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About the Book


Being lost in a place you know by heart is one of life’s most disconcerting feelings.


Bennett Driscoll is a Turner Prize nominated artist who was a Bright Young Thing. Now, aged 55, his wife has left him, the reviews have dried up, and his gallery wants to stop selling his paintings, saying they’ll have more value retrospectively . . . when he’s dead. So, left with a large West London home and no income, he moves into his painting studio in the back garden and rents out the house, soon reaching status as a Super Host on AirBed.


At last, the money is coming in, but he’s loveless and, well, lonely. Turns out his house guests are as quirky, lost and entertaining as Bennett himself, unwittingly unlocking the parts of Bennett’s life that have been forgotten to him for too long, but can they help him feel less lost in the place he knows best?


Wry, rueful and rich in observation, SUPER HOST provides a delicious portrait of middle-age, marriage, and the underlying fears and loneliness that colour so many lives.









For Tom
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In the hierarchy of linen stains, blood is at the top. Everyone thinks semen is the worst, but they’re wrong. They only think this because of that popular TV show where inspectors take a black light to a hotel room and it lights up neon yellow, indicating bodily fluids all over the bedding. Since that report, people automatically throw off the bedspread in hotel rooms, assuming it’s drenched in some stranger’s spunk. It probably is; that’s why Bennett Driscoll prefers to use duvet covers in his rentable four-bedroom house. Soap, hot water, and a rigorous spin cycle will scrub all the manhood out of a duvet cover. It’s the stains you can detect with the naked eye that are the real problem. When Bennett throws back the duvets on checkout day, it’s the sight of blood he fears most.


Fuck.


And there they are, halfway down the fitted sheet. Only a couple drops’ worth, but on Bennett’s bright white sheets they stand out like a red scarf discarded in snow. Their removal will require bleach and a lot of scrubbing. Recently, he bought a nailbrush or, for his purposes, a blood brush, to combat the really stubborn stains. In the beginning, he would just throw away the visibly soiled sheets and buy new ones, but now a year into renting out his suburban London house on AirBed, he has thrown away five sets of perfectly good sheets. Bleach is cheaper. He pulls the fitted sheet up from the corners, wadding it into a ball in the center of the bed. If the blood has transferred onto the mattress pad, that’s double the work.


Dammit.


Recently, Bennett was awarded the status of “Super Host” on the AirBed website—an honor he earned for having a quick response rate and excellent reviews. Though it’s never been his aspiration to become a host, he’d be lying if he said that the little medal next to his picture didn’t fill him with pride. Until two years ago, Bennett was a full-time artist who never stuttered over answering the question, “What do you do?” In fact, nobody ever needed to ask him. He was the well-known painter, Bennett Driscoll. Everyone knew that. Okay, maybe not everyone, but enough people that he didn’t have to worry about renting out his house to tourists. Unfortunately, things change, tastes change. It used to be that anything he painted would sell. In 2002, there was a waiting list. Now, sixteen years later, there are more than a hundred of his paintings in storage. His last solo show was in 2013. The critic for the Guardian wrote, “Driscoll cares so little for the current trends in painting that one wonders if he concerns himself with the contemporary art world at all.” That pissed Bennett off, mostly because it was true. But a bad review is better than no review, he realizes that now. Since art critics don’t review his work anymore, Bennett pores over each AirBed review as though it’s the Sunday Times, scouring each for a new and nuanced understanding of his hosting skills. More often than not, they go like this: “Bennett was a welcoming and gracious host,” “Bennett was very helpful,” “Bennett has a beautiful home,” and “Looking forward to staying at Bennett’s house again the next time we’re in London.” They’re not exactly Times quality, but nevertheless, it’s nice to be reviewed favorably. Hey, it’s nice to be reviewed, full stop. Sometimes he wonders if his ex-wife, Eliza, ever goes on AirBed to read his reviews. Probably not. She left a year ago to live in America with a hedge fund manager named Jeff, taking with her the steady salary from her publishing job that, until the divorce, had been paying their bills. That’s when Bennett decided to move into the studio at the end of the garden and rent out the family home on AirBed. He doesn’t think his Super Host status would impress Eliza. Almost nothing impressed her. He wishes someone would write, “Bennett has a beautiful home. He was the perfect host. No, the perfect man—exciting, interesting, and handsome in equal measure. He would make an excellent husband. I even bought several of his paintings because I believe they are the pinnacle of contemporary art.” No such luck yet.


As he rounds the corner from the bedroom to the hallway, hip-hop is quietly thumping in the distance from the other side of the house. He carries the big wad of sheets down the wide staircase, careful to peer ahead of him from the side of the load. As he walks through the large, open-plan living space, the music grows louder. Bennett sings along confidently, although he can’t quite bring himself to rap the lyrics. Instead, the words always come out melodically, each one dragging on a millisecond longer than it should. He discovered rap music around the same time he started letting the house, around the same time Eliza moved out. Though unable to name a single song, she claimed to hate hip-hop.


On the night he discovered the rapper Roots Manuva, he’d been out to dinner with his daughter. They were at some trendy Shoreditch restaurant, the kind of place that claims to sell street food, but in the comfort of the indoors. The music was, of course, too loud—he knew that even without Eliza there to point it out. He had to shout to be heard, which was difficult considering the task at hand was explaining to Mia why her mother had just fucked off to New York. At one point, Mia, needing to collect herself, went to the ladies’ room. He hated the idea of his daughter crying alone in a stall, but he sat patiently, fighting the urge to follow her into the women’s loo and check on her. At the time he was one of the few people on earth for whom the mobile phone wasn’t an obvious distraction. Why pull out your phone unless you needed to make a phone call? Instead, in need of entertainment, he started listening intently to the restaurant’s music:




Taskmaster burst the bionic zit-splitter


Breakneck speed we drown ten pints of bitter


We lean all day and some say that ain’t productive


But that depend upon the demons that you’re stuck with





He had no idea what a “bionic zit-splitter” was (he still doesn’t), but something about how we “lean all day,” and “the demons that you’re stuck with” resonated.


“I can’t stand still with you anymore,” Eliza had said two weeks previously. Divorce papers had since been served. He was now doing his best to explain to his then eighteen-year-old daughter something even he couldn’t understand himself. Had he been standing still for the last twenty years and not realized it? Their whole marriage, he thought he was being reliable—a good father and husband. That’s what women wanted, right? Reliability? Wait. He should be asking women what they want, not assuming. Eliza was forever pointing that out. His own father was anything but reliable. Well, that’s not strictly true, he was reliably drunk all the time—a miserable man who was only happy when he was listing all the ways you’d wronged him. Bennett was happy, or so he thought. He loved being an artist. He loved Eliza and Mia with all his heart. Why not stand still? Where else would he want to go? Eliza thought he was stuck. “The demons that you’re stuck with . . .” What were these demons that destroyed his marriage and why hadn’t he noticed them? This was what he was pondering when Mia returned to the table.


“What is this song?” he asked her.


A die-hard Father John Misty fan, she just shrugged in ignorance as she sat down.


“Excuse me?” Bennett stopped a server moving quickly by with a plate of Mexican grilled corncobs. “Can you tell me what this song is?”


Mia, embarrassed, put her face in her hands.


“Roots Manuva, ‘Witness,’ ” the girl said, her tone implying Duh.


Bennett pulled out the little black notebook he kept in his blazer pocket and wrote down Routes Maneuver. Witness. He had no idea which was the artist and which was the song title, but he’d figure that out later on Google.


At the end of the night, Mia burst into tears as they hugged good night. Though she’d only moved away from home the previous month, she told him she’d move back to keep him company.


“No, I won’t let you do that,” he said, holding her tight. “Besides, without your mum’s income, I’m going to have to put the house on AirBed.”


She cried even harder at this. The guilt weighed heavily on him. He might be stuck, but he wasn’t going to let Mia be stuck with him.


He went home that night and bought Roots Manuva’s “Witness” on iTunes. He played it twenty times on repeat before finally going to bed.


The music fades out as he reaches the laundry room—an annex off the kitchen with a large, American-style washer and dryer. When Eliza ordered the appliances from John Lewis ten years ago, he thought she was crazy. The environmental impact alone of these fucking things! Eliza loved to live like an American in London. Big house. Big car. Big fuckin’ washer and dryer. “They understand convenience in America,” she liked to say. “They don’t enjoy suffering over there.” It had long been Eliza’s belief that misery was Bennett’s preferred mode. And not just him, but all British men. All that floppy-haired, self-deprecating, Hugh Grant nonsense from the nineties had penetrated their psyches and they were all irreparably damaged. But, eventually, the car, the house, and the washer/dryer were no longer enough. Eliza needed an actual American man.


Bennett spreads the fitted sheet over the top of the dryer. After pulling down a bottle of bleach from the shelf overhead, he pours a little over the stain. Grabbing the blood brush, he braces himself by stepping back on one leg to get more traction. The dryer rocks back and forth as he scrubs, a few strands of hair falling down in front of his eyes. He’s been lucky to keep a lot of his hair, though it’s thinning on top. His solution is to brush it back. A little product usually holds it in place. Eliza found the product sticky. Bennett finds satisfaction in the fact that her new bloke, Jeff, is completely bald with a shiny dome to match his shiny, fitted suits. Twat.


Bennett stops scrubbing and regards his progress. Barely a dent. He goes back at it, bending his front knee more to bring himself closer to enemy number one. Engaged with the task in hand, he’s startled when his phone, in the front pocket of his jeans, starts to ring.


“Mia! Hi, darling.” It’s particularly difficult to control his heart swells these days.


“You’re coming tonight, right?” she chirps, skipping the pleasantries.


“Of course I am.” He starts working at the stain again with his free hand. “I’ve just got to get the new guest checked in, then I’ll be on my way.”


“Ugh. Okay.” Mia makes no secret of her disapproval regarding her childhood home being on AirBed.


“She’ll be here at four. I’ll give her the keys and then catch the Tube. Should be there about half-five. Is that alright?”


“Yeah, that’s fine.”


“I can’t wait to see your paintings.”


“I had a good crit this morning.”


“Great!” He can’t help but beam with pride.


“But the tutor told everyone in the crit that Bennett Driscoll is my dad. Cunt.”


“Is that so bad?”


“I don’t want to ride your coattails.”


“I’m currently scrubbing blood out of bedsheets. Those coattails?”


“Eww, Dad! I’ll kill you if you tell any of my classmates about that.”


He smiles wide. Horrifying his daughter has long been one of his greatest pleasures. At nineteen, it is easier than ever to send her into frothy outrage. Why would Bennett Driscoll confide to a bunch of art school pricks that he’s letting his house on AirBed? Is there anything worse than admitting that his paintings no longer sell? He’d rather watch Eliza and Jeff have sex. On second thought, no he wouldn’t.


“Can I take you out for dinner after?” he asks.


“Can I bring Gemma and Richard?”


No. No. No. No.


“Of course, darling, whoever you want to bring.”


His next guest is Alicia, a young woman from New York. Originally, she said she’d be traveling with a group of friends, which gave Bennett pause. He prefers families, but there is something trustworthy, maybe even a little naive, about Alicia in her smiley profile picture in front of the Brooklyn Bridge. When she booked the house a month back, she said there could be anywhere between three to five friends with her, she wasn’t yet sure of the numbers. Bennett had explained that the house slept six comfortably, but please don’t exceed eight people. That won’t be a problem, she wrote back two days ago, explaining that it would be only her staying after all. He didn’t want to pry, but what was a twentysomething young woman going to do in his big, suburban house all alone? It had been a good-sized house for three people. It’s an enormous house for one, as he knows all too well.


That first day, when it came to him that Eliza and Mia were gone for good, the silence had been unbearable. Hip-hop now constantly follows him around the house like an entourage, sweeping the solitude under the carpet. He felt kind of silly the morning after he listened to “Witness” twenty times in a row. Bennett suspected that what Roots Manuva was rapping about probably had to do with racial injustice and that he shouldn’t equate those “demons” with his own, but he couldn’t help it. He loved the song’s sense of urgency, and before long he owned the entire Roots Manuva catalog. The old Bennett was a Billy Bragg kind of guy. A Jeff Buckley fan. All that “depressing, nostalgic wallowing,” Eliza called it. Musical evidence that he’d never change. He’d spent his whole life avoiding the things that weren’t “meant for him,” diligently adhering to the middle-class white man’s algorithm for taste and respectability. But staying the course is rubbish, he’s decided. He’s trying not to “give any fucks” (a phrase Mia taught him) but in reality, he gives so many fucks. Like, a truly debilitating number of fucks. He can’t even work up the courage to tell anyone besides Mia (is there anyone besides Mia?) about his recent obsession with the rapper. What would they think? Is his newfound love of hip-hop a “fuck you” to Eliza? He tells himself, no, it’s more than that . . . but yeah, sort of.


The older he gets, the more impossible it becomes to live in the present as Eliza wanted him to. The past is too vast to ignore and the present is too close, like staring at your pores in a magnified mirror. Last year, even his gallery of thirty years suggested that he’d be more valuable to them when he’s dead. Libby Foster Gallery began representing him in 1988, right after he graduated from the Royal College of Art, but over the last decade, his sales had waned. Libby insisted that it wasn’t just him. Lots of artists were suffering from the economic downturn. Just before Eliza left, a letter from Libby had come through the post. “Dear Bennett,” it read, “We regret to inform you that, after much thought, the gallery has decided to no longer represent living artists. Given rising rents in London, the time has come for us to give up our formal exhibition space and redirect our focus on representing the estates of William Warren, Christopher Gray, and Tyson Allen Stewart in the art fair market.”


He called Libby, immediately.


“You got the letter,” she answered. “I love your work, Bennett. You know I do. But it’s not selling, not right now. If interest piques in the future, the gallery would be very interested in representing your estate.”


“You’ll be interested in representing me when I’m dead?” he clarified.


“We no longer represent living artists, so, yes.”


Fuck the present.


Alicia arrives right at four o’clock as planned, pulling her suitcase behind her. She has a thin frame and her straight, sandy-blond hair is in a ponytail. Her eyes are visibly tired through her thick tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses. Bennett watches her approach through the front window of the living room. He likes to observe his guests as they arrive, hoping to catch some glimpse of their true selves before he greets them. Bundled up in a double-breasted navy blue wool coat, Alicia hunches over, dragging her suitcase up the pebbled drive. She bites her lower lip as though she intends to confess something. Since becoming profoundly lonely himself, Bennett now feels he can spot it easily in others. Alicia is lonely. Halfway to the door, she stops to tighten her ponytail by taking a section of hair in each hand and tugging. He remembers both Eliza and Mia would do this, too. He adored all their strange habits, all their alien feminine rituals. He can’t help smiling to himself as he opens the front door.


Noticing his smile, she smiles back, relieved.


“You must be Alicia.”


“Bennett?”


He nods. “Please, come in.” Despite inviting her in, it takes him a moment to move out of the way. He’s struck by her tired eyes, glazed and a bit dark. He’s always been attracted to heavy eyes. Eliza, he thought, was always at her most beautiful at the end of a long day. Alicia steps forward with one foot, looking at him expectantly. He gestures grandly when he finally moves out of the way, revealing the large entryway and contemporary, open-plan living space.


She looks behind her and hoists her heavy suitcase over the front step.


Take the suitcase, you knob.


“Let me get that.” Reaching for the handle, he grazes her hand; it’s soft, but cold from the winter air. Uncomfortable with the sensual thoughts that are now suddenly and unwelcomely flooding his brain, he clears his throat. “I’ll put this upstairs in the master bedroom. I assume that’s where you’ll want to sleep?” And now he’s thinking about her lying naked in his bed.


Pervert.


He runs his hand over his hair, a nervous habit he’s had since he can remember.


“I guess,” she says, looking around the house. “This place is huge.”


He smiles back from the bottom of the stairs, not quite sure how to respond.


“Where do you live now?” she asks.


Bennett points to the window behind her. Through the glass there’s a small building at the end of the garden, not much larger than a shed, though certainly more solid.


“Oh.”


“You won’t notice I’m there, I promise. I’m an artist. That’s my live/work space.”


Her eyes are drawn to the paintings on the walls around them. “Are these yours?”


“That one is.” He points to a large red-and-blue painting of an intricate pattern, not unlike a Persian carpet.


“Wow. Beautiful.” She seems unsure of what else to say. “I feel bad taking up your house all by myself.”


“You shouldn’t. You paid for it.” He starts up the stairs with the suitcase. Was that curt? he wonders. He turns to face her again. “Make yourself at home.”


“All my friends backed out after I booked the place,” she explains. “Nobody has any money at the moment.”


He nods, understanding. “Any plans while you’re here?”


“Hoping to see some old friends. I did my master’s at LSE a few years ago.”


Nostalgia, Bennett thinks. Everyone chases it. He can see that Alicia already knows her mistake: you can’t go back.


“I’ll get this upstairs,” he says, pointing to the suitcase. “Then, I’ll leave you to it. Obviously, you’ll know where I am if you need anything.”


“Great. Thanks,” she says, wandering into the large kitchen.


He watches her as she aimlessly opens the cutlery drawer. When she looks up at him again, he grabs the bag’s handle and hoists it up the remaining stairs.


Bennett opens the back gate of his garden onto Blenheim Road at four-thirty. He tucks his white earbuds into his ears and spins the dial on his iPod. He still uses the now-antiquated device that Eliza and Mia bought him for Christmas in 2006. “You can get rid of it, Dad. It won’t hurt my feelings,” Mia’s told him many times. He can’t throw away anything she’s given him. In his studio, he still has the first little clay sculpture that she made him when she was four: a bust of a man on a pedestal. He thinks it’s supposed to be him, but he’s never been quite sure. It’s been sitting on the same windowsill for fifteen years, too brittle to move. “You can put all of your music on your phone now,” she’d added, sounding more like the parent than the child. “It’s easier.” He hadn’t used the iPod much when Eliza was around, mainly because they traveled most places together and he didn’t need the distraction. Now that he is traveling everywhere solo, it’s become his closest companion.


Turning onto Priory Ave., Bennett makes his way to the Tube. Bennett and Eliza bought the house in 1994. One of the few detached houses in Chiswick, Eliza’s heart was set on it. It was the same year Bennett was nominated for the Turner Prize. He didn’t win, but sales still skyrocketed. His series of life-size nudes reclining on intricate fabrics that reflected the rich history of textile design in London’s Spitalfields neighborhood were an instant hit. He hadn’t even needed a mortgage. When the crash of 2007 happened, they’d lost a lot of money, both in investments and paintings sales. Eliza’s salary from publishing was thankfully steady, but the financial stress, Bennett now believes, was the beginning of the end. He was willing to forgo the nice dinners and shopping sprees at Selfridges, the giant appliances, and the fancy car so long as they were able to keep the home he’d made with his family. Maybe it would even be romantic. It wasn’t that Eliza loved money more than she loved Bennett, but she felt he lacked the ambition it would take to get back on top. She was worried that he’d run out of good ideas. He was worried she was right. He still is.


He taps his Oyster card to the reader at the station and the gates open. Truth is, if he could have lived anywhere, he would have bought one of the old Victorian terraced houses in London’s East End. Whitechapel, maybe, with all its history, its old shops, and the dark pubs. He’d grown up nearby in Hammersmith, and was desperate to leave the suburban feel of West London behind. During the nineties, he watched with jealousy as his artist friends cultivated a creative hub in the East End. Back then, he would travel the length of the District Line—west to east—at least three times a week, visiting studios and exhibitions. Once Mia was born, the journeys to Whitechapel felt impossible. Even his own studio in Ealing was difficult to get to. Eliza wanted him to spend more time with his daughter, but at the same time, was frustrated by his lack of productivity. And this was just one of many mind-fuck conundrums of their twenty-five-year marriage. When he suggested that they build him a studio in the back garden, Eliza was initially against it.


“It’ll be an eyesore,” she protested. “It will devalue the house.”


“But we’re not planning to sell the house,” he’d replied. “Who cares about the value?”


She frowned at that. God knows why. He had thought she loved the house.


“You’re constantly throwing up roadblocks,” he said. “You have to help me solve problems, my love.” He’d always called her “my love,” thinking it was endearing. He was deeply wounded when, in the middle of a row last year, she told him she found it patronizing.


Lately, it’s been hard to remember the good times with Eliza, but like a swift kick to the gut, those memories come flooding back every time he takes a seat on the Underground. From day one of their relationship, whenever they rode the Tube together, Eliza would slip her arm through his and rest her head on his shoulder. He’d smooth her hair back and kiss her on the top of the head. Eliza always wore her hair down in long, thick, wavy brown curls. She never cut it, like so many women do when they get older. It always smelled of sweet pea blossoms. God, he loved that about her. She’d nuzzle into him and kiss him on the arm. Every damn time. These days, when he sits down on the train he looks like a lunatic entertaining an imaginary friend. Without Eliza to lean into, he sits awkwardly, shifting in his seat, unable to find the sweet spot. Today, he fiddles with the dial on his iPod, hoping to find the ideal volume to drown it all out.


He changes lines for King’s Cross, the relatively new location for Central Saint Martins School of Art and Design, where Mia is in her first year studying painting. King’s Cross would never have housed an art school when he was nineteen. Thirty-five years ago it was one of London’s dirtiest, most transient neighborhoods, a gaping wound between Bloomsbury and Islington, filled with seedy pubs and even seedier hotels harboring tramps, drug dealers, and prostitutes. As a boy growing up in the leafy suburbs, hearing stories about King’s Cross was like hearing stories about Vietnam: atrocities happened there, true, but at least it was far away. As he and his friends got older and started taking the Underground by themselves, trips to King’s Cross became a rite of passage. It was so easy to tell your parents you were going to see a film in Leicester Square. King’s Cross was only another four stops. He remembers the first time he and his friends—all of them fifteen—went there. Bennett was such a wimp that his mates didn’t even tell him beforehand where they were going. He still remembers standing up when the speakers announced, “Leicester Square,” and his sniggering friends remaining in their seats. He didn’t have to ask where they were actually going. He already knew.


His mate Stuart nudged him as they rode up the escalator at King’s Cross Station. “How much money you got?”


“I don’t know. Thirty quid, maybe.” He knew it was exactly that much. His neighbor, Mrs. Garvey, paid him thirty pounds to clean out her pet budgie’s cage while she was on holiday.


“Bennett’s got thirty,” Stuart shouted down the escalator. “What can he get for that?”


The other boys, farther down the escalator, started laughing. Owen and Jay—idiots—were the masterminds of this mission. Stuart was the middleman, the one that communicated Owen and Jay’s plans to Bennett. It was also Stuart’s job to convince Bennett of everything they had in mind. The other three boys had tried going places without him before this, but as it turned out, Bennett Driscoll brought credibility to any scheme. Their parents were far more apt to give permission if they knew do-gooder Bennett was going, as well. “Such a lovely lad,” they all said.


“He can get a blow job from that, I bet,” Owen shouted up the escalator. No need to whisper. Nothing to be ashamed of.


“Wait, what?” Really, he shouldn’t have been surprised. They’d been talking about prostitutes for weeks, ever since that night at Jay’s house, when his brother, Neil, bought them beers and told them they were stupid to wait for the girls at Godolphin to put out. “Fifty quid will buy you everything you need,” he’d assured them.


“My brother said his mate Jeremy got his finger up a girl’s cunt for twenty,” Jay said, adding a handy visual demonstration that involved sliding his index finger through a hole in his fist.


“Yeah, I brought the full fifty,” Owen said, proudly.


“I don’t want anything,” Bennett said, regretting the statement immediately.


“Don’t be a poof,” Jay shouted loud enough for people on the down escalator to turn around, though he knew Bennett was anything but. He’d watched Bennett pine for Beatrice Calvert, the blue-eyed brunette whose dad taught English at their all-boys school. Bennett had worked out that she came to meet her dad after school on Mondays and Thursdays, so he joined the Shakespeare Society, which met then, and he’d have a reason to stick around. The problem was he hated Shakespeare. Hated him even more when Beatrice ultimately started going out with Jay a year later.


They exited the station into hot, thick summer air that smelled of cigarettes, vomit, and piss. At first glance, there seemed to be more tramps than prostitutes around, not that Bennett could tell the difference. According to Jay’s brother, Neil, the prostitutes approached you. That was the extent of their plan: wait for a prostitute to approach. They’d heard Caledonian Road was the best place, so that’s where they went and stood around awkwardly—four teenage boys in Chelsea football gear, sticking out like dolphins on safari.


A woman in high heels and trench coat came toward them. Owen, confident, stepped forward. “She looks like a prossie,” he said to his mates over his shoulder.


She looked him over without even breaking stride and walked straight past them. “Eat shit, you little twat.”


This, Bennett thought, was probably the best outcome he could have hoped for. “We can probably still make the film, if we leave now,” he suggested, hoping to capitalize on Owen’s bruised ego.


“No fuckin’ way, mate. I came here for pussy, not abuse.”


They stood in silence for another fifteen minutes before a young woman in a tight black dress, clearly high as a kite, approached them. As she got closer, Bennett thought she couldn’t be much older than they were. She looked bizarre, like a little girl playing fancy dress with her mother’s makeup.


“You got money?” she asked Owen, her eyes straining for focus.


“I got fifty.”


“Alright.” She looked at the other three. “Wait. I’m not doin’ all of you for fifty.”


“We’ve got one hundred and eighty total,” Jay chimed in.


Her eyes lit up. “Yeah, alright then.” She led them toward Pentonville Road. She walked fast, both cold and jittery.


Bennett grabbed Stuart’s arm and they lagged behind. He pulled out his wallet. “You can have my money. I’m not doing this.”


“We know, mate. We need you to keep watch for coppers or angry pimps.”


“You’re serious?” There was really no worse task to assign Bennett, a scrawny kid with a reputation for being skittish, except for maybe fucking a prostitute.


“ ’Fraid so.”


Owen already had his hand on the prostitute’s bum as she led them down a dank mews with a metal door at the end of it. On the other side of the door was a dark hallway and an even darker staircase. The four boys followed her up the stairs, single file and silent, Bennett, of course, bringing up the rear. At the very top, four stories up, she opened another door where a skinhead stood. Bennett suspected he was the only person thinking about fire exits. The skinhead looked at Owen, then at the other three boys. To judge by his expression, he’d seen this a million times before.


The skinhead held out his hand for Owen’s money. “Fifty quid. You pay first. You go in one at a time.”


The prostitute was already in the room. Was it her room? It would be nice, Bennett thought, if she had her own room, at least. Jay and Stuart leaned up against the wall in the dingy hallway, so Bennett followed suit. A strip of flowery wallpaper came cascading down on his head when his back made contact with the wall. He was careful to keep his hands in front of him. Even though this was long before he learned about black light technology, he suspected these walls were covered in semen. The hallway reeked of weed, BO, and another smell that Bennett would now identify as sex, though he couldn’t at the time. The three boys didn’t say a word to each other. It wasn’t long before they could hear a bed creaking. Then some moaning. It had to be Owen. The girl hadn’t made so much as a peep since she’d picked them up. In the hallway they looked at their feet. It was possible, Bennett hoped, that the other two were chickening out.


The creaking and moaning stopped and the skinhead asked, “Who’s next?”


They all looked at each other. The color had drained from Jay’s and Stuart’s faces.


Owen opened the door, buttoning his trousers. He didn’t even look at his friends, just headed straight down the stairs.


Bennett immediately went after him—partly to check on his friend, but mostly to get the fuck out of there.


“If you’re not going to pay, piss off,” he heard the skinhead say to the other two. Seconds later, Jay’s and Stuart’s footsteps clattered down the stairs behind them.


Outside in the mews, Owen just kept walking, picking up enough speed that Bennett had to run to catch up.


Owen looked back at him, but kept moving. “Fuck off, Bennett.”


“What happened?”


“Wouldn’t you like to know. Get your own pussy, mate.”


Finally Bennett got ahead of him, stopping him in his tracks. “You ran out of there like you were upset.”


Owen tried to get around him, but with skittishness comes speed, and Bennett was able to block his path.


“Fine. I couldn’t do it. You happy?”


Bennett looked at him, confused. “We heard you.”


“I fucked her tits,” he whispered. This he was ashamed of.


If this was the same young woman they picked up on Caledonian Road, her tits wouldn’t fill a thimble. Bennett’s face must have expressed his disbelief, because Owen was quickly on the defensive. “Yeah, I know, mate. Mostly I just rubbed my cock up against her rib cage.” He looked back at the other two, who were catching up. “Don’t tell them anything.” They never discussed it again. Owen went off to university in Australia a few years later and never came back.


As the train pulls into King’s Cross, Bennett can’t help but wonder what Owen’s reaction would be to the area now. Does he ever think about that girl? Nobody even asked her her name. Bennett himself doesn’t think about her much. She’s only returned to his memory over the last year when he pictures his own daughter walking down Caledonian Road. The mews is gone now, replaced with blocks of luxury flats.


Lingering memories of King’s Cross in the eighties aside, Bennett was nervous when Mia announced her intention to study art at St. Martins. He’d hoped that she’d follow her mother’s path into publishing. Though hardly the stable force that it once was, it’s still a hell of a lot better than the art world—Penguin hasn’t yet announced its intention to publish only dead writers. Yes, he is worried about Mia navigating the ultra-competitive and male-dominated gallery scene, and he doesn’t want her to feel the constant financial uncertainty he now feels. But there’s another issue: he isn’t sure how much talent she really has. It’s a horrible thought, he knows that, one he dares not utter to anyone. When he looks at her work, he isn’t sure he sees its potential. It’s only her first year, he tells himself, and his opinion is hardly the be-all and end-all of art criticism. He’s probably too close. And what does he know? He’s out of fashion, better off dead.


He exits the station, adjusting his coat and scarf against January’s piercing damp. Only in London can mist feel angular and aggressive. He thinks about his new guest, Alicia. Maybe he should send her a message to let her know there is a spare blanket on the top shelf of the upstairs linen closet. He pulls out his phone, but hesitates. No, she can probably figure this out. She mentioned her master’s degree. Linen closets won’t be an elusive concept to her. Still, he can’t help but think of her, alone and shivering. He types a message as he weaves through the throngs of commuters. Hi, Alicia, it occurs to me you might get cold tonight . . .


Alicia responds quickly: Thank you, Bennett. I suppose I didn’t pick the best month to visit. :) He remembers that sweet, self-deprecating smile she gave him when he opened the door to her earlier that afternoon.


Change gears, Bennett.


A few minutes later he’s standing in front of St. Martins. He takes a deep breath. His own alma mater, it’s the last place he wants to be, given his recent decline. He stops in front of a large water fountain in the school’s courtyard, where water squirts up in patterns from the cobblestones, lit by spectacular colored lights. Equipped with motion sensors, the water stops when someone attempts to step into the stream, so a person can walk through it without getting wet. This concept is currently blowing the mind of a four-year-old girl, who runs back and forth through the fountain, squealing. Her mother watches on, impatient.


To Bennett, this kind of opulence at an art school makes no sense. War heroes get fountains, not art students. They’d surely be more interested in a giant cigarette machine. This is further evidenced by the four students who are currently huddled together, lighting up a single fag and blocking the entrance to the school. Mia, thank God, isn’t one of them.


“Pardon,” Bennett says to the group, removing his earbuds. The students ignore him at first, preoccupied with protecting their solitary rollie from the mist that threatens to put it out. They take notice only when Bennett pulls out his old-school iPod and holds down the pause button to turn it off. They watch, captivated, as he flicks the switch on the top to lock it, before wrapping the earbuds around the device and sticking it in his pocket. They look him up and down. A stylish and distinguished-looking man, his clothing is in direct conflict with the iPod. One girl focuses on his jacket, a dark grey wool peacoat with tortoiseshell buttons. She passes the cigarette to the guy next to her, who takes a drag while inspecting Bennett’s checkered wool scarf, the kind you see Brad Pitt wearing in celebrity magazines. The other young man focuses on Bennett’s dark indigo jeans. They look expensive, because they are. Bennett washes them inside out and on delicate, just like the label suggests. The final young woman hones in on his polished brown leather boots with waxed khaki laces. All of the clothes are several years old; he can’t afford Selfridges anymore, but these little shits don’t need to know that. They all look up to catch his gaze at the same moment.


“Alright, mate?” one of the young women asks. She’s wearing a pair of denim dungarees with just a mustard-yellow lace bra underneath. She’s chosen a red-and-black flannel shirt, unbuttoned, to wear over the dungarees and a bright orange wooly cap over her purple-dyed hair. She’s hopping around uncomfortably in the cold.


He wants to tell her to button up her shirt and that he is not her “mate.”


“You Mia’s dad?” she asks.


“I am.” How can she possibly know this? “Are you all in her year?”


They all mutter some form of “yeah,” then stare down at their inadequate footwear; three pairs of canvas sneakers and a torn pair of leopard-print ballet flats.


“I’ll take you in,” says one of the young men, wearing black skinny jeans and an INXS sweatshirt, after taking a drag. “I share a studio with Mia.” It’s impossible to tell by his expression whether this is a good or a bad thing. He hands the rollie to one of his mates. “Follow me, Bennett Driscoll.” He draws out the name, his voice suddenly going fake-posh, like he’s Piers Morgan. He opens the door, gesturing grandly for Bennett to enter, while his mates snigger. What is so fucking funny? Bennett wonders. Is it possible these kids know that the name “Bennett Driscoll” doesn’t open as many doors as it used to? Is that why this kid is flamboyantly opening this door for him now? Sarcasm?


Bennett looks back into the courtyard one more time. The little girl still runs through the fountain, shrieking in wonderment. Why is he following this grimy-looking boy into the building? He could use a run through a fountain. The kind that actually gets you wet. Reluctantly, Bennett follows him in.


“You went to St. Martins, right?” the kid asks. His skinny jeans are so tight they shorten his stride.


“Once upon a time.”


“Then the Royal College?”


Has this weirdo been reading my Wikipedia page?


He’s not sure whether to be creeped out or flattered. Maybe this night could be the ego massage he needs.


“That’s right.”


“Nice. Pretty ideal, mate.”


I spent the morning scrubbing blood off white sheets. Not ideal, mate.


“I’m Evan, by the way.”


When was the last time you washed your hair, Evan?


“Pleased to meet you.” He gives Evan the professional smile he used to give collectors at openings. It feels unfamiliar. He hasn’t had to use those muscles in a while.


Evan opens a fire door, which leads to a narrow hallway, once again letting Bennett through first. “Second door on the right.” He points for good measure.


The door is wide open and voices are pouring out. Bennett pokes his head around the corner of the large studio, set up for around eight students to share. The grey-painted floors never change from art school to art school, decade to decade. The smell of turps and glue makes him feel twenty years old again. For a second.


“It’s cool. Go on.” Evan smiles, sensing Bennett’s lack of confidence. “You’re Bennett Driscoll.”


Stop saying that.


“Can I get you a beer, Mr. Driscoll?”


You can fuck off.


Bennett meets Evan’s eyes and immediately feels guilty. The sticky kid looks genuinely honored to fetch him a beer.


“Dad!”


Oh, thank God.


He turns around to see Mia. She is waving aggressively from the corner of the room, clearly not wanting to approach Evan.


“I’ll check in with my daughter first,” he says, leaving Evan standing alone in the center of the studio.


He scoops Mia in his arms, but stops just short of lifting her off the ground. She’s still light enough to swing around, but that doesn’t mean he should, even though it allows him to think, however temporarily, that’s she’s still six.


“Evan is the worst,” she whispers in his ear, mid-hug.


Yes, he is.


“He’s not so bad.” He hopes his daughter will be more tolerant of other human beings than he is, though so far it’s not working out.


It occurs to Bennett that, unlike her classmates, Mia has made an effort in her appearance this evening, wearing a red wool dress and thick black tights. Her hair is halfway down her back in long brown ringlets, just like her mother’s, only Mia has a curly fringe. She smiles brightly, the freckles on her face always seeming to exude enthusiasm. He realizes now who the little girl running through the fountain reminded him of. In his mind, Mia will always prefer to run, squealing, through a fountain over sharing a cigarette with a group of ironic idiots.


“Which piece is yours?” he asks.


Mia steps out of the way to reveal what appears to be a five-foot-square painting of . . . a vagina. All the innocence of his previous thoughts is annihilated. She says nothing and lets him take it in. Suddenly, the thought of his daughter smoking a fag with ironic idiots is preferable to contemplating the origins of this painting. The silence pounds in his head as he stares at it, unsure of what to say. He shoves his hands in his jacket pockets, any bare skin now feeling too exposed, and tries to convince himself the painting is depicting a flower, a Georgia O’Keeffe kind of thing, but it isn’t. It’s definitely a vagina. For all his worry about her God-given talents, or lack thereof, she has, in this case, effectively captured the essence of her subject matter, its depths conveyed, its contours rendered.


Was this what Evan and his friends were laughing about? Maybe they weren’t laughing about him being washed-up. Maybe they were laughing because they knew what his daughter was about to present him with. It would be bloody hilarious, if only it wasn’t happening to him. He keeps his eyes focused on the painting, but now he wonders if he’s spent too much time looking at the vagina, like, a creepy amount of time.


Jesus, is it hers?


“You’re speechless,” Mia finally pipes up.


Does he look at her or keep staring at the oil-paint clitoris? Is he capable of looking back and forth between his daughter and the giant minge she’s painted? He doesn’t know. He’s never had to ask himself this kind of question before.


“Yes,” he finally spits out, deciding to keep his eyes on the clitoris.


“You painted nudes, Dad. Same thing.”


No, it’s not.


He removes one hand from its sheltering pocket to check if his hair is still in place.


Yep, it’s still in place. Now what? Say something not creepy.


He can only think of one question. “Is it painted from . . . life?”


So much for not being creepy.


He finally turns to look at her, her expression fighting back laughter.


“Photograph.”


“Right . . .”


“From a medical journal.” She indicates the large textbook sitting on her desk. “I’m getting really into anatomy.”


At last, he can smile a little. “I should say so.”


He’s relieved, although he doesn’t really understand why. It’s still a five-foot vagina painted by his own daughter. In fact, if she told him that she was a lesbian and this was her lover’s vagina, he’d probably, weirdly, be thrilled. Lesbianism would certainly be preferable to a lifetime with one of the Evans of the world. Or one of the Bennetts, for that matter. He’s always been suspicious of his own gender’s cruel nature, so much so that he suspects his daughter purposely doesn’t share any of her love life with him. She knows he doesn’t have the stomach for it.


He puts his arm around her. “I’m proud of you.” He kisses her on the head. Her hair smells just like Eliza’s. “So what are you working on next? Or don’t I want to know?”


“Feet are really hard.” She points to a stack of drawings on her desk, all of feet and toes from different angles. “A lot of these are from life.”


He flicks through them, relieved to be looking at something else, and stops on one particular charcoal drawing that looks like a man’s foot, hairy with deep grooves in the toe knuckles. He smiles to himself before asking, “Is this Evan’s foot?”


“Eewww. No!”


How can it be so easy to horrify the girl who is voluntarily exhibiting giant genitalia on her studio wall? It warms his heart that he can still send her from zero to completely flustered in two seconds.


“That’s Richard’s foot, Dad! Don’t you recognize it?”


“Thankfully, no, I don’t.”


The thought of Richard’s bare feet makes him uncomfortable. Bennett’s been aware for the last few years that Richard, Mia’s good friend from childhood, fancies him. He’s long past being flattered by it. He’d hoped that Richard would go off to university and direct his misguided sexual energy on to one of his professors, but he’s still in London working in an antipodean coffee shop in Soho and sharing an ex-council flat with Mia in Dalston, along with their other friend from school, Gemma.


“Mr. D!”


Speak of the devil . . .


Bennett turns around to see Richard, a rail-thin, walking oxymoron in a mesh tank top and a tweed jacket. He arrives with Gemma, a loud and lanky girl whose greatest aspiration in life is, as she puts it, “to tame a banker.” Tonight, she looks ready for a photo shoot in heavy makeup and three-inch heels. She clocks the painting and shrieks. “I can’t believe you actually painted it!” she says, shaking Mia’s shoulders.


“Looking sharp!” Richard steps back and takes in Bennett’s style with genuine admiration. “I love your scarf.” He reaches out and thumbs the fabric. “Where can I get it?”


“Selfridges.” He holds out his hand to Richard, hoping the kid will stop stroking him.


“Damn. I was hoping you’d say Primark!” Richard skips the handshake and comes in for a hug. He smells like a grammar school gym class: sweat, mesh, and cheap cologne.


“How’s the coffee business?” Bennett asks, trying to wriggle out of the embrace.


“It’s good.” Richard lingers on the words, nodding contemplatively as though being a barista were a career choice rather than just a job. “Brilliant celebrity spotting in Soho. Why haven’t you come in? I’ll make you the best flat white you’ve ever had!”


The only flat white I’ve ever had.


“I don’t make it to Soho much anymore.” Not a lie, actually.


“Not even for me?” Richard slaps him playfully.


Oh boy.


Bennett is forced to turn to the vagina painting for relief. “What do you think, Richard?”


Richard looks at the painting and jumps back.


“Terrifying!” He turns to Bennett and, with all sincerity, he says, “That’s my worst nightmare.”


Occupying the same courtyard as St. Martins is London’s hippest vegetarian restaurant, Acreage. “They make vegetables taste just as good as meat!” Gemma exclaims after Bennett enquires where they should have dinner. “It’s all small plates,” she adds, her tone suggesting this is a good thing. Mia has been a vegetarian for the last five years, so when his daughter’s face lights up at the idea, Bennett is happy to oblige.


“You haven’t been yet?” Bennett asks, arm around Mia as they exit the school.


“I can’t afford Acreage!”


You can’t afford small plates of vegetables?


“Good.” He pulls her in. “Glad we could do it.”


Gemma and Richard are several strides ahead of them, walking as though they’re running late. Bennett and Mia adopt a more leisurely pace.


“Have you ever walked through it?” he asks, gesturing to the fountain as they pass it.


“Yeah, we all did on the first day.”


“I saw a little girl running through it earlier. She reminded me of you when you were small.”


Mia cringes. He knows she is weary of his post-divorce sentimentality.


“Try it. It’s fun,” she says, giving him a little shove.


“Nah. We’re all hungry, let’s eat.”


“It’ll take two minutes.”


He looks at the water shooting up to the sky. There is no one around now, he’d have it all to himself, but he can’t admit to his daughter that the fountain makes him nervous. He knows it’s irrational, but he’s convinced the water won’t turn off when he steps in. Why does he so consistently believe that certain “givens” are not given for him? He’s certain the water will continue to shoot up in his face and soak his clothes. The kind of experience that would have had his schoolmates Stuart, Jay, and Owen in stitches if such a fountain had existed in their youth. He stares up at the dark sky. He must look like he’s praying, which means he looks ridiculous. But this, he decides, is his only defense against the water. Could such a fountain even be able to detect the presence of a man who’s been standing still for the last twenty-five years and didn’t even realize it?


“Do I need to hold your hand?” Mia asks.


Cheeky little shit.


“Go stand in the middle.” Mia pulls out her phone. “I’ll take your picture.”


He walks over, stuffing his hands in his pockets. He closes his eyes and puts one foot on a spigot. All the spigots around his foot suddenly turn off. He opens his eyes and looks down at his beautiful brown boot, dry as a bone. He looks back at Mia, who wills him on like he’s a small child making his first attempt on the monkey bars. He walks in cautiously, savoring each trail of water that shuts off in his presence. Finally, at the middle, he turns to face his daughter, who’s taking photos as water shoots up in the air from a safe radius all around him. He takes his hands from his pockets and reaches to the sides, waving his arms around and commanding the jets of water to stop and start, stop and start. He’s detectable. He’s alive.


The restaurant is heaving. They’ll be waiting forever for a table, but Bennett doesn’t mind because it means extra time with Mia. They hover around the host stand, surveying the cavernous warehouse space; open kitchen, long bar, large windows, exposed bricks, and . . .


Wait, what the fuck?


“Dad, isn’t that one of yours?” Mia points to a painting on the back wall. It’s a large still life of aubergines, courgettes, and tomatoes on a table covered by an intricate fabric that could only have been painted by Bennett Driscoll.


Seriously, what the fuck?


“Yeah.” He squints in disbelief. “How long has this place been open?”


They all look at Gemma, since she’s the expert. Well, she acts like she is.


“Not long, six months, maybe.”


Bennett hasn’t received money for a painting in more than a year, but he’s not about to admit that. They all look at him now. He shrugs, confused.


“You didn’t sell that to them?” Richard asks, scandalized. He’s always excited when a plot thickens.


“I did not.”


Bennett stuffs his hands back in his coat pockets, making fists in secret.


The host returns to his stand; he’s a young man, wearing a stern expression more appropriate for marching troops into battle than organizing seating charts.


“How many?” he asks, coming face-to-face with Gemma’s disapproving eyes.


“Where did you get that painting?” Gemma points to the artwork like a dog owner would point to a puddle of piss. She wants to rub his face in it.


“Pardon?” He looks at her like she’s insane.


Gemma raises her voice. “Where was that painting purchased?”


He glances at the painting. “I can’t say that I know.” He returns his focus to the seating chart. “Four of you?”


Gemma ignores the question. “This man, here”—pointing to Bennett—“he painted it, and you didn’t buy it from him.”


Shut it, Gemma.


The host looks at Bennett and waits for confirmation.


Bennett nods, silently. Yes, he did paint it.


“I can ask my manager where it was purchased, but I’m not sure he’ll know, either.” What else can he say? This is way above his pay grade.


“It’s okay.” Bennett briefly removes his hand from his pocket to wave this off.


“You can give us a good table for now,” Gemma continues, with her authoritative tone. “But your manager will be hearing from this man’s representatives in the morning.”


What representatives?


It wasn’t long after being nominated for the Turner Prize that Bennett decided to abandon nudes in favor of produce. By then, he’d been married for a while and had a daughter on the way. Inviting strange women to undress in his studio didn’t feel right anymore. After all, the nude paintings had happened, sort of, by accident, anyway. During his own time as a student at St. Martins, Bennett had fallen for Henrietta, a Scottish student two years above him. A sculptor, Henrietta spent all of her time in the “life room,” drawing and molding figures in clay. She had crazy, frizzy ginger hair and wore her terra-cotta–stained apron everywhere. She bit her fingernails until there was almost nothing there. Henrietta represented everything Bennett imagined a serious artist to be. Plus, she liked to stroke his wavy blond hair. What else was an impressionable young man supposed to do except toss aside his interest in still lifes in order to spend a few extra hours a day sketching strangers’ limbs alongside the woman who infatuated him? For a year, he followed her around like a puppy that needed feeding. As it turned out, the side benefit of his infatuation was that he became an excellent figure painter. His paintings earned a lot of attention from his tutors, so he started entering competitions and they got in. At the end of his first year, when Henrietta buggered off to Glasgow without so much as a goodbye, he saw no reason to quit the figure painting. In fact, this weird thing was happening: other women were starting to use the life room to be near him. Who’d have thought?


Switching to produce presented certain new challenges, all of them exciting, especially the new palette. The deep purples of an aubergine, the bright reds of a tomato. A banana is never the yellow you think it is. The still-life installation in his studio was ever changing based on what was available at the farmers market. “Why don’t you bring some vegetables home when you’ve been to the market?” Eliza had asked him one night. She had never minded his models much. She never asked him to stop painting naked women. So far as he could tell, she never felt the slightest bit threatened by them, whereas, the fact that he would go to the farmers market every day and never brought home so much as an apple to his wife and daughter . . . that bothered her. Maybe she wouldn’t have wanted the fancy car, the giant washing machine, or loud, American, hedge-fund Jeff if it had only occurred to Bennett to bring home just one of the fucking aubergines instead of taking them all to the studio?


“Mr. Driscoll?”


Bennett turns around, a braised leek on the end of his fork.


A bearded thirtysomething man in suspenders hovers over him. “I’m Chris, the manager. I understand you enquired about the painting?”


No. She did.


Bennett looks across to Gemma, who is on the opposite side of the fantastic window table that her insolence secured them.


Chris pulls on the end of his beard. “I’ve spoken to our designer.”


Gemma sets down her cutlery and looks up at Chris like she means business.


Bennett scrapes the leek across his tiny plate, releasing it from the fork which he still grasps, tightly.


“She’s informed me that the painting was bought at auction. Sotheby’s, she thinks.” He puts his hand on the back of Bennett’s chair in a far too personal gesture. “If you like, she can pull up the paperwork? E-mail it to you?”


“That’s not necessary.” He takes a sip of his wine, needing to find a purpose for his free hand.


Confused, Chris looks to Gemma for confirmation.


“Have her e-mail it, definitely,” she chimes in.


Mia looks at her dad, her expression somewhere between embarrassment and compassion. Either way, it makes Bennett’s heart sink.


“She says it’ll likely have the name of whoever put the painting up for auction,” beardy Chris adds, his thumbs in his suspenders like he’s ready for a hoedown.


“Really, it’s alright.” Because Bennett doesn’t want to know who put it up for auction. He definitely doesn’t want to know if the bastard got more money for it than he did. He stabs another leek with his fork, despite not having eaten the first one.


“Seeing as we love the painting, we’re sending over a double portion of our special beetroot ravioli to show our appreciation.”


Sounds like you hate me.


“That’s very kind. Thank you.”


“He is FIT,” Gemma says as she stares at Chris’s ass walking away, the fight over the painting forgotten.


“You’re such a flirt!” Richard is, once again, scandalized.


That was flirting?


Bennett looks over at Mia, who smiles back at him.


“Poor Dad. You hate beetroot.”


“But you love it. You can have mine.” He can’t go back in time and bring home apples and aubergines, as Eliza had wanted him to. But he can give his daughter all his beetroot ravioli. With pleasure.


Even with the free beetroot ravioli, Acreage had been staggeringly expensive. Bennett’s wallet aches as he heads to the Tube, hoping, at the very least, the three nineteen-year-olds are going home happy and full. Truthfully, he knows they’re not headed home. Their night is only just getting started. Though Mia was polite and only checked it once, her phone vibrated several times during dinner. He glimpsed a smile when she looked down at the screen. He didn’t enquire who it was, but he hopes desperately that it’s someone who is good to her. Someone who wouldn’t balk at buying her three hundred quid’s worth of braised vegetables.


Dinner has cost him roughly what one night in his house is costing Alicia. He can’t help but wonder which one of them got the worse deal. All night it’s been difficult to get the vision of Alicia, alone in the house, out of his head. At one point it occurred to him to order an extra plate of beetroot ravioli to bring back for her. Although it’s not uncommon for Bennett to feel the entirety of any emotional spectrum all at once, it’s confusing to feel both fatherly toward and sexually attracted to Alicia. He decided not to order her the ravioli, because he prefers the sexual fantasy to the fatherly impulse. As he steps onto the down escalator at King’s Cross, putting in his earbuds, he thinks that, inaction, for once, was the right choice. Young women don’t like gifts from strange old men, especially when that gift involves beetroot.


When Bennett changes to the District line, he has the carriage all to himself. Faced with all the empty seats, he decides to remain standing, recalling being in the center of the fountain earlier this evening, arms outstretched. He grabs on to the central pole. He pulls the ancient iPod from his coat pocket and with his thumb, turns up the dial on Roots Manuva. The old train lurches, throwing him forward and causing him to strengthen his grip. He looks around him, still self-conscious, as the music vibrates through the empty train car. He taps his foot and bobs his head. After a few seconds he can’t help it, his lips move . . .




Taskmaster burst the bionic zit-splitter


Breakneck speed we drown ten pints of bitter


We lean all day and some say that ain’t productive


That depend upon the demons that you’re stuck with





He taps hands along on the handlebar, keeping the beat, surfing the train.




’Cause right now, I see clearer than most


I sit here contending with this cheese on toast


I feel the pain of a third world famine


Segue, we count them blessings and keep jamming





“Ravenscourt Park,” the woman’s voice says over the intercom.


The doors creak open and a dignified man in a flat cap about ten years Bennett’s senior boards the train. The older man hears the hip-hop and looks around the carriage, searching for its source. Holding on to the iPod in his pocket, Bennett’s thumb finds the wheel and the volume drops. Regardless, the flat-capped man takes a seat at the far end of the carriage. Deflated, Bennett stares down at the train’s speckled flooring for the rest of the ride.


Lights are glowing from the ground floor of his house when Bennett returns. He stops at the garden gate, looking, covertly, through the windows to find where Alicia might be. He sees her shadow moving through the living room, the TV flickering in the background. He squints to see if he can tell what she’s watching. It looks like some sort of comedy panel show. She walks past the window again, her blond hair down now, draped over a mustard-yellow hoodie, zipped up tight. Bennett hastily fiddles with the latch of the gate, hoping to seem as though he has been in perpetual motion and not, in fact, spying on her. He doesn’t think she’s spotted him. He wonders whether he should close the gate quietly or announce his presence by slamming it shut? He’s never asked himself this question about any other guest. In the past, he’s always closed the gate quietly, not wanting to invite any interaction. If he does slam it, what is he hoping to achieve? Does he want Alicia to see him? To invite him into his own house for a drink? He has a bottle of amaretto locked in the study. Women like amaretto.


Sexist assumption? Probably.


Nevertheless, amaretto is a better gift than beetroot ravioli. Sexier. He’s not thinking about being fatherly now. He doesn’t want to go in the house to, say, read her a story. He’d like to kiss her. If she’s as lonely as she seems, then maybe they could both benefit.


He sees her take a seat on the couch, covering herself with the blanket from the linen closet. It warms his heart to know he helped in that regard, at least. It looks like there is a bottle of wine on the coffee table and maybe a plate.


Good, she’s eaten.


The fatherly impulses return. Either the constant fluctuation of emotion, or possibly Acreage’s crispy kale, is making him queasy.


He closes the gate quietly behind him and jams his cold fingers back into his coat pockets. In that split second, he remembers the security light in the back garden. The lamp illuminates all of the yard, including Bennett, who stops abruptly. Another reminder he’s not so invisible after all, his movements traceable for the second time tonight. He can’t help it; he turns around.


There she is, having stood up from the couch, looking out the window at him. She tucks her hair behind her ears, apprehensively, maybe even a little frightened.


He smiles his gentlest smile—the exact opposite of his professional one that he gave Evan earlier. He nods with a little wave, a guilty kind of wave. One that attempts to apologize for all his perverted thoughts. She smiles back, but it’s an embarrassed smile. However unwisely, Bennett feels in this moment that if there is anyone to whom he could convey his uncertainties, his solitude, his stagnation, Alicia is somehow that person.


Seeming to share in his uncertainty, she quickly looks away.


He doesn’t have to tell her about his vulnerabilities. She already knows. His burdens are just that, his burdens. No sexier than beetroot ravioli. Nothing for him to do now but turn back around and keep moving.
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