly or don’t pay attention to the atmosphere they are creating with their playlists. I am similarly sensitive to bright lights. To succeed in the hospitality industry a basic awareness of the human senses is essential, and I base all my Google reviews on them. The lighting made me feel like I was about to undergo dental surgery. One star. There is only so much Norah Jones a patron can stomach. One star.


A restaurateur once replied to a review. He asked how customers were meant to read menus if they couldn’t see them. I suggested candles for the tables. He worried these would increase his insurance premiums. I replied that life could be unfair. Yep, he said. I wondered at the time whether to delete the review. But I didn’t.
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For years Mum made jokes about dating a Belmarsh prison inmate. She’d say things like, ‘Trevor is completely innocent,’ and ‘That jury was crooked,’ and ‘No one ever found the bodies, so what does that tell you?’ We enjoyed this phantom boyfriend, a man behind bars who couldn’t disturb the fine balance at home. Dad was gone, but things hadn’t fallen apart. We went to school, Mum went to work, and at weekends we cleaned the house together and went to the swimming pool when Mum wasn’t too tired.


Then Pete. An actual man.


He was feeding the ducks in the park when Mum pulled up next to him to admire a ‘lovely mallard’ on the bank of the pond. This was strange: Mum admiring nature of any kind or slowing down when we were on our way somewhere. To the post office on that particular day. She usually walked several strides ahead of us, occasionally looking back to shout, ‘Get a move on.’


Pete offered us some bread from his carrier bag which Jacinta and I greedily accepted. Mum didn’t stop us or insist we hurry up. She didn’t mention the mud we were standing in or the state of our shoes. Jacinta threw a few crusts into the water then frowned and turned to Mum. ‘Do you know him?’ she asked.


‘Who? No,’ Mum said. But she wasn’t an experienced liar at that time, so we immediately suspected that this chance encounter was staged.


‘I’m Pete,’ Pete said mechanically and held out a hand to Mum. She shook it and smiled. This was out of character for Mum who was wary of strangers and conclusively gave the game away: they’d met before. Pete smiled too. Then he stuffed his carrier bag of bread into the pocket of his waxed jacket and said, ‘A lovely day for an ice pop. You girls fancy one?’ He had dandruff on his collar.


The following week Pete was in our kitchen making himself beans on toast like he’d always been there, searching in the fridge for margarine. And not long after that, Pete’s son Gavin was poking around in the fridge too. Gavin was a vegetarian when we met him, and that seemed somewhat sophisticated, although he started eating meat a few years later when he went on the Atkins diet.


They both eventually moved in, and Jacinta and I were forced to share a bedroom. I wrote a letter to Seamus O’Shea explaining the situation and asking if he was ever coming home. He didn’t write back. I don’t think he received the letter, sent to his parents’ farm just outside Buncrana, or if he did, he may not have been sure which of his daughters had written to him.
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I worried about Jacinta who was ten to my twelve, twelve to my fourteen, fourteen to my sixteen. I watched for warning signs that she was afraid or angry or mute. I followed her around the house to make sure she wasn’t concealing anything and, when she was in her teens, checked her arms for cuts. She said, ‘Please stop looking at me.’ I hadn’t thought she’d noticed. She said, ‘What did I do wrong?’ I wanted to squeeze her, tell her to be careful, but how could I have done that without eliciting questions? So I smacked her hard across the face and told her not to be such a baby. She held her hot cheek, three fingermarks clearly visible, and in a small, confused voice said, ‘I’m sorry, Doughy.’ I could see that she was sorry, but it was too late for me to retract the hurt. I stormed into the garden and feverishly ripped out the bindweed strangling the plants – Pete gave us pocket money for helping to pull weeds – and as Jacinta watched through the window, I knew she was checking through a list in her head of possible offences and coming up blank. The next day I gave her my share of cherry trifle, but she couldn’t finish it and my offering ended up in the bin.
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When Jeremy Ashworth took over as head teacher, he chose an office as far from student congregating points as possible. The prior head taught a couple of times each week and even did a lunch duty. Jeremy was too busy focusing on marketing and publicity and on the future of the school, he said, to be involved with trivialities. He had a tan, even in winter.


At the meeting he greeted me with a half-wave and told me there was no need to sit. He was pleased to reveal that permission for a new sports hall had been approved by the council’s planning department. The next stage would be to gather tenders from construction companies. A letter to parents would be sent out as soon as possible.


His office was spotless, most of the shelves empty. I asked whether he’d thought any more about employing a full-time nurse. He shook his head. ‘We’re going to get more staff trained as first aiders.’ I asked if he’d reconsidered allocating a budget towards the staff social at the end of term. ‘No,’ he said. He said, ‘Did you go out for lunch today? Your car’s moved.’


‘Yes.’


‘Did you report to the office that you’d be off-site?’


‘Yes.’


‘Right.’


‘Is there a problem, Jeremy?’


‘No. No problem.’


I could see the traces of fake tan between his fingers.
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After school I slipped into the garage and unzipped the bag a few inches. The woman was where I had left her, eyes reflecting the slice of light coming in through the side door. And a memory came to me, though I thought it was my imagination, a brain blip.


Darkness and noise and a stinging sensation. The smell of spring onion.


Bile in my throat had me running for the house where I was sick in the kitchen sink.


Bits of casserole from lunch clogged the plughole. Visible chicken chunks and slithers of mushroom.
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Not long ago I attended a TEDx talk by an Estonian journalist and researcher who wore over-the-knee leather boots. It was my focus, as she spoke, the way she paraded in those heels like she’d always been on stage, graphs with unlabelled x and y axes behind her on a big screen. She advised the audience to trade in our phones, laptops and smart watches for books and meaningful conversation, for long walks and meditation. She told us that the human being has lost its ability to pay attention, that deep thinking is being hindered by our attachment to the speed of technology. The audience applauded, I amongst them. She had impressed me. I decided I would buy a copy of Middlemarch or Dracula and use the rest of the week for reading. But instead I went home and searched online for a pair of high boots. I spent the week breaking them in.
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I was in bed by the time David got home. He came into the room, asked about the mortgage, was pleased I’d dealt with it so efficiently and fell asleep within a few minutes. His back was hairier than it had ever been. His shoulders were peppered in moles the size of my thumbnails. I’d told him more than once to get them checked. Surely he knew a dermatologist.


I missed him that night, fearing our relationship was over, fearing that the man I married never existed, that the benign David I knew was a person of my own creation while the real David was someone else entirely.


Even before I gave him a chance to explain, I worried that I wouldn’t ever see him in the same way again.
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David wasn’t my first lover. I slept with someone a month after arriving at university, a Cypriot in my halls of residence. He was a little older on account of his mandatory military service. Leonard and I called him sexy lips. He hadn’t much to say, but the way he smoked and hardly moved as he danced made me nuts. We had sex in his room one Sunday afternoon. My mum and Jacinta had been for a visit and left me iced buns and bottles of Fanta which I took to him as an offering once they’d left. I told him I was a virgin as he was pulling down my knickers, ripping the lace band a little, kissing and sucking on my chin. His pillow smelled stale and there were socks and pants balled up all around the room. Afterwards he said, ‘You lied. No virgins fuck like that.’ I picked up my shoes, left his room and went to sleep in my own bed a few doors along the corridor, not knowing whether to be flattered or insulted.


Then I slept with the Cypriot’s best friend a few times, mostly because he had a car, so I didn’t have to haul my own groceries home from the supermarket every week. I bought a lot of tinned foods which were heavy. We drove through car washes for fun, used the time to kiss and put our hands into one another’s clothes. I soon worked out that it didn’t matter which programme you purchased – bronze, silver, gold, platinum – they all essentially did the same thing and lasted six-and-a-half minutes. It was enough time to get turned on but not enough to see any adventure through to completion.


I began my second year by sleeping with my genetics lecturer, but when his wife found out and threatened to destroy me, I decided to find myself an actual boyfriend. Craig was studying industrial engineering. He also wrote a lot of long nature poems I couldn’t understand. He asked me to type them up for him while he looked into the horizon or drank strong coffee. I wore tulle and went with him to author readings. He dumped me for a hockey girl with a loud laugh and a gum shield.


Studying for my exams in the library at midnight, I met Mitchell. I downplayed my feelings for my previous lovers. I told him that Craig had been a chauvinist and lazy in bed. Then I told him that the others had all been mildly abusive, especially the lecturer. The way a good man responded to the idea that a bad man had mishandled me – with concern then outrage – I found appealing. Carefully Mitchell asked questions: ‘So did he do that all the time? Did you mind? Did you enjoy it even a little bit? I think you can only enjoy that sort of sex when you’re in love, you know?’ Mitchell felt we had a deep connection and so, the very thing I told him I’d been coerced into doing with everyone else, I began doing with him. I’d beg for it while he whispered my name in the darkness along with the words, ‘I love you. Oh, I love you. Thank you. Thank you, Dolores.’


I stayed mostly celibate after Mitchell, until David, of course. David with his clean bedsheets and post-coital cups of tea. After our first time together, he cleared out a drawer and told me I could leave my things in it. He ran baths for me and made cheesy omelettes when he had time.


Before that I had leaned into Leonard. ‘Don’t you get horny though, babes?’ he asked. I didn’t. In my late teens and early twenties I rarely thought about sex. Mostly I wanted to be untouched. I went back into halls in my third year and liked the safety of a locked room at night.
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For a long time I hated Pete and Gavin living with us. They changed the smell of the house. They owned a lot of stuff and made every room feel cluttered. But eventually there were benefits. Gavin took me to my first concert, Blur, balancing me on his shoulders as I swayed and sang. And when I thought Alex James looked directly at me and I cried, Gavin hugged me and said he’d be crying too if it had happened to him. I was twelve and in love with Alex James and Damon Albarn. I was in love with loads of grown-ups by then, including most of Gavin’s friends, even the short, spotty ones.


Jacinta was at home that night. She was too young to come with us and mostly too young to be friends with Gavin, which suited me. I liked having him and his world to myself. And Jacinta had a new friend anyway – Hilary Russo, a girl with a round, red face and ginger hair who I found particularly ugly. I worried at the time that associating with such a face would cause other children to shun my pretty sister, but that never happened. The two of them wrote letters to one another almost daily, even after they’d spent the day side-by-side at school. Jacinta skipped to the letter box at the end of our road in the evenings with a thick envelope and squawked with excitement whenever post arrived in the mornings from Hilary, the address barely legible, the postcode missing.


I admit I was a little jealous of Hilary, this wordsmith who ignited a kind of euphoria in my sister, but I focused on Gavin. I knew he viewed me with a detached, teacherly interest, loaning me CDs and copies of NME and even his penknife.


Pete encouraged our friendship at first, viewing his son’s generosity as an extension of his own goodness, but this quickly turned into mild mistrust. He warned Gavin that he was not, under any circumstances, to give me alcohol or cigarettes. Mum repeated this warning. And they both told Jacinta that they would not continue to supply her with first-class stamps unless she made her bed every morning and helped with the dishes.


Jacinta did neither of these things, yet the letters continued both ways for almost another year.


I never asked her where the stamps came from.
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People die in operating rooms where David is the consultant anaesthetist. They also die in recovery hours later. He has never seen these as personal losses. He has said, ‘My job is to give the surgeon time to fix the body. If the body can’t be fixed, there’s nothing I can do about that.’


I asked him if it ever made him sad. ‘Yes,’ he replied.


‘Does it hurt when someone you’re trying to keep alive can’t be helped?’


‘I do my best, and I hope for the best,’ he told me. And I could understand this. For the most part David was good and hoped for good things to happen. He exercised and felt this was his contribution towards warding off ill health. He saved a little of his earnings each month in the belief that compound interest would pay off. He said regret was a pointless emotion. He said he wasn’t an executioner in Texas. He said he had to attend a summit in California. He said he couldn’t sleep and got up to make himself toast. He burnt the toast and the smoke detector went off. We hired an electrician who fitted a less sensitive alarm.


David was not often home alone.


So when?


How can I have missed it?


Regret is a pointless emotion.
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Jacinta and I shared a doll. I don’t know where it came from, but it wasn’t from a shop because by the time we adopted her, she was missing her shoes and socks. We named her Grace. She had long, curly hair until Jacinta cut it short and I cut it even shorter. We scribbled nonsense on her body with felt tips and tried to rub it off with cotton balls soaked in nail varnish. We fought over her so hard, Jacinta at one end, me at the other, we pulled her head clean off and agreed to play separately with the two parts of her until Mum found a way to reattach the decapitated head, saying, ‘You can forget about a hamster.’
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The second time I bumped into David was a few years after the barbecue. I’d moved back to London from Cambridge where I’d done my teacher training, and was in an Islington bar for Leonard’s homecoming: he was back from a stint in Quebec and working as an assistant to an editor at a children’s publishing company. He was making less money than anyone I knew at the time but never let me pay for anything. He’d say, ‘I’m busy and often volatile. Money is the only way I can contribute to your life right now, darling.’ He was dating a well-known actor but intermittently despairing of their non-monogamous arrangement.


David tapped me on the shoulder. His hair was longer, tucked behind his ears, and up close his eyes seemed very big behind his glasses. ‘Dolores? We met at Leonard’s party. I’m David.’ I had been reintroduced to a few of Leonard’s friends that night and each of them pretended not to remember me, or perhaps they really didn’t remember me.


‘How did it go with the break-up?’ I asked. He said he had gone out with the Viking for another month. ‘Then she gave me the push. Took my car in for a service and met a mechanic who serviced her too. I know it sounds like the opening scene to a bad porno.’


‘I wasn’t aware there was good porno.’


‘Right.’


‘Huh?’


‘I didn’t say anything.’


David had come with a friend who handed him a bottle as he joined us. He put out his hand. ‘Pierre,’ he said. He had light-brown skin and a little snake tattooed onto his collarbone.


‘Pierre’s in oncology,’ David said. I made noises of respect, but I wasn’t all that impressed. I’d met enough medics to know they were secretly derisive of anyone not in medicine; somewhere deep down they were still gloating about their impressive A-level results.


I asked David what he did, though I already knew. ‘Anaesthesiology,’ he said weakly, like this was a confession. He chugged his beer and added, ‘Leonard told me you’re a teacher. What subject?’


‘Only psychos do anaesthesiology,’ Pierre interrupted. ‘And imbeciles go into psychology. Or become GPs.’


David shook his head. ‘Pierre’s elected to take a job in Pennsylvania. He isn’t interested in our great and good National Health Service.’


‘I want to be rich!’ Pierre said. He laughed, but from the look of the suede loafers he was wearing and the gold bracelet on his wrist, I assumed there was a truth to it.


‘My mum taught for twenty years, but she’s retired already,’ David said.


Pierre was scanning the room for someone more interesting to engage with. David was still waiting for me to speak.


‘I teach biology and chemistry,’ I said quietly. I felt glaringly unremarkable standing there in an ill-fitting dress I’d borrowed from Jacinta, very flat shoes. I wanted to have a story to tell David to keep him from walking away and considered starting at the beginning with the words, ‘When I was about twelve years old…’, but David didn’t go anywhere. He asked questions about my family and my job and my hobbies and my favourite books because he wasn’t scouting for shocking tales of woe and trauma and intrigue. Not then. Not ever. As he’d said the first time we met, ‘I want a simple life.’ And he lured me into that life because I thought David might be the one to transform me from something defective into something normal.


Later that night we were doing shots with Leonard when David said, ‘I have to head off, lads. I’ve got an early shift. But do you wanna go out one evening next week maybe?’


Leonard, completely blotto, licked David’s cheek. ‘I’ve been hoping you two would get it on.’ We stood awkwardly for a few seconds, and I was expecting David to add that it wouldn’t be a date. But when he didn’t, I gave him my number.


‘Is he a mental person?’ I asked Leonard when David had gone. Leonard frowned. His boyfriend was on the way with coke and a strange man. ‘He seems so…’ I couldn’t explain how David made me feel, but it was close to adequate.


Leonard pushed me. ‘He’s a fucking doctor, babes. A doctor. And every time I talk to him, he asks about you.’


‘What?’


Leonard shrugged like this was baffling to him too. ‘He’s not into girls with massive tits and big personalities.’


‘I have tits.’


Leonard looked at my chest. ‘Yeah. You do.’
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After I’d had a cup of tea and called Mum to make sure she hadn’t fallen or set fire to the curtains, I took another look. ‘Hello? Hello?’ I whispered. She did not reply. Her mouth was slightly open. I put my fingers to the lips. They were soft and gave a little as I pressed my nails against them. ‘Hello?’


Her aliveness was a ruse.


Though she wasn’t dead either.


She was a trick.


She was a toy.
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Agalmatophilia from the Ancient Greek áγαλμα meaning ‘statue’ and φιλία meaning ‘love’, is sexual attraction to a doll or mannequin – it’s a thing. I looked it up. Rather than confronting my husband, I engaged in some internet research.
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