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  The Trouble with Henry and Zoe


  PART 1


  Henry


  Zoe


  

  We hope you enjoyed reading this Simon & Schuster eBook


  About a Book




  





  Prologue




  People ask: How long have you been together? How did you meet?




  You’re sitting at a table, fizzing with the defiant ostentation of new love (is that what it is? Is it love already?), laughing too loud and kissing more enthusiastically than is de

  rigueur in a quiet country pub, and someone will say, Put her down! Get a room! You make a lovely couple, or some variation on the theme.




  You’re surreptitiously nibbling your new girlfriend’s earlobe when a voice says, They serve crisps at the bar, you know. If you’re hungry. You turn and apologize to

  the large middle-aged lady at the adjacent table. She laughs good-naturedly, then shuffles her chair sideways so she is now sitting at your table. And here it comes . . .




  So, she says, How did you two lovebirds meet?




  In the last week, we must have been questioned about the particulars of our romance on half a dozen separate occasions. On other nights and afternoons we have told increasingly pale shades of

  the truth: We work together; Blind date; I cut his hair; Book club. But now, emboldened by wine and routine, Ivy leans forward and says in a conspiratorial voice: It’s

  awful; I’m best friends with his wife. But . . . she places her hand on top of mine . . . you’re a woman of the world, you know what it’s like. When you have to

  have something?




  The woman – ruddy-faced and emanating a warm aroma of cheese and onion – she nods, says, Aye, well, yes, you have a nice . . . you know . . . night, and shuffles back to her

  own table.




  Because the truth is, the truth is too long a story to tell a stranger in a country pub when all you want to do is finish your drink and get upstairs to your room. And anyway, how we

  met is academic – you don’t ask how the rain began, you simply appreciate the rainbow.




  People talk about chemistry, and perhaps it was – something molecular, something transmitted, something genetic. Whatever the mechanism, there was something about Ivy that immediately made

  me want to not sleep with her. And what higher compliment can a scoundrel pay a lady? Not that it matters, but at the time I was going through a phase where I wasn’t looking for any

  kind of commitment beyond those to personal hygiene and discretion. I had broken up with my girlfriend six months earlier, I was young, I was free, I was . . . well, let’s just say I was

  being generous with my affections. Then along came Ivy with her handsome, uncontrived beauty, trailing pheromones, nonchalance and easy humour.




  Not that any of that matters. What matters is that we met. And what matters most is what happens next.




  





  Chapter 1




  It’s the last week in August and my sunburn prickles as Ivy steers the car into the street I grew up in, towards the house I came home to the day I was born.




  When the radio is on Ivy sings; when it’s off she whistles, and she whistles badly. I almost recognize the tune, but can’t quite grasp it. The left side of her face is scarred from a

  childhood accident – the lines are white now, but the grooves and misalignments are stark – and when she whistles the scars pinch and deepen. Whether this affects her whistling or not,

  I don’t know, but if her singing is any indication, she’s simply tone deaf and entirely oblivious of the fact. We’ve been together less than three weeks so it’s a little too

  early to be drawing up a list of ‘things I like most about my new girlfriend’ but if I were so inclined, Ivy’s careless tuneless whistling would be up there in the top eleven. And

  whilst we’re on the subject of sequencing, it’s also a bit premature for meet the family. But here we are, about one minute from lift-off.




  ‘Brace yourself,’ I say.




  Ivy turns to me: ‘Hnn?’




  ‘The family,’ I say. ‘They’re a bit . . . you know.’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ she says. ‘I’ve done this before. Loads of times, hundreds of times.’ And she smiles to herself.




  ‘Funny. Anyway, it’s not you I’m worried about.’




  We round a corner and Dad’s house comes into view.




  I’ve never paid attention to the way my childhood home looks; it’s been there as long as I’ve been alive and I scrutinize it no more than I do my feet – probably less.

  But today, with Ivy beside me, I’m aware of its ordinariness, banality, of everything it isn’t. Victorian houses – like the one I live in in London – age improves them,

  bestows character and integrity; but houses like this, built in the sixties and seventies, they age like old factory workers made ugly with time and effort and smoke and disappointment. Maybe

  it’s not my sunburn prickling; perhaps it’s my inner snob. I look at Ivy and she glances back, raises her eyebrows as she pulls up in front of number 9 Rose Park.




  And forget the house, wait till she gets a load of the family.




  They must have been lying in wait because before Ivy has a chance to kill the engine, my father, sister, brother-in-law and twin nieces pour out of the front door. I wave, grin, mouth

  ‘Hiya’ through the windscreen, but no one is looking in my direction. They line up in the middle of the road, faces lit with excitement as Dad opens Ivy’s door as if she’s

  some kind of dignitary. The twins, Imogen and Rosalind, are only ten years old, so I can forgive them dancing impatiently on the spot and jostling to get a better look at my girlfriend (it does

  feel good to say: girlfriend), but my sister and Dad have a combined age of almost one hundred and they’re behaving like imbeciles. And then it comes to me what Ivy was whistling:

  ‘It Must Be Love’. She climbs out of the car and straight into a bear hug from my dad. I grimace an apology as he lifts her off her feet and Ivy either winks or winces in return –

  but with her face squashed against my old man’s neck, it’s hard to tell which.




  As I slip unnoticed from the car, it occurs to me that I may have misidentified Ivy’s whistling. The more I think about it, the more I am convinced it was ‘House of Fun’ or

  possibly even ‘Embarrassment’. Whatever it was, it’s definitely Madness.




  By the time the welcoming party gets off the road and into the house, I’ve hauled the bags out of the boot and upstairs, taken a pee, boiled a kettle and made a pot of tea.




  ‘Tea’s in the pot,’ I say as everyone troops into the kitchen.




  ‘Have we got any wine?’ asks Maria.




  ‘I assume champagne will be okay?’ says Dad, opening the fridge with an excruciating flourish.




  ‘Wow,’ says Ivy.




  ‘Well,’ says Dad, ‘special occasion, isn’t it. Get the glasses, son.’ And he steers Ivy into the living room.




  Maria hangs back to help me rinse the dust from five champagne glasses. ‘Seems nice,’ she says, smirking.




  ‘She is. No Hermione?’ I say, heading off the inevitable (what does she see in you?) sarcasm from my big sister.




  Maria wasn’t quite sixteen when she gave birth to my eldest niece. Mum had been dead less than a year, and baby Herms played a big part in our collective healing. For the first six years

  of her life (until Maria met and married Hector) I was, I suppose, more like a father than an uncle to Hermione. And more than a decade later, I continue to think of her more as a daughter than a

  niece.




  ‘Hot date,’ Maria says.




  ‘You’re kidding! What’s he like?’




  Maria shrugs. ‘Better than the last shit-bag.’




  ‘That’s not hard. I was hoping she’d be here.’




  ‘You’re no match for new love,’ Maria says.




  ‘Some might beg to differ,’ I say. ‘Come on, let’s save Ivy from Dad.’




  When we get through to the living room, Dad has already got the family albums out. This is the first time I have ever brought a girl – let alone a woman – home, and I guess everyone

  has been waiting too long to do all the things you do in these situations. So I sip my champagne and take my humiliation like a man as they laugh at my hair, clothes and bare backside through the

  ages. My girlfriend of nineteen days tilts her glass in my direction, smiles a coy smile and winks.




  Both Ivy and I work in film production (commercials in my case, everything you can think of in hers), which means we are essentially freelance. For our first four days together we didn’t

  leave Ivy’s flat. Nothing was explicitly said, but we seemed to arrive at a psychic agreement not to venture outdoors until it became unavoidable. Because we understood (and understood that

  each other understood) that after the bubble bursts there’s no returning to the intimate stupid collusion of the First Days. When provisions ran low we drank our coffee black, picked mould

  from the last of the bread and ate toast with holes. We dined on eggs and biscuits, aubergine and mayonnaise sandwiches and pasta in chicken-soup sauce. Ivy read while I watched American detective

  shows on her crappy portable TV; we played Monopoly, Scrabble and Snap, and got drunk on wine then vodka and finally a bottle of semi-crystallized booze of unknown origin. We resisted anything more

  practical than ordering pizza, instinctively knowing that delivery men fit the romantic script only if they drive mopeds and not supermarket lorries. The pin came in the form of a job, with Ivy

  booked to work on a pop promo all day Friday. On her way to the shoot she dropped me – and a bagful of her clothes – at my flat, and we kissed goodbye with the kind of fervour normally

  reserved for airports. Work took up most of the following week, but we spent every night together, sometimes meeting in a restaurant, other times in bed. On our second Saturday we packed my Fiat

  126 and drove with no specific agenda or destination, spending nights in the New Forest, Cotswolds, Yorkshire Dales and Peak District. We walked, ate, drove, drank and missed breakfast every

  morning. Yesterday I realized we were less than a two-hour drive from my dad’s house and I was in too good a mood not to visit. Ivy and I must have driven more than five hundred miles in the

  last week – singing to the radio, Ivy feeding me M&Ms from the passenger seat, me feeding her Skittles when we switched – but there was something different on the drive here today.

  I can even identify the point at which the atmosphere changed.




  We stopped at a small village for a snack and a walk around the shops; Ivy went to Boots for ‘toothpaste and stuff’ while I paid a visit to the local Co-op. We met back at the car,

  Ivy with a bagful of toiletries, me with a bagful of ingredients and clinking bottles. And from that point forward something was . . . off. Nothing glaringly obvious, but Ivy was definitely more

  subdued. She sang with less gusto, didn’t play I spy, didn’t squeeze my knee with the absent-minded affection I have come to crave. Maybe she was apprehensive about meeting the family.

  And, witnessing the current inquisition, who could blame her?




  Dad wants to know where Ivy’s parents live, what their names are, do they go to church; Hector asks if make-up artists earn a lot of money, does she have an accountant, does she have a

  website, has she ever met Madonna; the twins want to know does she have any sisters, any brothers, any pets, does she prefer cats or dogs, would she rather be a mermaid, a fairy or a princess;

  Maria wants to know where Ivy bought her cufflinks, where she has her hair cut, has she always worn it long, what does she see in me?




  ‘Make yourself useful,’ Maria says, waving an empty glass in the air.




  I throw my head back and sigh. ‘I just sat down.’




  ‘You’ve been sitting down for three hours,’ Dad says. ‘Go on, stretch your legs.’




  I make a big show of hauling myself to my feet and out of the room, huffing and muttering under my breath. It’s not that I begrudge my family another drink or an audience with my

  girlfriend, but the truth is I know very little about the woman I’m very much in love with and I’m as eager for answers as the rest of my family. I know she prefers cider to beer, her

  favourite pie is chicken and leek, and she snores when she drinks too much; I know her hair smells of coconuts, and her breath smells like hell in the morning; I know she fell through a glass

  coffee table when she was eight years old and her favourite sweets are Skittles. But there is so much I don’t know – her favourite Beatle; the name of her first pet, boyfriend or

  record; I don’t even know her middle name, for God’s sake. And for some reason, I’m particularly interested in where she stands (so to speak) on fairies versus mermaids.




  When I return with a bottle of wine everyone (Dad and Hector included) are listening with rapt attention as Ivy describes the best way to shape the tip of an eyeliner pencil.




  ‘What time we eating?’ asks Maria.




  ‘I’m starved,’ says Hector.




  ‘What we having?’ ask the twins.




  Everyone turns to me, and I shuffle again from the room, grumbling about slavery, presumption and ingratitude.




  I’ve chopped four chicken breasts, three onions, two chillies, six red peppers, half a bulb of garlic, and eaten at least a third of a smoked chorizo when Dad walks into the kitchen.




  ‘Need any help?’




  ‘I’m nearly done,’ I tell him.




  ‘So,’ Dad says from the fridge doorway, ‘this is unexpected.’




  ‘I’ll say.’




  ‘Here,’ he says, placing a glass of wine beside the chopping board.




  ‘Cheers.’ I take a sip, and then nod in the direction of the living room. ‘And?’




  ‘You could have done worse,’ he says, smiling.




  ‘Oh, I have,’ I say. ‘Christ, have I.’




  Dad rolls his eyes with resigned, long-suffering affection. He teaches RE in the school I went to almost twenty years ago, and attends Mass anywhere between two and five times a week –

  he’s the next worst thing to a priest.




  ‘Sorry,’ I say.




  ‘Do it again and I’ll pray for you.’




  We’re elbow to elbow around the small dining table, but it’s a cosy, intimate squash as we cycle through the old anecdotes and make our way through several bottles

  of wine. I’ve been separated from Ivy, who is now flanked by Dad and my sister. And whilst I would rather have Ivy at my side than across the table, it does give me the opportunity to observe

  her as she entertains and indulges my family – laughing at their jokes, listening to their stories and jumping firmly aboard the let’s-take-the-piss-out-of-William bandwagon. And my

  family are giddy with doting affection, competing for Ivy’s attention, attempting to trump each other’s gags, boasts and revelations. I extend my leg beneath the table and run it up the

  inside of what I assume is Ivy’s shin. Maria flinches, striking the underside of the table with her knee and making the cutlery jump.




  ‘What the hell are you playing at!’




  ‘Cramp,’ I say, and Maria looks at me like I’ve come unhinged.




  ‘What are you up to?’ Ivy says.




  ‘Nothing. Stretching.’




  Ivy narrows her eyes at me. ‘Were you . . .’ she turns to Maria ‘. . . was he playing . . . footsy?’




  Reflexively I glance in my dad’s direction, but he is apparently fascinated by the pattern on his plate.




  ‘What’s footsy?’ asks Imogen, the elder of the twins by twenty minutes and always the most inquisitive.




  ‘Never you mind,’ says Maria.




  ‘Something naughty boys do,’ says Ivy, earning a chuckle from the twins.




  ‘I was stretching!’




  ‘Stretching credibility,’ Ivy says, and Hector all but claps at this display of Wildean wit.




  I keep my feet to myself for the remainder of the meal. And I come within a forkful of making it through to coffee without further incident.




  We’re eating dessert (the room is silent for a rare moment as everyone savours their cheesecake) when Dad announces: ‘By the ways, William, I’ll take your old room tonight, you

  and Ivy can use my bed.’




  It’s probably less than the five thousand years it feels like, but there is definitely a long awkward pause where my father’s words – in particular the word ‘use’

  – hang above the table. Ivy, fork still held between her lips, looks at my dad, smiles, hum-mumbles the twin syllables of Thank you. Or maybe it’s Blimey.




  Maria glances across at Ivy and smirks. Hector looks at me and winces. I look at my cheesecake and feel my cheeks flush.




  On the drive down I had wondered about the sleeping arrangements. Dad’s as Catholic as guilt and the only double bed in the house is his, which had me resigned to spending my first night

  sleeping alone since Ivy and I got together. On the one hand it would be a shame; on the other it was bound to happen sooner or later and, to be perfectly honest, I’m exhausted. Plus, it

  would avoid any embarrassing conversations with my father.




  ‘Changed the sheets,’ says Dad. And when I make the mistake of making eye contact, the silly bastard winks. It’s not a lascivious wink by any means; if I had to guess,

  I’d say it was self-congratulatory at being so modern and goddamned organized. But a wink is a wink and, if I had to put a flag in the ground, that would be the moment my sex life died.




  The awkwardness as we undress for bed is tangible; I stumble removing my jeans, embarrassed by my pale, dangling nakedness; and Ivy, for the first time in our time together, climbs into bed

  wearing pants and a T-shirt. I was in all likelihood conceived in this bed, and whilst I have no desire for anything more risqué than a kiss on the lips, I am a little affronted by

  Ivy’s assumption that the games are over. Also, I’ve drunk a bottle and a half of wine, so my mouth comments before my brain has a chance to edit.




  ‘You’re shy all of a sudden,’ I say, slurring the s’s slightly.




  ‘I’m tired,’ says Ivy. ‘If that’s okay?’




  If that’s okay?




  Maybe I’ve drunk more than I realize, because I hear myself saying: ‘Fine. Whatever.’ And the weight of the two words pulls at the corners of my mouth.




  And while nothing gets thrown, neither ornaments nor accusations, this is the closest thing we’ve had to an argument and there is no affection in the room when I turn out the light and

  climb into my dad’s bed.




  I locate Ivy’s head with my hands and it’s turned away from me. ‘G’night,’ I say, kissing her hair.




  Ivy sighs. ‘Night,’ she says, and she says it very very quietly.




  We kiss in the morning, but it’s lost something during the night – urgency, electricity, promise . . . something. It doesn’t help that I have a pig of a

  hangover, although Ivy seems to have escaped any ill effects.




  She spends a long time in the en suite shower, emerging from the steaming room dry, dressed and with her hair turbaned in a towel. And this sudden absence of casual nakedness, it jars. Besides

  the scars on the left side of her face, throat and neck, Ivy has scars on her belly, hip, right forearm, right thigh and right breast. And still she will pad about the flat naked or nearly so;

  feeding the fish, making coffee, eating her Bran Flakes. We must have spent half of our waking time together without a stitch on. So, yeah, when she steps out of the bathroom in jeans, shirt and a

  cardigan, it jars.




  In the time it takes me to step in and out of the shower, Ivy is gone. I find her downstairs, talking to Dad, who has inelegantly heaped three cartons of juice, every box of cereal and every jar

  and tub of spreadable substance he owns on the kitchen table. He is now trying to make tea and butter toast at the same time and is making a woeful mess of both.




  ‘Are you sure I can’t do something?’ Ivy asks.




  ‘All under control,’ Dad says, putting the lid on the teapot after two attempts. ‘Now, how’d you take your tea— damn! You said coffee, didn’t you?’




  ‘Tea’s fine.’




  And instead of just leaving the tea to brew, Dad pours the pot down the sink.




  ‘Scatterbrain,’ he says, palming his forehead. ‘No, you said coffee, you get coffee. Instant okay?’




  Ivy is a confirmed coffee snob and I know she would rather drink nothing than drink instant, so when she tells Dad, ‘Instant’s perfect,’ I feel a fresh pang of affection for

  her.




  As Dad begins refilling the kettle, the kitchen smoke alarm starts emitting a jagged high-pitched beep, and my nagging headache mutates instantly into a snarling monster with very sharp teeth.

  Black smoke is issuing from the toaster and Dad stands frozen, looking from the toaster to the alarm, trying to decide which one to tackle first. Still clutching the kettle, Dad snatches up a mop

  from beside the fridge and whacks the smoke alarm three times until it falls to the floor in two separate pieces, one of which is somehow still beeping (albeit less enthusiastically). He stamps on

  it once and it dies. The toaster pops.




  Dad smiles at Ivy like a lunatic. ‘Needed a new one anyway,’ he says.




  I pick up the fragments of smoke detector as Dad retrieves the charred toast and proceeds to scrape the burnt slices over the sink.




  ‘Dig in,’ says Dad, brandishing a blackened knife at the stacked boxes of cereal in a manner that suggests he won’t be happy until we’ve eaten all of it. And so we eat a

  breakfast of burnt toast, powdery muesli and instant coffee, while Dad picks up where he left off last night, questioning Ivy and humiliating me.




  Mercifully, Ivy has work tomorrow – a two-day shoot for a German car manufacturer – and we’re on the road before ten o’clock and before Dad can inflict any further damage

  to the domestic appliances or my relationship with Ivy. He insists on making us a packed lunch and sends us on our way with enough brown bananas, soft pears and thick, Clingfilm-wrapped cheese

  sandwiches to keep us going for a week. There’s a significant possibility that I’m still over the limit, so Ivy drives and I press my head against the cool glass of the passenger-side

  window in an attempt to take some of the heat out of my hangover.




  The Fiat came courtesy of my best friend, El; he gave it to me when he became too severely affected by Huntington’s disease to drive. One bumper sticker invites fellow road users to honk

  if they’re horny, whilst the other (‘bummer sticker’, El calls it) declares: ‘I’m so gay I can’t even drive straight’. And so, as we proceed south on the

  M6, we are honked and hooted and air-horned by car after car after van after eighteen-wheeled juggernaut. It was kind of amusing last week. Today, less so.




  ‘I wonder if they think I’m a woman,’ I say as a Ford Galaxy passes us, parping its horn, three gleeful children waving from the rear window.




  ‘Why would they think that?’ says Ivy, not smiling.




  ‘You know . . . the bumper stickers.’ Ivy frowns. ‘Well, you’re obviously not a man.’ I wait for a smile of acknowledgement; don’t get one. ‘So

  presumably, if we’re a gay couple, I’m a woman.’ I rub my hand over my shorn auburn hair. ‘The manly one.’




  ‘Maybe they think we’re just friends,’ says Ivy.




  I spend the next several miles fretting over whether or not I have offended Ivy. Maybe some of her best friends are lesbians. Or an aunty. She’s never mentioned it and the subject

  didn’t come up during last night’s interrogation, but anything is possible.




  A new song starts on the radio: ‘Could It Be Magic’.




  ‘So who’s your favourite Beatle?’ I ask.




  Ivy flicks her eyes in my direction. ‘You do know this is Take That?’




  To be honest, I thought it was Boyzone, but I nod anyway. ‘Of course.’




  Ivy says nothing.




  ‘Well?’ I venture.




  ‘What?’




  There’s an impatient sharpness to Ivy’s response, and now I’m certain she’s being pissy. Probably because I was being insensitive or something last night.




  ‘The Beatles,’ I say brightly, deciding that rather than apologizing for (and, therefore, reminding Ivy of) last night’s behaviour, the best policy is to gloss over all this

  silliness with a bright coat of chirpy good humour. ‘John, Paul, Ringo or the other one,’ I say.




  ‘The other one,’ says my beloved.




  ‘Mick or Keef?’ I persist.




  ‘Didn’t we do twenty questions last night?’




  ‘Yes, we did. Well, you lot did; I was cooking. Thing is, it made me realize how much we still don’t know about each other. That’s all.’




  Ivy pulls into the outside lane to overtake a convoy of cars that are doing around three miles an hour under the speed limit. It’s hard going on the Fiat, and it rattles as we creep past

  several cars and vans slowly enough that I could reach through my window and shake hands with every one of the drivers. We pull back into the middle lane and I start breathing again.




  ‘Sorry about last night,’ I say, abandoning my policy of dumb ignorance.




  ‘It’s fine. They’re lovely.’




  ‘I meant me . . . I’m sorry about me.’




  ‘It’s fine.’




  And I wait for thirty seconds, but Ivy doesn’t say I’m lovely too.




  And of course I’m in no hurry to know Ivy’s favourite Take That song; and I don’t really care what GCSEs she sat, or what her first cat was called. But there are other

  details – trivial, too, in their own way – that it feels almost negligent not to know.




  ‘I don’t even know when your birthday is.’




  ‘October twenty-ninth,’ she says.




  There’s a beat of silence. Ivy glances sideways, holds my gaze for a second, cocks an eyebrow incrementally. Something resembling a smile tugs the corner of her mouth. ‘I’ll be

  forty-one,’ she says, turning her attention back to the road.




  Eight cars, two vans and two wagons pass us before I formulate a response.




  ‘Cool,’ I say. As if, instead of her age, Ivy has just nonchalantly disclosed some impressive talent or skill: I used to play guitar in a heavy metal band, I ran the marathon in

  2:58, I can assemble an AK47 blindfolded. ‘Cool.’




  But this information has thrown me (not that it would take a great deal to upset my precarious equilibrium this morning) and neither of us says another word for the next thirty miles or so.




  Ivy will be forty-one on her next birthday, making her over nine years older than me. When she was my age, I was twenty-two. When she was twenty-two, I was thirteen. And, moving in the opposite

  direction, when I’m the age she is now, Ivy will be fifty – and cut that cake any way you like, that’s old. I don’t want to think about how old Ivy will be when I turn fifty

  – fifty is a good age for men: a time of distinguished grey highlights, and not so much wrinkles as lines of hard-won wisdom. How old Ivy will be when I hit my half-century gives me the

  heebie-crawling-jeebies. She doesn’t look old; her body is firm and her skin, where it’s not crisscrossed with scars, is smooth. I am fighting a strong urge, now, to turn and inspect

  the corners of her eyes for nascent crow’s-feet. Things will even out, I imagine, when I turn eighty. Also, women tend to live longer than men, so Ivy being almost a decade older than me

  improves the chances of us dying together, holding hands on the sofa in front of a slowly fading log fire in our retirement cottage on the coast. So there’s that.




  We stop at the services for a pee, and Ivy takes so long to pay her visit that I begin to worry she has either been abducted or simply taken a lift from a handsome stranger. When she does get

  back to the car she looks, if anything, more dejected than she has all morning. I’ve bought her a massive bag of Skittles, which I now present with a chimp-like grin, but Ivy says she’s

  feeling lousy and asks will I drive. She makes an improvised pillow from a folded jumper, reclines her seat as far as it will go – which isn’t far – and closes her eyes. And so we

  put more miles behind us, cars and motorbikes and vans honking their horns and pulling goon faces from the windows as they tear past.




  Where did it all go wrong? is the question I keep coming back to. Surely our little spat last night, if it even qualifies as a spat, can’t be responsible for Ivy’s sudden

  withdrawal. We have just spent the most romantic, loved-up, slightly sickeningly blissed-out three weeks of my life together. We have not left each other’s side, we started calling each other

  ‘babe’ without feeling completely silly about it, we made love every day, we made toast in the nude. And now . . . just nothing. The paranoid snob inside wonders can it be the peeling

  paint on Dad’s front door, the Formica kitchen units, the loose loo seat; but I know it’s not. And if it is, then Ivy isn’t the person I thought she was. Maybe she feels awkward

  about her age. Maybe I simply annoy the hell out of her and she’s only just realized it. Maybe she looked at my dad buffooning around the kitchen and saw the future me. Or maybe she is simply

  premenstrual – and I’m so desperate to know what’s bugging her, I’m sorely tempted to ask. But I suspect the question would be unlikely to reverse Ivy’s current

  funk.




  By the time we cross the M25 and re-enter London’s gravity, I’ve eaten the entire bag of Skittles and I feel sick. And without any prompting, like she hasn’t been sleeping at

  all but simply sitting still with her eyes closed, Ivy straightens in her seat and cricks her neck from side to side.




  ‘Morning,’ I say, more brightly than I feel.




  ‘Hey,’ says Ivy. She smiles, but there isn’t much behind it.




  ‘Your place or mine?’ I say, but I already know I’m not going to like the answer.




  Ivy has work tomorrow, she tells me, she’s tired, she needs to do laundry, take a bath, feed her goldfish, etc.




  Her flat is opposite the fourth lamppost on the left, down a tree-lined street in Wimbledon. We had our first kiss right here, in this car, beside this lamppost. But whatever frisson

  crackled about us then, it’s been replaced with a glutinous awkwardness. I get out of the car and remove Ivy’s bags from the boot. She takes her suitcase, declining my offer of help,

  and we stand clumsily on the pavement, Ivy not inviting me in, and me not asking. A wave of indignation surges through me, sweeping away the introspection and doubt, and leaving in its wake

  annoyance, disappointment and scraps of broken ego.




  ‘Right then,’ I say. ‘Suppose I’ll be off.’




  Ivy puts her suitcase down, gives me a silent hug and kisses the side of my neck. She holds it for a count of seconds, for about as long as you’d hold a final goodbye. She puts a hand to

  my cheek, smiles with her mouth but not with her eyes, says: ‘I had a nice time. Thank you.’




  ‘Sure,’ I tell her. ‘Enjoy your bath.’




  We kiss once more, Ivy turns to cross the road and I’m gone before she gets her key in the door.




  





  Chapter 2




  ‘Get r. . . get rid that pi. . . pnapple.’




  El can’t always access the words he needs; and when he can, he can’t always get them out of his mouth. It’s much more than a stammer. The effort shows on his face as he

  attempts to force a word out against the kind of resistance you might encounter trying to blow syrup through a straw. Even so, manners cost nothing.




  ‘Magic word?’ I say.




  ‘P. . . p. . . fuckig pronto.’




  ‘That’s better,’ I tell him, plucking the chunks of pineapple from his slice of pizza.




  El opens wide and I feed the tip of the folded slice into his mouth. His head wobbles but he succeeds in taking a bite without getting any more tomato sauce on his already smeared face. Beneath

  the sauce he has a deep tan, but it’s not enough to create even an illusion of health. El and his partner, Phil, returned from a holiday in San Francisco two days ago. It’s unlikely El

  has deteriorated significantly while he’s been away, but his twitches and wobbles and speech do seem worse.




  ‘Wh. . . wh. . . wh. . .’




  ‘Who?’ I try, and El shakes his head. ‘What?’




  El shakes his head again. ‘Lass one,’ he says.




  ‘Why?’




  El nods. ‘Why? Why would you p. . . put pnapple on a p. . .’ He points a trembling finger at the pizza sitting between us.




  ‘It’s a Hawaiian,’ I tell him. ‘You ordered it.’




  El shrugs. ‘Like the name.’




  Like all best friends living within ten miles of each other in London, El and I used to see each other about three times a year. But there’s nothing quite like terminal illness to cure

  apathy. So around two years ago, when the Huntington’s disease began to sink its teeth into him, we got into a routine of meeting every Tuesday. Initially we’d go to the pub, but as

  El’s condition progressed he lost his tolerance for drink along with his inhibitions and grasp of social niceties. We changed venue to the local curry house, arriving early in the evening

  when the place was empty and El could swear, twitch, stammer and drop his glass without an audience. But in the last few months, even that has become too difficult. So now it’s pizza and

  alcohol-free beer in El’s own living room.




  I suppose that somewhere in my mind he exists as the ten-year-old boy I rode my bike with, the teenager that I bought stolen pornography from, and the man who used to make me cry with laughter;

  and it’s as if all the decline El has endured in the last few years – the constant twitching and jerking; lack of co-ordination, balance, and empathy; the weight loss, the loss, in

  fact, of all the subtleties and nuances that make El El – it feels today as if all the damage has been compacted into the three weeks he’s been away. And whilst I know it

  hasn’t, his speech is undeniably worse. Before he left for the pub, Phil told me he’s finding it increasingly necessary to help El find his words, form his thoughts and understand what

  other people are saying to him.




  I help myself to a slice of Quattro Formaggi, fold it in half, take a bite.




  ‘Still f. . . fuckig that g. . . woman,’ El says, looking at me, amused, waiting for a reaction.




  ‘I don’t remember saying anything about fucking.’




  ‘P. . . P. . . Pippa, wasn’ it? Bounthy bounthy!’




  ‘Ivy,’ I say, wincing inwardly. ‘Her name is Ivy.’




  ‘G. . . g. . . grows on you,’ he says, and although, like so many others, he said it the first time he heard Ivy’s name, it makes me laugh because it’s evidence that the

  old El is still – at least partially – with us.




  ‘Wh. . . wh. . . wh. . .’




  ‘Who? What? When? W—’




  ‘When! When d’I get to meet her?’




  Good question.




  After my last girlfriend, Kate, walked out on me, I did what any recently humiliated idiot would do. I slept with the receptionist at work. Pippa had an endearing but amusing habit of lisping

  ‘Bounthy bounthy’ whenever she went on top. Which was quite often. Which . . . I told El. I know, I know – but he’s my oldest friend and I couldn’t resist.

  Well, the indiscretion has come back to punish me, because her name has lodged where so little else will – firmly in El’s head. Unless my next girlfriend is a trampolinist called Pippa,

  it would probably be a mistake to introduce her to him.




  El looks at me: Well?




  ‘Soon,’ I say.




  El narrows his eyes. ‘Sh. . . she d. . . d. . . d. . .’




  ‘Can you spell it?’ I ask, remembering what Phil told me about how to tease the words from El with various ‘cueing’ techniques. ‘Or spell how it sounds?’




  The tendons on El’s skinny neck stand taut with effort as he galvanizes himself for another attempt. ‘Duh. . . d. . . u. . .’




  ‘D-U?’




  El nods. ‘Mmm. . .’ He twists his neck far to the left, his lips working mutely as if trying to snatch the next letter from the air, ‘P . . . D . . .’




  ‘D-U-M-P-D?’




  El swings his hands together, connecting just enough to consider it a clap. ‘She d. . . dumped you. . . f. . . figured y’out. Ha ha ha.’




  ‘How’s that funny?’




  ‘S’pose it’s not really,’ he says, suddenly straight-faced. ‘Sad, tragic, pred. . . pred. . .’




  ‘Predictable?’




  El jabs a finger at me like a game-show host pointing out a winning contestant.




  ‘I hate to burst your miserable bubble,’ I say, ‘but Ivy has not dumped me.’




  ‘Ye. . . ye. . . y. . .’




  I know what the bastard’s driving at, but I’m damned if I’m going to make it any easier for him.




  ‘Fuck it,’ says El. ‘D’you think you cn carry me?’




  I doubt El ever achieved his teenage goal of reaching five-foot-six, and he was skinny before the Huntington’s began eroding him. He can’t weigh much more than one of my 10-year-old

  nieces.




  ‘I’m pretty sure I could throw you clean out of the window,’ I tell him.




  El contemplates this. ‘B. . . be quicker,’ he says.




  The house El shares with Phil ranges over five floors. The front door sits atop a short flight of tiled steps leading to the drive and the busy road that runs past the house. El wants ‘f.

  . . fresh air’, so I pick him up, carry him down three dozen steps and set him gently down on the threshold. It turns out he’s lighter than he looks, but the effort has my arms

  tingling.




  After some initial difficulty, El removes a packet of cigarettes and a lighter from his pocket. ‘L. . . light one f’me,’ he says.




  I do as I’m asked and pass the burning Marlboro to El. ‘You don’t smoke,’ I tell him.




  El holds up evidence to the contrary and blows smoke in my direction. The traffic here is relentless, so the face full of smoke amounts to little more than an insult in the cloud of pollution

  that surrounds us on this balmy August evening.




  ‘Well, you didn’t three weeks ago.’




  El inhales deeply, holds the full-tar smoke in his lungs, widens and then crosses his eyes. I wait for him to turn green, cough, splutter – like they do in the movies – but El merely

  opens his mouth and lets the smoke slowly escape his lungs. ‘W. . . wan’ one?’




  ‘No, thank you, filthy habit.’




  ‘Thass what Phil says,’ he grins. ‘But they do make y’look c. . . f. . . cool as f. . . fuck.’




  ‘That they do,’ I tell him.




  Pollution aside, it’s pleasant sitting on the steps and watching the folk and traffic move by at approximately the same pace. El is on his third fag when we see Phil shuffling back to the

  flat. He shakes his head when he sees us, then flicks me a small wave.




  ‘Boys,’ he says, mounting the steps. ‘Having a party?’ And he tuts as he collects El’s butts and folds them into a paper tissue.




  ‘Thank you, d. . . darling,’ says El.




  ‘You’re most unwelcome,’ says Phil, sitting between us and plucking the cigarette from El’s fingers. He takes a drag and passes the cigarette back to El. ‘Filthy

  fucking habit.’




  ‘All the b. . . b. . . bess ones are,’ says El, winking at me.




  ‘True enough,’ says Phil.




  ‘What’s brought all this’ – I waft cigarette smoke away from my face – ‘on, anyway?’




  Phil looks at the ground and shakes his head again.




  ‘Member that S. . . Smiths song?’ says El.




  ‘“Please, Please, Please, Let Me Get What I Want”?’ offers Phil with a sly smile.




  ‘“Bigmouth Strikes Again”?’ I try.




  ‘Pair of f. . . fuckig jokers. N. . . no. “What D. . . Di. . . Diff. . . fuckit!’




  ‘I know,’ says Phil, gently. He takes the Marlboro from El and takes a deep pull before passing it back. ‘“What Difference Does It Make?”.’




  And, God, do I wish I smoked. ‘So,’ I say. ‘How was the pub?’




  ‘Crowded, noisy and yet somehow still bereft of atmosphere,’ says Phil.




  ‘Sh. . . sh. . . shoulda gone t. . . to the p. . . b. . . p. . . puff pub.’




  ‘I did,’ says Phil.




  ‘S. . . s. . . s. . .’




  ‘Good God,’ says Phil. ‘It’s bad enough having the pip-squeak take the piss with every other breath. But waiting for him to spit it out like this . . . I swear to God,

  it’s like waiting for a bloody firing squad to pull the trigger.’




  ‘S. . . s. . .’ and the mischievous look in El’s eye would appear to confirm that whatever he is struggling (although you really never know with El) to say, it’s got a

  barb on it. ‘Suck any cock?’




  ‘I hate to disappoint you, dear heart, but the only thing to pass my lips was a rather thin Merlot.’




  El shrugs petulantly. Earlier this year he invested a considerable amount of breath and effort in trying to convince Phil to find a new boyfriend. As well as the physical symptoms,

  Huntington’s disease subtracts character and personality, it wears down logic and reason and social inhibition in its victims. Add to this that El has always revelled in the inappropriate,

  and the result can be sad, funny and deeply confusing. But there was more to El’s dispassionate matchmaking than his disease or his devilment. He understands that he is dying, and that before

  the end comes he will be diminished beyond recognition. The problem, as El sees it, is that he could last another ten years, by which time Phil will be well into his fifties – hence various

  nonsense like El ‘dumping’ Phil and enrolling him on dating websites ‘w. . . w. . . while he’s still y. . . young ’nough to find som’ne else.’ As romantic

  gestures go, it’s about the best I have ever witnessed.




  ‘F. . . Fisher got dumped,’ says El.




  Phil cocks an eyebrow.




  ‘No Fisher did not,’ I say.




  ‘Yet,’ says El, without even a hint of difficulty.




  





  Chapter 3




  I’m half asleep on Esther’s sofa when my mobile rings and snaps me rudely back to reality – well, to Columbo: Sex and the Married Detective,

  which is as near to life as I’m in the mood for this Thursday.




  I haven’t organized my friends into a strict hierarchy since I was in the second year of high school, but if I were inclined to it’s hard to imagine Esther anywhere outside of the

  top three. We’ve lived above and below each other for over five years, we exchange Christmas, birthday and Easter presents, and we share the same taste in daytime television, which,

  considering my job means a lot of free daytime, is no small consideration. My 63-year-old downstairs neighbour is not really one for going to the pub, drinking eight pints and chatting up the

  girls, but she always has a good selection of biscuits. Esther’s husband, Nino, retires in November, and soon after that they are exchanging the noises, smells and threats of Brixton for the

  serenity of the Italian countryside. I don’t imagine they will miss Brixton one bit. But I’ll miss them, Esther in particular, and I will miss her deeply. Without her I’d have

  gone crazy this past week.




  It’s been around ninety-six hours since I last saw Ivy. We’ve talked briefly and sent occasional texts establishing little more than we were either recently awake, or soon to be

  asleep. I tell Ivy I miss her, and she tells me ‘you too’, but it seems more like a courtesy than an actual fact. She was working Monday and Tuesday, but when I suggested we meet up on

  Wednesday, Ivy was ‘catching up with friends’. Today she has ‘things to do’. More important and appealing things than me, it seems. Esther has supplied hot drinks and

  sage-ish advice, from suggesting Ivy is married, to Ivy is on her period. Her latest theory (we’d been watching reruns of Spooks) is that Ivy works for MI6 (‘Well, sweetheart,

  someone has to’).




  I pull my still-ringing phone from my pocket. And somehow I knew it would be Ivy, just as surely as I know this is the call where she tells me it’s over. I mouth the word ‘Ivy’

  to Esther, even though I have yet to answer the phone so there is no good reason to whisper. Esther hits pause on the remote, and begins the process of extracting herself from the sofa. It’s

  a slow process and I’m worried Ivy will get bored and hang up, so I place the flat of my foot against Esther’s broad backside and push her to a full stand. ‘Thank you,

  love,’ she says. ‘And good luck.’




  I answer the call.




  ‘Hiya,’ I say with a drummed-up lightness that sounds as manufactured as the phone I’m speaking into. ‘Happy Thursday!’ I add, stupidly.




  ‘Hey,’ says Ivy.




  This is the first time she has initiated contact in the last four days, and to judge by the enthusiasm in her voice, it’s about the last thing she wanted to do today.




  ‘How’s things?’ I ask.




  ‘Oh . . . you know.’




  No, I don’t, I have no sodding clue whatsoever. Or maybe I do and I’m just too thick-headed to get the message. Ivy doesn’t clarify, so I dive into the silence.

  ‘Well, it’s rock ’n’ roll in Brixton,’ I chirp.




  ‘Rock ’n’ roll?’




  ‘Me and Esther,’ I say. ‘Columbo, Murder She Wrote,




  Quincy and a packet of custard creams.’




  ‘Right,’ says Ivy.




  ‘We must have drunk five pints of Earl Grey,’ I say, and the sound of my voice makes me want to bite my tongue out.




  ‘What you doing tomorrow?’




  ‘Nothing, nothing at all.’




  ‘Want to do breakfast?’ says Ivy.




  And my heart swells, it blooms, it does a cheeky little jig. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Yes, definitely, you bet. Your place or mine? Ha, that sounds a bit . . . mind you, I can be there

  in under an hour if I leave now. I could pick up some saus—’




  ‘No,’ says Ivy. ‘I mean breakfast, I mean tomorrow.’




  ‘Right . . . yes, of course.’




  ‘We . . . we need to talk,’ she says, and inside my chest someone snips the strings that keep my heart suspended behind my ribs. Cut loose, the organ drops and rolls into a place

  just behind my belly button where it lies heavy like a stone.




  ‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘I know.’




  We arrange to meet at a café in Wimbledon at ten thirty tomorrow morning. I feel sick.




  Esther invites me to stay for supper, but I’d be lousy company and I have zero appetite. Instead I drift about my flat, moving from room to room, periodically finding

  myself staring from a window, looking through the television, regarding my reflection and various other acts of pathetic melancholia. For the last five minutes I’ve been sitting on the foot

  of my bed, staring at a framed James Bond poster (For Your Eyes Only). Despite my protestations that it was a Christmas present from Esther, Ivy gave me a pretty good ribbing about it. At

  the time I took it as a lighthearted, ‘aren’t you just adorable’ teasing. But maybe she simply found it sad. Unless, of course, Ivy really does work for the Intelligence Service,

  in which case she almost certainly found it highly amusing. The thing is, someone does have to work for MI6, and being a make-up artist is perfect – perfect – cover: you work

  irregular hours so no one questions your erratic schedule; you frequently need to work abroad; you have close access to the rich and famous; you can easily collect hair for DNA sampling. Added to

  that, Ivy is super keen on yoga, which probably comes in handy for negotiating those laser beam things that are used to protect Fabergé eggs, big diamonds and microfilm. And let’s not

  forget her scars – Ivy says she fell through a coffee table, but who knows the real story?




  But even if Ivy is a spy, it still doesn’t mean I’m not getting dumped, does it, Commander Bond?




  Oh, you’re dumped, all right, says 007. Your licence is well and truly revoked.




  Whatever happens tomorrow at breakfast, at least we’ll reach a conclusion and I can be done with this pitiful moping.




  I sleep badly.




  It takes for ever to drop off, and when I do, I dream that various Bond villains – Scaramanga, Odd Job, Blofeld, Jaws – are pursuing me through the maze from The Shining.

  That shrill harridan with the knife in her shoe, she closes to within lethal kicking distance and I wake up, heart banging. I go for a pee, drink approximately the same volume of water that

  I’ve just expelled, then return to bed, toss and turn for twenty minutes, then find myself once again in the dream maze trying to escape the inevitable.




  At six forty-four I give up, get out of bed and inspect my face in the bathroom mirror. The sun is already up and it is not pulling its punches. Purple shadows have pooled beneath my eyes, the

  left of which has developed an intermittent twitch. About six weeks ago I had a misunderstanding with a barber who ended up clippering my hair down to the wood; it is now just long enough to stick

  up at five different angles, which is, of course, exactly what it’s doing this morning. Added to all of this I seem to have grown a new forehead wrinkle. I look like shit.




  I spend a long time in the shower; I floss, brush my teeth, exfoliate, shave, moisturize, clip my finger- and toenails, and trim the hairs from my nostrils.




  It’s still only seven thirty-two and I am drooped with fatigue. The phrase ‘polished turd’ comes to mind as I catch my distorted reflection on the side of the kettle.

  I’ve never had a problem with instant coffee, it delivers on all it promises, but after spending only two nights here, Ivy marched down to the local department store to buy a cafetiere and a

  bag of ‘proper coffee’. By eight fifteen, I’ve drunk an entire pot of the stuff and it’s done nothing but supercharge the butterflies in my belly. I try on sixteen

  combinations of what is essentially the same outfit and end up wearing the first shirt and the first pair of jeans I chose. I wear my best socks and boxer shorts because, hey, I’m an

  optimist. Also, after three weeks of more sex than I could wish for, I have now had six days of nothing, and if there is even an outside chance of getting lucky, I don’t want to compromise

  that possibility with a pair of baggy underpants.




  As the pigeon flies, Ivy lives about five miles west-south-west. By tube, however, the journey takes around twenty-five minutes and three different trains, travelling first north, then west,

  then south. And as William Fisher flies, you can add on another fifteen minutes for over-shooting your stop at Earl’s Court and then having to double back because you were so engrossed in

  cleaning your fingernails with a corner of your tube ticket. A ticket that is now so creased and bent out of shape that it gets jammed in the turnstile at Wimbledon and I have to plead with the

  surly fucking guard to let me through. It’s all very metaphoric.




  I’m still forty-five minutes early, so I grab an espresso at the coffee shop outside the station, which kills all of three and a half minutes. The café where I’m meeting Ivy

  is in Wimbledon Village, a brisk ten-minute walk from the station up a steep hill. And over the course of those ten minutes, it’s as if you have left the city and strolled into an exclusive

  enclave deep in the stockbroker belt. The average house price in ‘The Village’ must be somewhere in the seven-figure bracket, plus there is a collection of

  ostentatious-bordering-on-obscene mansions that must – in addition to their gyms, swimming pools, studies, libraries, cellars, triple garages, conservatories and endless en suite bathrooms

  – have an additional nought on the end of the price tag. Aside from the residential properties, there are a handful of expensive clothes shops, a couple of art galleries, a stable, a

  smattering of jewellers and chichi knick-knack mongers, a few delis, and a disproportionate number of expensive restaurants and coffee shops. It may be only five miles from Brixton, but it’s

  in a different universe.




  It’s been a miserable summer, raining more often than not, and the pavements are wet and puddled with last night’s downpour. It’s cloudy but hot today, humid as hell and

  pregnant with the threat of thunder. When I mount the summit of Wimbledon Hill Road, I’m hot, bedraggled and sweat-soaked. And one thing is clear, if I am going to reclaim Ivy’s heart

  I’m not going to do it in this shirt with spreading sweat stains at the armpits.




  I veer into a designer clothes shop that is so achingly cool even the mannequins appear to sneer at me. The guy – I’m pretty sure he’s a guy – behind the counter raises

  his head from an iPad. There is an almost imperceptible nod, a muttered syllable that could be ‘hey’, a hint of a smile. It’s possible he’s being friendly, but it’s

  hard to be sure. I need to get out of here fast; it’s as clear as the sweat at my armpits that I don’t belong and the fact is aggravating my already jangling nerves.




  ‘Shirt,’ I say, then I pull at the fabric of my own as if the concept of a shirt is one that might require clarification.




  The guy rotates his head in the direction of a rail hung with said items.




  I select the least gaudy shirt from the rail and ask the shop assistant for permission to try it on. The changing ‘room’ has the same dimensions and as much light as the inside of a

  wardrobe, so I am forced back into the glare of the shop proper to look at myself in a mirror. The shirt is pinker than I’d like, and – I see now for the first time – is shot

  through with fine silvery threads that catch the light as I stand squinting at my reflection. I can imagine this shirt looking good on someone else, someone in a band maybe, or presenting an arts

  show on BBC2, or maybe on someone standing behind the counter of an achingly cool clothes shop. But – despite standing in front of a perfectly good mirror – I can’t quite see it

  on me.




  ‘Looks nice,’ says the shop assistant. He purses his lips appraisingly, nods. ‘Suits ya.’




  I look at my watch and I’m meeting Ivy in fifteen minutes.




  ‘Great,’ I say. ‘I’ll take it.’




  In the confines of the changing cupboard, I remove the new shirt and use my old one to mop the sweat from my face, back and armpits. Before redressing I remove the price tag from my new

  acquisition, but the figure is written in dark ink on dark card and is impossible to discern. I present myself at the counter and pass the price tag to the sales assistant without looking at it

  – not because I’m not interested, but because it doesn’t feel like the done thing in this part of town.
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