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  PART 1




  





  Henry




  The Question Keeping Him Awake




  The question keeping him awake is this . . .




  Which is worse: marrying the wrong woman, or taking her heart and smashing it to pieces in front of one hundred and twenty-eight guests?




  Or maybe it’s the answer that is troubling him.




  Too late for all that now, though. He checks the time on his phone – 2.48 a.m. – and sees it is a little less than ten hours until he is scheduled to say ‘I do’.

  He’ll have bags under his eyes, he thinks, and his mother – the local hairdresser and unqualified beautician – will be furious. Every Sunday for the past six, she has forced Henry

  to endure a viciously thorough facial routine, but all her work is now undone.




  Within months of proposing, Henry quit his job in the UK’s fifth largest city and returned to the open fields and narrow lanes of his childhood. He took a job at a local dental practice

  and moved into his old bedroom above his parents’ pub. Last Sunday, his mother subjected him to a final ‘calming’ facemask.




  ‘It’s a wonder he’s not bent,’ his old man said, standing in the living room doorway like a matinee idol gone to seed – muscular forearms crossed above the

  landlord’s paunch; handsome eyes, still bright in his tired face; his thinning but stubbornly black hair cut in an immaculate rockabilly quiff.




  ‘What you doing up here?’ his mother says, applying a layer of cold green gunk to Henry’s face.




  ‘Khazi.’




  His mother sighs. ‘Jesus. Thank you for sharing.’




  ‘You asked.’




  ‘What’s wrong with the gents?’




  ‘We’ve had this before, it’s brass monkeys in there.’




  ‘Because you haven’t fixed the window’s why.’




  ‘I said I’ll do it.’




  ‘Yeah. Said but didn’t do, story of your life.’




  Henry’s father unfolds one arm and nags his hand back at his wife. From where he’s standing, the former boxer and one-time local celebrity can’t see Clark Gable raising his

  cocktail on the mute TV screen. Henry watches his mother’s eyes flick from his father to the TV and back, observes her expression slip from resentment to disappointment.




  Propped up on the sagging and threadbare sofa, his face tight under the contracting clay mask, Henry says to his father, ‘I’ll sort those barrels as soon as I’m done

  here.’




  ‘Wouldn’t want you to chip a nail,’ the old man says.




  ‘Leave him alone,’ snaps his mother.




  ‘I will if you will.’




  His father shakes his head and walks off down the corridor. Henry’s mother smooths the clay at the bridge of his nose and sighs. ‘Your poor nose,’ she says. ‘Your poor

  poor nose.’




  Henry (named after the British Heavyweight who briefly floored Muhammad Ali) knows that, after his birth, his mother had twice miscarried before resigning herself to never having a daughter. In

  place of an unrealized girl – to have been named Priscilla Agatha – Henry sat beside his mother on this same sofa and watched From Here to Eternity, The Apartment, His

  Girl Friday and dozens more.




  ‘You’ll turn him soft,’ his father would say.




  ‘I’m teaching him how to be a real man,’ Sheila would counter.




  And so his father dragged Henry to the boxing gym, and his mother sat him in front of the TV, neither forgiving the other for the damage done to their son – a broken nose, a scarred

  eyebrow, a sissy’s taste in movies. Sometimes these resentments would pass as nothing more than routine bickering, other times (his mother deep in drink, his father tending an empty bar) it

  would escalate into ugliness.




  He’s seen the photographs: Clive ‘Big Boots’ Smith, cocksure and potent, with his arm around his girl’s waist. Made for each other is what people would have said.

  And it’s true, as if each were designed by the same toymaker – but made rigid and fragile with no moving parts.




  They looked perfect together.




  The way everyone says Henry and April look perfect together. Like the sugarcraft bride and groom atop their three-tier cake. He and April don’t fight. They have had their disagreements and

  spats, of course, but they seldom acquire any heat. Certainly nothing approaching the rancour so easily accessed by his parents.




  Still, is not fighting a good enough reason to get married?




  The imminent groom shifts in his bed – an uncomfortable single in the rent-a-castle that will very soon host the reception. They live less than five miles down the road, but April wanted a

  castle and April’s father isn’t one to deny his princess. The fourteenth-century building (weddings, conferences, corporate events) has two wings: the bridal party in one, the

  groom’s in the other, everything carefully orchestrated to ensure the two don’t meet before the big event.




  And isn’t that a thought.




  Again, Henry turns the question over in his mind. Should you marry someone you like? A beautiful girl you’ve known since you were fourteen, someone who loves you . . . should you marry

  that person when you know in the chambers of your heart and coils of your guts that you don’t love this girl? Not like they do in the movies, not like Rhett loved Scarlett or Rick

  loved Ilsa. There is love, yes, but has it peaked? And is love an absolute? Can you love a little or a lot? And how far will a little take you – five years, ten?




  Should you marry her anyway, because you have been together (more or less) for twelve years, because your fiancée is the next best thing to the daughter your mother never had, because she

  cuts hair in your mother’s salon, because her father is building a house for you to grow old and die in? Should you smile and say ‘for better or worse’ when you suspect that of

  the two options the latter is by far the more likely? Should you lift her veil, kiss your bride on her beautiful lips and whisper (loud enough, of course, for the congregation to hear) ‘I

  love you so much’? Even though you don’t – not like Ben loved Elaine, Calvin loved Fran or Walter loved Hildy. Should you do this because you know everyone in this village and

  they know you and the alternative is unthinkable?




  And why now, Henry? The last twelve months have been a blizzard of magazine cuttings, fabric samples and lists of lists. For the last three months April has not worn slippers, instead

  watching TV and making cups of tea in a pair of ivory-white stilettos, the six-inch heels pockmarking her mother’s carpets as she breaks in the shoes ahead of a short walk and a night of

  dancing. Henry almost laughs at the thought, but there is nothing funny about what he is contemplating.




  Which is what, exactly? Knocking on her door after breakfast, asking how she slept and then: ‘Listen, I’ve been thinking . . .’




  Unthinkable, he thinks. He can’t, he cannot imagine a workable scenario that accommodates him telling his fiancée that actually, having slept on it, he thinks – in the

  long run – they would both be happier if they called the whole thing off.




  It is not the first time this black idea has occurred to him. It has been festering for months. Two weeks ago he was performing a root canal on Mrs Griffiths, and as she lay with her fingers

  laced beneath her bosom, the overhead light had glinted off the stone in her engagement ring. And in that flash, he had thought, This is not what I want. And just as quickly – his

  brain had run the scenario he was too afraid to consciously acknowledge. April would say No. He would tell her he was having second thoughts, and April would reject the idea. She would tell

  him he was being silly; that it’s normal to have doubts; that they were made for each other. Or maybe she would receive his declaration with sobbing hysterical tears, waking her bridesmaids

  and parents. Waking her father and semi-psychotic brother. And does Henry really think they would let him walk away from all this?




  When he was at university, people would ask: Where are you from? Henry would sigh inwardly as he answered, and wait for the inevitable shake of the head. They know the area in the

  broadest sense; have maybe even visited one of the hundreds of towns and villages that make up this stained green rug in the centre of England. But not the village where Henry went to school, had

  his first fight, his first kiss. A village so small that everyone is, if not known, then known to someone known to you. In a community of fewer than two thousand people, no one gets divorced

  without everyone else hearing about it. Your daughter sleeps around, your son’s into drugs, your dog shits on the pavement – everybody knows. Buy new shoes; someone will mention it to

  someone else over supper that evening. Leave your fiancée at the altar . . .




  Unthinkable.




  Between eight and nine the bridal party will breakfast in the scullery, then at nine-thirty, and not a minute sooner, the groom and his will do the same. From there he will

  have two hours to shave, fasten his cufflinks and get me to the church on time – a three-minute drive costing in the region of six hundred pounds in hired vintage automobiles. After the

  service the wedding party will return to the castle for food, drink, speeches, dancing and happily ever after. April and I will sleep together in a four-poster bed, make love and wake up as Mr

  and Mrs Smith. After breakfast April will sign the guest book with the signature (wide, left-leaning letters, the tail of the ‘S’ curling back, up and over the crossbar of the

  ‘A’) she has been refining for the last three weeks. A few final photographs; hugs, handshakes, tears; ‘look after my girl for me’ and off to the airport. Two weeks of

  colourful cocktails and lazy days by the pool, perhaps a sightseeing trip and a night in a big-name club. A final bottle of champagne on the beach at sunset then back to the square brick house

  built for them by Henry’s (now) father-in-law.




  As a consequence of dating a landlord’s son, perhaps, April has a preference for old songs and classic tunes. When they were still too young to drink in the pub, Big Boots would give them

  a handful of coins to feed the jukebox. April’s favourite song is ‘Sweet Home Alabama’, and if you sing it at a steady pace, giving due time to the air-guitar solos, then you can

  get from the opening riff to the closing keys in the time it takes to walk from April’s parents’ house to the young couple’s new home. Five minutes, give or take.




  It comes with two bedrooms and a nursery. ‘Or a study,’ Henry had said. ‘Study what?’ said April. ‘It’s a nursery. Don’t you want children?’

  – ‘Yes, of course, but not necessarily straight away.’ – ‘We’ve been together twelve years. It’s a nursery.’ See, no argument. The kitchen is brand

  new and unused, new beds, new tables, new chairs, new television. Everything sitting perfectly still and gathering dust.




  April compiled the wedding list: bedding, pans, knives, his and hers dressing gowns. Henry wanted an old-fashioned record player – April chose a wireless speaker. He doesn’t mind

  – he can’t pin his doubts on his fiancée’s need for domestic control. Nothing unusual in that. April is funny, athletic, beautiful. She visits her grandmother in the

  nursing home every week, takes flowers, knows all the residents by name and listens to their looped stories without looking away. She paints her mother’s toenails every Sunday, and makes her

  father a thermos full of coffee every weekday morning. She calls Henry’s dad by his old boxing handle and throws playful punches at his belly. April also works in Love & Die, his

  mother’s hair salon, and the two women take the train into town together to shop for clothes at the retail park. She works occasional shifts in the pub, and is always first up when they do a

  karaoke. April walks her next door neighbour’s dog. If you need someone to check on the fish while you’re on holiday, you ask the prettiest, sweetest, loveliest girl in the village. So

  who cares if she wants monogrammed cushions. As an engagement present, April’s father gave them a house brick wrapped in a pink bow. It now sits on the mantelpiece of their two-bedroom,

  one-nursery house.




  Henry’s parents bought them crockery, twelve of everything, white with a blue trim.




  ‘He builds them a house, we give them plates,’ his mother had said, as if it were her husband’s fault.




  ‘What do you expect me to do about it?’




  Sheila Smith laughed. ‘I don’t expect you to do anything.’




  The cost of the wedding is common knowledge. Flowers, food, band, dress, cars and everything else besides, the day will cost seventeen thousand, six hundred and forty-six pounds. All paid for by

  April’s father. The house is worth ten times as much.




  Henry would have been happy with a toaster. Happier with a toaster.




  ‘We can buy our own house,’ Henry had said when the idea first came up. ‘I am a dentist, after all.’




  ‘And my dad’s a builder. Each to his own.’




  No shouting, nothing thrown, no cruel words. And three weeks later they are looking at architect’s plans.




  ‘We could move out?’ Henry says.




  April’s nose wrinkles when she frowns, as if at a bad smell. ‘Out? Where out?’




  ‘I don’t know, it doesn’t matter. Chester, Liverpool, anywhere.’




  ‘Anywhere? Babes, why would we live anywhere? We already live in the nicest place in the world.’




  The local mantra. But it strikes Henry that people who insist they live in the best place in the world tend not to have seen very much of it.




  ‘Or Manchester?’ he tries. ‘You would love the shops in Manchester. All on your doorstep.’




  ‘It rains in Manchester.’




  ‘It rains here.’




  April kisses him, holds his face in her hands. ‘Hey,’ she says, ‘I thought you’d got all this out of your system.’




  ‘It’s just . . .’ He trails off, sighs.




  ‘It’s normal to be nervous,’ April says. ‘It’s a big step. We’ll be a family, have kids and we’ll bring them up in the nicest place in the world.

  Dogs, walks, family.’ She kisses him again, longer than the first.




  She is very beautiful.




  ‘There he is,’ says April. ‘There’s my handsome man.’ And she kisses him again.




  In the hush of the castle, the clock ticks over to 3.00 a.m., and Henry swings his legs out from under the blanket. It’s cold, so he pulls on his socks, his jeans and a t-shirt. Just

  because it’s cold.




  He goes over to the window, parting the heavy velvet curtains and looking out onto the castle grounds. The moon is heavy and low-slung tonight, casting enough light to pick out the shapes of

  trees and the distant peaks. ‘Rolling’, people say of the hills, but to Henry they appear to shift and fidget, complaining but never moving.




  





  Zoe




  An Unexpected Fumble




  Zoe thinks maybe she should get out of bed. The kitchen sink is full of dishes, the carpets need a hoover, the bathroom needs cleaning. But she is tired, warm and enjoying the

  subsiding flush of an unexpected Saturday-morning fumble. Alex is a lark and Zoe an owl, and lately it seems that whenever one is in the mood the other is seven-eighths asleep. Besides this

  morning, she wonders how long it has been since they last made love. They’ve been living together for nine months now, and she would be surprised if they had made the bedsprings creak much

  more than half a dozen times in the last three. He had taken the initiative this morning, though, and when Zoe muttered something about being sleepy, he had kissed her ear and whispered, ‘You

  can keep your eyes closed.’ That had made her smile; his breath had tickled her ear and his hand, sliding up inside her t-shirt, had activated her nerve endings a little lower down. It had

  been nice.




  He was a bit quick to the finish line, now that she thinks about it, but it was . . . it was nice. He had done that thing – the grappler, she called it – where he hooked his

  arm under her left leg. Normally Zoe wasn’t keen on the manoeuvre (aside from feeling a bit silly, she wasn’t that flexible and it could get quite painful down her hamstring), but Alex

  had been gentle this morning, and it felt somehow that . . . she’s not sure how to put it . . . like he meant it, she supposes. At least he hadn’t attempted the lockdown;

  last time he’d done that she’d had to turn her face into the pillow to smother her laughter. No, this morning was nice, and then – after a respectable interval with cuddling and

  nuzzling – he’d jumped out of bed and said he was going to the shops to get some ‘stuff’. ‘Go back to sleep,’ he’d said, ‘I’ll bring you

  breakfast in bed.’ And who is she to argue with that?




  Sex, she thinks. Tremendous fun, but it doesn’t bear overthinking. Because if you think about it, isn’t the whole thing a bit daft? She knows Al’s routine almost by heart, the

  sequence of hands, lips, fingers across her body. Like a pilot preparing for take-off . . .




  A part of her knows that once you start to scrutinize a thing, a person, the tiny flaws can begin to occlude the larger picture. Just like these walls, she thinks.




  There is enough light in the room that Zoe can just make out the messy patches of darker paint showing through two coats of Dawn Mist. Alex claims he can’t see the imperfections; says Zoe

  is imagining them. He insists on this with such conviction that Zoe wonders if he isn’t right. Focus on the positives, she says to herself.




  And the positives are what? Alex is cool, handsome, has a nice if somewhat softer than when they met body, and he’s good ( . . . or is he just okay?) in bed.




  Zoe has slept with eleven men. Six boyfriends and a smattering of flings ranging from one to a few nights. She has never ranked these men and boys in terms of their bedroom prowess, but she

  knows without hesitation who tops the list: Ken Coleman, a third-year Maths student she dated for two terms in her second year. ‘Ken Wood’ someone – Vicky, more than likely

  – had nicknamed him. The worst, too, is a no brainer (Jacob Kentish, Philosophy, small penis, bad breath, funny noises), but the remaining nine are more difficult to order. As her mind begins

  sorting these men of its own accord, Zoe shies away from the exercise – what if Alex falls in the wrong half of the group? If he does, she certainly doesn’t want to confirm the

  fact. They share a mortgage now – the modern equivalent of marriage – so it doesn’t do to be making these schoolgirlish comparisons. Alex is a good lover: he is considerate most

  of the time, clean most of the time, and she has a pleasant little orgasm most of the time. Not the bone-marrow boiling, eye-crossing, narcotic wobblers she had at the hands of Ken, granted, but

  there’s only so much of that a girl can take.




  Although – and this is a new thing – about a week before her period is due, she has found herself . . . craving is the best word she can think of . . . craving sex. Not

  lovemaking, but primal, vigorous sex. Zoe wonders if her body clock is sending out its stalk on a spring. She won’t be thirty for another eleven months, so it seems early. Maybe it’s

  because she and Alex have bought a house, set up a nest. Who told my bloody ovaries, she thinks.




  Zoe realizes she is holding her breath – a habit she seems to have developed some time in the last year. She catches herself doing it several times a day – sitting at her desk or

  lying in bed with her chest hitched and her lungs tight with held air. It’s comforting almost, but at the same time a little odd – having to remind yourself to . . . breaaathe.

  Stress, she imagines.




  Is the idea of being a mother really that stressful? Or is it the idea of having a baby with Alex? Zoe shakes herself mentally. Exhales . . . breathes.




  In the bright October sunlight, Zoe thinks again about how tender Alex had been this morning, and reminds herself to live in the now. She slides open her bedside drawer and fishes out the strip

  of contraceptive pills. She pops one into the palm of her hand and swallows it dry.




  When she wakes again Zoe needs to pee. The house is cold and she has lost the afterglow of the unexpected fumble. The bathroom tiles will feel like the surface of a frozen lake

  on her bare feet, and she pulls the duvet close to preserve any residual warmth. Christmas is only two months away, and she thinks maybe she and Alex should buy each other slippers – cheap,

  practical and . . .




  ‘Good God almighty,’ she says out loud, ‘I’m turning into my mother.’




  Still, slippers would be nice.




  If she concentrates on something besides her bladder, Zoe thinks, maybe she can get ten more minutes in bed. Five at least. The boiler has obviously decided to go on strike again. It needs

  replacing, but there is little cash and less flow; so they’ll just have to cross their cold blue fingers that it has one more winter in its pipes before dying quietly or exploding.




  Bad word choice, Zoe thinks, feeling a twinge in her bladder. She looks at the clock – 10.15 – and wonders how long she has been dozing. Ten minutes? An hour? She listens to

  the house and it is silent – no sounds of cooking, no boiling kettle. She calls Alex but he doesn’t answer, leading Zoe to believe she can’t have been sleeping for long. She

  throws back the duvet and tiptoes to the loo.




  Looking at her dancing feet as she relieves herself, Zoe notices a constellation of dried splash marks on the tiles. Why is it, she wonders, men seem incapable of weeing inside the bowl?

  Or is she generalizing? Alex is the first man she’s lived with, so she has nothing to compare him to. Well, except for her father, but her parents have their own en suite and a cleaner who

  comes twice a week. Maybe Alex is just a splasher. It’s not as if the bowl isn’t big enough; surely an elephant could manage to pee in that thing without getting it all over the rim and

  on the tiles. She smiles at the image of an elephant taking a pee in her bathroom and thinks it might make a good premise for a kids’ picture book. Maybe she’ll tell her boss on Monday,

  see if one of their authors can do something with it. Or maybe she’ll do it herself – after all, how hard can it be to write eight hundred words about the bathroom antics of animals?

  She’ll call it The Loo at the Zoo; maybe spend an hour or two kicking it about this weekend.




  Zoe wipes the splash marks with some damp tissue, which she drops into the bowl before flushing. When she sees her reflection in the bathroom mirror (toothpaste spatters like freeze-framed snow)

  she catches herself scowling, her brow pulled into ugly furrows that might become permanent if she isn’t careful.




  ‘So what’s it to be?’ she says to her reflection.




  She has three choices: clean the bathroom mirror, get in the shower, or go back to bed.




  Zoe’s reflection pulls a face that says, Are you mad?




  ‘Well, I’m talking to you, aren’t I?’




  Get back into bed and let the boy make your breakfast. God knows he’s not going to help you clean the house.




  ‘Fair point,’ says Zoe.




  Her reflection nods: I know.




  Walking back to the bedroom Zoe steps on the creaky floorboard in the hallway and experiences a twang of annoyance. Two weeks ago, she had stepped on a proud nail, ripping a hole in a new pair

  of twelve-quid tights. It was the second time this had happened, so Zoe had attempted to pry the nail out of the floorboard with a pair of scissors, which she knew was the wrong tool for the job,

  but the right tool was somewhere in their small and cluttered shed and it was raining. But instead of laughing at Zoe for her endearing, feminine ways, Alex had barked at her for breaking the

  scissors and told her to ask him if something needed fixing. He had apologized quickly enough, but she was nettled by this flash of temper. And despite it all, he still hasn’t got around to

  fixing the fucking thing. And it’s not just this one board; there is another creaker in the spare room and a third under the table in the living room. Zoe is tempted to fetch the hammer and

  take care of it herself, but she is worried it will cause an argument. And this – this apprehension in her own hallway – annoys her more than the floorboard.




  Too alert now to sleep, Zoe opens the bedroom curtains and looks out of the window into the rows of back gardens all squashed together on their terraced street. It’s a beautiful day and

  Zoe thinks they should go for a ride down to the Thames where they can drink a bottle of wine and watch the rowers glide past. The bicycles are wedged into the cobweb-strewn shed, snuggled together

  under a pile of collapsed cardboard boxes on top of which are balanced several paint cans. It’s almost too much effort, but Zoe thinks the ride will be good for them in more ways than

  one.




  When they moved into this house everything needed fixing: from carpets to wallpaper and bathroom to kitchen. All of it. But the deposit, stamp duty, legal fees, appliances and basic Ikea

  furniture have emptied both of their bank accounts. They must have received five hundred pounds’ worth of flowers and champagne as moving-in presents, but, churlish as it sounds, Zoe would

  rather have had John Lewis vouchers. At least that way they could have bought some nice glasses and a new doorknocker.




  Last month, Zoe had suggested doing at least some of the improvements on a credit card, but Alex refused. Refused, ultimately, even to discuss the matter. ‘Forget it, Zo,’ and there

  was a sharpness to his voice – an assumption of control – that made Zoe’s stomach knot.




  ‘The repayments aren’t that bad,’ Zoe had said, keeping her tone neutral.




  ‘They’re a damn sight worse than nothing, Zo. That’s exactly how people end up financially fucked. It’s a fucking trap.’ She hadn’t liked that – the

  ‘fucked’, the ‘fucking’ – but she forced herself to remain reasonable. ‘Our salaries are only going to go up, Alex.’




  ‘Mine is, you mean,’ staring at Zoe, defying her to contradict him. A low blow, Zoe thought, holding his eyes with equal defiance, breathing through her nose because her teeth were

  so tightly clamped. Worse than that, it was a betrayal. After all, wasn’t it him who encouraged her to quit her high-paying job?




  ‘Fine,’ she had said, ‘I’ll do it. I’ll get a card.’




  ‘No,’ Alex had shot back. ‘No, you will not. We’re in this together, Zo.’




  ‘So let’s discuss it together.’




  ‘There’s nothing to discuss. I’m already late.’




  And that was that. Alex went out to play football, and the minute the front door closed – not a slam, but harder than necessary – Zoe had taken hold of a loose corner of wallpaper

  and pulled. The first strip had come away easily, but the next was stuck to the bedroom wall as firmly as a bad idea sticks to an angry mind. After she chipped her second nail, Zoe went downstairs

  and gathered up the fish slice, a sharp knife, a sponge and a bowl full of soapy water. Three hours later the floorboards were as slick as the deck of a ship at high sea, Zoe had two more broken

  nails, a painful blister on her hand and it was apparent that whoever had decorated this room had made up for their poor taste in wallpaper with unrivalled skill at hanging the stuff. Zoe had so

  far removed four strips of tatty paisley. There were eight strips remaining, and for the first time since they moved in, Zoe was glad the bedroom was as small as it was. Estimating that it was

  going to take another six hours to complete the job, Zoe jumped in the shower and then headed into town to spend some of the money they didn’t have.




  It was dark when Zoe returned, and she slid her key into the front door with a sense of guilty trepidation. She had transferred all her purchases (two hundred pounds she didn’t have on

  shoes and jeans she didn’t need) into a single bag from the least exclusive store, but even so, she could do without the inquisition. Creeping into the living room, she was relieved to find

  Alex asleep on the sofa; an old war movie on the TV, a bottle of half-drunk beer precariously close to his feet. Avoiding the creaky steps, Zoe tiptoed upstairs, and quickly unpacked her shopping

  into the wardrobe, folding and hiding the bag beneath a pile of shoes.




  It wasn’t until she closed her wardrobe door that she noticed the walls. All four were bare plaster; not a scrap of paisley wallpaper or welded-on backing paper. The debris had been

  cleared away, the floor cleaned and mopped, even the bed had been made with pillows on top of the duvet the way Zoe liked them.




  ‘Surprise,’ said a quiet voice close behind her left shoulder.




  Remembering this now, Zoe feels petty for letting the bad eclipse the good. She places her hand on the wall and slides it over the places where Alex claims the paint underneath doesn’t

  show through.




  The day after Alex had stripped the walls they drove to B&Q and bought paintbrushes and a half dozen sample-sized pots of paint. When Alex had suggested Fresh Sage, Aubergine Dream and

  – to Zoe’s eye – Suffocating Blue, her instinct was to ask was he joking, but he clearly wasn’t and she didn’t want to ruin his fun after he had made such a

  gallant and romantic gesture the day before. So Zoe let him pick various shades of bruise, while she selected samplers of Cold Pebble, Dawn Mist and Quite White.




  Wearing unloved jeans and forgotten t-shirts, they had applied the samples to the walls. While Zoe painted neat swatches in the corner, below eye level, Alex daubed the wall with a conspicuous

  aubergine love heart. He was trying to make this fun, she knew – wacky, romantic, anecdotal – but all he was making was a mess.




  ‘Try something more discreet,’ she suggested. ‘In case we go for something lighter.’




  ‘Chill out, Goblin,’ Alex said, pulling the stupid face he invariably made to go with the stupid epithet.




  ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Just . . . you know . . . in case.’




  Alex came for her then with the paintbrush. ‘Maybe you could use a bit of retouching.’




  Zoe had watched this set-piece in numerous films and sit-coms. Funny once, perhaps, it was cliched now; and instead of being amused, she was simply irritated.




  ‘Don’t you dare,’ she said to Alex.




  ‘A bit of purple would suit you,’ he said, raising his brush.




  ‘Seriously, don’t.’




  ‘Bring out the colour of your eyes,’ he said, flicking the brush at Zoe.




  Zoe felt the cool gobs of Aubergine Dream hit her forehead, cheek and chin. ‘Jesus, Alex!’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I’ve just washed my hair!’




  ‘Christ, someone really is a goblin today.’




  And he looked so hurt.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Zoe said. ‘Tired.’




  ‘I’m sorry, too,’ Alex said. ‘But, well, it does kind of suit you.’




  The laughter had salvaged the moment, and also given Zoe an easy segue into their paint selection.




  ‘Maybe so, mister, but I don’t think it suits the wall.’




  ‘I know, something more discreet, right?’




  They made a second trip to the DIY superstore, this time coming back with litres of paint, rollers, trays and all the other decorating paraphernalia. Zoe had attempted to clean the walls before

  they began painting in earnest, managing to remove most of the aubergine love heart, but enough had remained to show through three coats of Dawn Mist. When they ran out of paint (and Alex was

  running out of patience) Zoe had suggested driving back to the store to buy a few pots of something darker.




  ‘I thought you wanted Dawn Fucking Fog.’




  ‘Mist. And do you have to? There’s no need to swear at me.’




  Alex took a deep breath. As if the effort of being reasonable required it. ‘Zo, I stripped the walls, we went with your choice of colour and’ – laughing – ‘my arm

  is hanging off.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘Zo, you’re imagining it. I can’t see shit.’




  ‘That’s because it’s getting dark.’




  ‘It’s a f—’ Another calming breath. ‘It’s a bedroom, Zo. It’s going to be dark pretty much every minute we spend in it.’




  Zoe backed off before they ended up turning full circle into another argument.




  Standing in the bedroom three weeks later, it isn’t dark and Zoe thinks that if she stares at the wall a moment longer she might punch it. So she walks out of the room

  and runs a bath.




  Applying shampoo, Zoe twists a long hank of hair into a tight rope-like coil and begins to pull. As the flesh of her scalp is stretched into hundreds of hot peaks, the old familiar pain is

  worryingly enjoyable . . . How long has it been?




  Not since she changed careers from law to publishing, so almost three years now.




  Maybe I should buy myself a badge, she thinks.




  She remembers sitting in the bath on a Sunday evening, heavy with depression and anxiety at another week in a job she hated. Pulling handfuls of hair until it felt like her skin would tear if

  her hair didn’t come loose. Twice, in fact, Zoe had pulled too hard and found herself holding a fistful of long black strands. An online search told Zoe that this compulsion was called

  trichotillomania; the fast alliterative syllables made her scalp itch, and the accompanying images of plucked shame-faced women, staring out of the screen like abandoned doll-heads, proved to be

  fast and effective therapy. Went cold turkey, before I ended up looking like a plucked chicken, Zoe thinks, relaxing her grip on her hair and reaching for the conditioner.




  As the conditioner soaks in, Zoe shaves her legs with Alex’s razor. He hates her using it on her legs, but she hates him leaving it out on the sink, so that makes them even. When

  he’d hooked his hands under her leg this morning, Zoe cringed, knowing he would have felt the wild stubble scratching against his soft hands. She inspects her shins for patches of eczema and

  sees none.




  And why would she? Life is good: she’s working on a new book – not a ‘baby-book’, thank you very much, but a story for emerging readers. Sure, it features a rhyming cat

  and a gnomic cheetah, but it’s a book with an important message for the little ones: be happy with who you are. An important message for the big ones, too.




  Zoe taps the razor on the side of the bath, her and Alex’s intermingled stubble floating off together in a clag of green-tinted soap. Almost romantic in a gross kind of way. And Alex is

  romantic when the mood takes him. Yes, he’s a bit blokey sometimes – a bit forgetful, maybe, a bit messy, a bit . . . whatever, blokey. But it goes with the strong footballer’s

  legs, the hairy chest, brown voice and dimpled chin. She knows she’s biased, but of all her friends’ men Alex is easily the best looking. And besides, isn’t he her knight in

  shining armour? If she’s enjoying her new career, then she should thank Alex for giving her the courage and support to leave the last one.




  The bathwater has turned cool and the surface is speckled with black dashes of Alex’s beard and Zoe’s leg hair. She holds her breath and sinks under the surface, pinching her nose

  closed with one hand and fanning out her hair with the other. She’ll have to shower before she towels off now.




  When she gets out of the bath, she calls down the stairs to Alex but he still hasn’t returned from the shops. Unless he’s playing his decks or some Xbox game with his headphones on.

  He can be incredibly thoughtful like that, after all. He knows how much she likes her sleep and has learned where all the creaky floorboards are so he can move about the house ‘like a

  ninja’. It would be easier, of course, if he would just fix the floorboards, but less cute, perhaps. If he is downstairs, Zoe hopes he’s playing records and not shooting zombies. She

  likes seeing him behind his decks, pouting a little as he nods to the beat; some men look silly when they head-nod, particularly when they pout, but Alex is handsome enough to pull it off. Plus, he

  always gives the impression that he’s not taking himself entirely seriously – a glimmer in his eye that says: I know. He can slide his head side to side like Indian ladies do

  when they’re dancing – but rather than thinking it makes him look cool, it always seems to amuse him. Whenever she went to watch him play a set, when he did his head-wobble thing,

  he’d seek her out, dancing in the crowd, and wink: I know. She fell in love with that look, with the man behind it. He did it the first time they met.




  It was Zoe’s fourth summer party at the law firm, and after making an exhibition of herself at the second and third, she was drinking slowly and selectively. As such, she was relatively

  sober when the handsome DJ had appeared beside her at the bar.




  ‘Buy you a drink?’




  ‘It’s a free bar,’ Zoe had said, returning his smile.




  The DJ lowered his voice. ‘Shh . . .’ he said, winking. ‘Let’s pretend.’




  Zoe nodded. Whispered back: ‘Okay.’




  ‘Hey,’ he said, as if just noticing Zoe. ‘Buy you a drink?’




  ‘Sure, I’ll have a glass of champagne, please.’




  Affecting surprise, panic, anxiety at this lady’s expensive tastes. ‘Champagne? I . . .’




  Zoe played along with the improvisation. ‘Is that a problem?’




  After a moment’s hesitation. ‘No, God no, it’s just’– the DJ patted his pockets – ‘I think I’ve left my wallet in my Ferrari.’




  ‘We’ve all been there,’ Zoe said. ‘Let me get these, you can buy them next time.’




  The DJ raised his thick eyebrows (If we had children, they would be born with thick black hair, Zoe thought). ‘Next time?’




  Zoe wasn’t given to acts of bold flirtation, but having stumbled into this one she allowed herself to be carried along. ‘Is this a routine?’




  ‘Not yet,’ he said, laughing.




  The role-play over – but at the right time, before the charade became forced and clunky – Zoe turned to the bar and ordered two glasses of champagne.




  ‘So what do I call you?’ Zoe asked.




  ‘DJ Lexx’ – the head wobble and self-deprecating smile – ‘if you want to book me for a set. Alex if you want to meet me for a drink next week.’




  Zoe clinked her glass against his. ‘Cheers, Alex.’




  





  Henry




  Locally Sourced




  In the castle it is now only nine hours until Henry slides a ring onto April’s finger. His room comes with a small kettle, mugs, teabags, cartons of everlasting milk and

  sachets of cheap coffee. Henry fills the kettle in the en suite bathroom and brings it back into the room to boil. The small appliance sounds like a steam train in the predawn hush and, afraid of

  waking his best man, Henry unplugs it before the water is fully boiled.




  Brian mutters something in his sleep. They have been best friends since the day Henry relieved Brian of a tooth, and Brian helped Henry acquire a new nickname. In their early teens they made

  birdhouses to sell to the tourists, perfecting a simple design made from a single plank of wood. Recycled slats from builders’ pallets were fine, but needed sanding to remove the splinters.

  The boys’ preferred material was ‘reclaimed perimeter panels’, and for several years there wasn’t an intact fence in the village. Fortunately for the enterprising vandals,

  no one connected the mysterious phenomenon with the boys’ booming trade in birdhouses – ‘Handmade with locally sourced materials’.




  Is Brian happy? Henry wonders. He left school at sixteen with four GCSEs, took an apprenticeship changing tyres and oil in a small garage, still works there now, drives a nice enough car, lives

  in a nice enough house and shags a nice enough girl whenever the opportunity presents itself. He gets pissed on Fridays, plays rugby on Saturdays and – Henry has no doubt – sleeps as

  soundly as a child seven nights a week. Yeah, why wouldn’t he be happy?




  Locally sourced, Henry muses.




  He remembers filling in university applications. He and April had been dating for less than six months, but neither one doubted that this was the real thing. April had no plans to stay in school

  a moment longer than necessary, and Henry had promised to apply only to ‘local’ universities. They would see each other every weekend, and throughout the holidays. And after all, they

  said, everyone knows that absence makes the heart grow fonder. And so, while his mother braided April’s hair in front of Pretty Woman, Henry completed forms for Manchester, Liverpool,

  Sheffield, Leeds. London held a greater allure, but while April had said it was his decision, her tone had made the consequences clear. And he loved her; if it was a choice between April and London

  he would take April, and gladly.




  ‘Why dentistry, anyway?’ April had asked.




  Henry had thought about this, of course, and had his theories, but they sounded insincere, mercenary or – infinitely worse to a seventeen-year-old boy – silly.




  Henry’s family moved to the village just in time for Henry to complete the last two years of primary school. He had thought that being a boxer’s son would make him popular, or at the

  very least deter anyone with designs on his lunch money. So the new boy made sure to introduce the fact as quickly and often as possible. Within a day he had been in two fights (losing both) and

  acquired the nickname Little Boots. One of the earliest domestic arguments Henry remembers is the one about his pugilistic education. Big Boots had wanted to get Henry in a pair of gloves as soon

  as the boy could walk, but his mother – under threat of divorce – had insisted he go nowhere near a boxing gym until he turned eleven. So while his father taught him to throw a stiff

  jab and a reasonable right cross, Henry was in no way a fighter. And as this fact (the black eyes and split lips) became increasingly apparent, there was no shortage of boys eager to take their

  turn dumping the boxer’s son on his backside. Henry lost these playground bouts more often than he won, but invariably came a good second, making up in heart what he lacked in talent. In all

  likelihood, Henry would still be known as Little Boots today, had he not punched out Brian’s tooth and earned himself a new alias. Stunned at this rare success, Henry had picked up the

  dislodged tooth, wiped it on the front of his shirt and handed it back to his bleeding and bewildered assailant.




  ‘Thinks he’s a flippin’ dentist,’ someone had said from the circle of surrounding boys.




  And that’s all it took.




  Of course, he hadn’t chosen a degree based on his primary school nickname; but neither could he entirely dismiss the notion that a seed had been sewn the day he went home with tooth marks

  in his knuckles.




  ‘Dunno,’ said Henry in response to April’s question. ‘So long as people have teeth they’ll need dentists, I suppose.’




  ‘Talking of,’ said his mother, indicating a laughing Julia Roberts, ‘you wouldn’t want her taking a bite out of your apple.’




  And his girlfriend returned her attention to the movie.




  With few exceptions, Henry climbed on a train every term-time Friday night for his first three and a half years at university. He knew the timetable, how many paces the

  platform was from one end to the other, the pattern of the stonework on the station’s outer arches, the shape of its iron skeleton. He lost count of the parties, stunts and trysts he heard

  about on Monday mornings. The circle he had associated with in the crucial first term remained friendly, but, inevitably, they stopped asking what he was doing on a Friday night, stopped the

  cajoling charade of imploring him to stick around for the weekend. Henry sensed their frustration at having to clarify (and consequently diminish) the in-jokes that had blossomed at parties he had

  missed, and so he stopped asking for explanations, instead grinning through the laughter in mute isolation. He stopped rugby training in the week because he couldn’t play matches at the

  weekend; he stopped going to the cinema because he felt like a gatecrasher in a gang and a creep on his own. He attended all his lectures, studied hard and scored high eighties in all his

  exams.




  During the summer between his third and fourth years, April had begun talking about engagement. Two of her friends had children now, another was engaged, another married; at nineteen years old

  April was talking about life passing her by. The conversations they had in bed on Friday nights were frequently melodramatic and often tearful; accusations thrown and demands made. His mother

  harangued him for taking ‘that sweet beautiful girl’ for granted. ‘Don’t you dare turn into your father,’ she had said. And inside his head, Henry shot back: Just

  so long as she doesn’t turn into you.




  After an entire summer together – squabbling not infrequently – it seemed the couple could quite easily bear to be parted. Henry had suggested it might be better if he came back once

  fortnightly from now on, citing the old line about absence and its effect on the human heart. April had immediately and unsmilingly accepted the idea, and Henry discovered that skipping one weekend

  made it easy to skip two. He made new friendships, went to fancy dress parties, seventies discos and indie gigs. He and April talked on the phone, sent texts and emails. They missed each other,

  they said, but Henry suspected April’s declarations were as hollow as his own.
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