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    Five black-suited bouncers, fidgety with testosterone, had come out of the club and were smoking and chatting at the exit. Like Abbie, they were waiting for the clubbers to leave. An illegal taxi, loitering in the badly lit part of the street a few metres away, attracted their attention and sped off at the sauntering approach of a couple of the men. A game of cat and mouse – the cabby would be back for the easy fares later. With barely a shifting of their heads, they clocked Abbie standing on the other side of the street and paused. She pulled down her hood and shook her hair free to show that she was just a woman and not worth bothering with. The men walked back to their posts.




    She slid her cold fingers into the inside pocket of her jacket and fingered the pile of flyers there; this was her last call for the night and the most important. Hope and nerves stretched the waiting time. She paced about to keep warm but didn’t take her eyes off the exit. She was waiting for that movement, that tremor that passed between the bouncers; a tightening of the shoulders as they pushed their chests forward, a clichéd tug at the cuffs of suit sleeves that told her it was time.




    She was across the road by the time the doors had been secured open. First there was a trickle of those trying to beat the rush; soon she was immersed in the rapidly growing, slow-moving crowd. She worked her way from one person to the next, touching warm, bare arms, damp shirt backs, holding out a flyer, saying excuse me . . . could you please . . . sorry but . . . have you seen this man? . . . have you seen this man? . . . have you seen this man?




    She knew by now how to play it once she made eye-contact. Those high, those drunk, those whose night had dealt them a knock, the happy ones, the ones in love. She offered them whatever they wanted to see: desperation, hope, resignation, a little flirting if that’s what it took to get a moment of their attention.




    She recognized, too, the ones who were a waste of time, the ones who would always blank her, the others who were so wrapped up in themselves, their ears and brains buzzing that there was no point even trying.




    ‘No.’




    ‘Sorry, love.’




    ‘Go away.’




    ‘Piss off.’




    She’d heard it all before.




    ‘What kind of man you lookin’ for, darlin’?’ A short man wriggled his crotch at her. Egged on by the whoops which went up from his mates, he came closer. Abbie held the flyer out at arm’s length to keep him from getting too close.




    ‘Will I do ya?’




    ‘He’s my husband. He’s missing,’ she told him. She met his eyes and saw they were hard. There was real threat behind his swagger. Perhaps he’d been given the brush-off tonight by some girl. She stepped back but he caught her wrist. ‘You haven’t answered my question.’




    His mates had quietened now and were beginning to shuffle away into the shadows. Abbie glanced around. Most of the crowd had dispersed and the bouncers had disappeared.




    She tried to twist away but he gripped her wrist even tighter; she could feel his fingers pressing into the bone. He tugged her towards him so that their bodies were almost touching and thrust his face closer. ‘I’m still fucking waiting.’




    She let her body go limp. She called up the thought of Nick out here, somewhere; on his own, not knowing what to do, who he was, trying to make sense of it all and the tears came readily to her eyes.




    The man dropped her arm as if he’d found himself holding the limb of a corpse. He spat on the ground before giving Abbie one last, blistering look. ‘Oh, piss off, you sad cunt.’




    Abbie ran to catch up with the tail end of the clubbers and followed a group into the late-night café. She went to the Ladies where a couple of girls were comforting their friend who was crouched in the corner by one of the sinks. No one paid Abbie any attention when she pushed her way into a free cubicle. She sank onto the toilet and sat there for a few minutes, shaking. The flyer was still in her hand. She had crumpled it in her agitation and a deep crease struck across Nick’s face, straight through his eyes. She rested the flyer on her knees and attempted to flatten it out with the heel of her palm before putting it in the inside pocket of her jacket.




    When Abbie returned to the dining area, the windows of the café had misted up from the combined body heat of the clubbers. As she queued, her shaking began to subside.




    She felt a nudge from the girl behind her. ‘It’s you,’ she said to Abbie, who turned back to meet the angry eyes of a member of staff. ‘Next!’ they growled at her. ‘Next!’




    ‘Tea. A large tea,’ she said, deliberately omitting the ‘please’.




    There was a very small table with a single chair squashed between a glass-fronted drinks fridge and another – occupied – table for four. Before she sat down, she scanned the room for Nick and then for the horrible man from outside the club, but saw neither.




    She unzipped her jacket, her fingers automatically sliding inside to locate the flyers. She selected one which wasn’t creased to place in front of her. She put her elbows on the table, held her mug of tea close to her face and steam condensed on her cheeks. Her eyes felt as naked and rubbery as hard-boiled eggs.




    Over two hundred thousand people go missing in the UK every year. People liked to quote this fact to her every now and then. Some because they wanted to show her they were up to date on current issues; others – like the police – offered it as a kind of explanation, as if to say: we’ve got our work cut out, so don’t get your hopes up. The well-meaning ones offered it so she wouldn’t feel so alone.




    Abbie knew there were a lot of people, like her, living this waking nightmare but whenever she heard that statistic all she could think was how tiny it seemed. There were over sixty million people in the UK, so searching for two hundred thousand among them was virtually impossible and looking for one of those missing thousands in London was like looking for a needle in a haystack.




    When she next raised her eyes, the café had emptied out and the windows were clearing to reveal a drizzly dawn. Only misfits with nowhere to go remained. The night was over. She had done all she could; all that remained was for her to make her way home.




    She walked quickly. With her purpose over, she always felt more vulnerable. The rain had dampened her hair before she thought of pulling up her hood. When she did, the warmth and anonymity inside it instantly made her feel better. The shadows were dissipating, the light from the street lamps was fading as night time retreated. The streets were quiet but Abbie had never known them in this part of the city to be empty. She felt compelled to check out every person that she passed or who approached, even those who couldn’t possibly be Nick. Just in case, she told herself. Just in case.




    It was cold as she came out by the Thames. The wind cut across the open bank straight through her clothes. She wished she was back in her flat. She wished for tiny wings to sprout at her ankles and propel her home. At Westminster Bridge, her wish came true in the form of the last night-bus. Inside and warm again, she looked out at the city. Grey light obscured the buildings in the distance and mist hovered like steam over the river.




    The lamp through the curtains in her front window glowed in greeting but she kept her hope crouched low inside her belly as she unlocked the door, and felt it slink away as she entered the inert atmosphere of an empty home.




    She went to check and collect the note she had propped up on the mantelpiece in the study next to Nick’s framed photograph.




    ‘Good morning, my love,’ Abbie said, touching his face.




    In the kitchen, the cooker clock radiated a green underwater tinge to the half-light. It was 4.19. She pulled out the note tucked under the kettle but left Nick’s bottle of vodka and glass where it was. In the living room, everything seemed as neat and tidy as it had been when she went out over six hours ago but she couldn’t help scanning the plump cushions for any dents and dips which might have been made by a relaxing body; a body glad to be home at last. She snatched up the final note from next to the telephone and screwed up all three and left them on the table. She took off her jacket, removed the flyers from the pocket and threw them next to the discarded notes.




    Tiredness assaulted her.




    In the bedroom, she sank, fully clothed, onto the bed. She slowly pulled up the duvet to her shoulders, as if it were filled with leaden fibre, before falling into sleep.




    

       

    




    There was a picture in Owen’s head of how it would be when he finally left the house. This picture had evolved over several months, usually at night – most nights – when he was struggling to get to sleep. He used it as a mental barrier, a shield against the physical proximity of Fliss lying next to him, otherwise another sickening round of questioning threatened to start up: was he doing the right thing? Had they made the right decision?




    The picture marked the dividing line between the Before and the After and it always started at the point when he closed the front door; cutting himself off from the inside, leaving him to pause for a moment as the suffocating sensation lifted from his chest. Even as he lay in the bedroom, on his back with his eyes closed, he could feel his lungs inflating as if he was drawing in that first deep breath of fresh air before taking the first step towards the car.




    A bag – actually his sports bag – was slung over his left shoulder. He held his car keys in his right hand. In the bag were a few clothes, toiletries, his iPod and a single book. He always skipped over the details of the clothes, preferring to linger instead over the choice of book. This was the only item in the image which he allowed to change – sometimes it was a hardback by Stephen Hawking or a new John Grisham. Once, it had been a biography of Bono with whom he felt an affinity ever since someone had remarked how alike they looked back in the eighties when he was a student and U2 were just starting out. More recently he had settled on What am I Doing Here? by Bruce Chatwin. He’d recently spotted it on ‘his shelf’ in the bookcase and remembered enjoying it years ago. It seemed like it might be one of those books which were good to reread at certain stages in your life.




    The sound of the diesel car starting up three doors down distracted him and he instinctively looked towards the window. He was relieved to see the first signs of morning beginning to show. Fliss shifted in the bed and although he wondered briefly if she was awake too, he knew it barely made any difference if she was. They had reached that point where they had nothing left to say. Nothing but practicalities, anyway.




    Tomorrow morning – this morning, in less than four hours, he realized – Fliss was taking the kids to stay overnight at her mother’s so that he could concentrate on the final packing. By the time she returned on Sunday he would have gone.




    Owen returned his attention once more to the bag. Whenever they were going away on a family trip, he’d find, when it was time to leave, that Fliss had added other things to his suitcase. It would be packed fit to burst with extras like her hairdryer perhaps, or a sweatshirt for Izzy, or a spare pair of trainers for Tom. It was important, therefore, that in his picture there remained plenty of space in his sports bag so that as he approached the car, he could grab hold of the bag and feel the fabric loose in his hand like the scruff of a dog’s neck. He would throw it easily onto the car passenger seat where it would land with a soft thud. This was the only way – he wasn’t sure why – that it was possible for Owen to envisage his future self with a lighter step and a clearer shape.




    He clung to this picture even in the face of the growing evidence – the literally growing pile which had begun accumulating in the spare room over the last few weeks – that a single, half-empty bag was not going to be all that he took away from the house. He clung to this picture at night, even when, only a few hours earlier, he had been online buying the numerous items with which he needed to stock his flat: a TV, a laptop for the kids, a games console, not to mention all the kitchen equipment and towels and bed linen.




    He felt it finally slip from his fingers later that morning as Fliss removed a couple of sheets of A4 paper from the kitchen drawer and handed them to him. He stared at the long list she’d written. He felt tension crawling up his back as he sensed her watching him.




    ‘They’re your things; or, you know, your share of things I thought you should have. I’ve tried to be fair.’




    Upstairs Tom was thumping around in a last-minute packing frenzy. Owen, out of earshot of Fliss, had advised him to take plenty to do. Owen’s mother-in-law’s house was as uptightly pristine as the woman herself and there were very few concessions given to the presence of kids. Izzy had been ready to leave for ages. She was in the living room watching TV; elbows on knees, her face pushed forward as if she were in the process of being sucked inside the screen. She had been oblivious to Owen when he walked past just five minutes ago.




    ‘All the Queen CDs?’ he read out to Fliss. ‘Are you sure about that?’




    Fliss couldn’t stand Freddie Mercury and his joke made her smile, which had been the aim of it.




    ‘I think I can live without them.’




    He also noticed, with some amusement – but he refrained from remarking on it – that she had tried to palm off on him Uncle Peter’s badly made wooden model of the Mary Rose. He couldn’t remember ever having expressed a liking for it and, since it was her uncle, he saw no reason to feel guilty about ‘accidentally’ leaving it behind.




    ‘Is it OK?’ she wanted to know. He rolled the sheets into a tube and stuck them in the back pocket of his jeans. ‘Yes, great. Thanks. Very useful.’




    ‘I knew you wouldn’t get round to doing it.’




    ‘No, I didn’t,’ he admitted but didn’t let on that it had never crossed his mind to make such a list.




    He watched Fliss clearing away the breakfast things; stacking the bowls into the dishwasher, returning the butter and milk and marmalade to the fridge, spritzing the table with something smelling strongly of lemon and bleach.




    ‘Don’t, please,’ Fliss said. She stopped what she was doing and folded her arms across her front. It was one of Fliss’s unfinished sentences which she excelled in and which never failed to infuriate him. This time, though, he got her meaning perfectly. For as long as he could remember, even before they began to have problems, she hated anyone watching her, particularly Owen.




    He left the kitchen, deciding it was best to keep out of the way until he was called but Fliss had followed him out.




    ‘Right,’ she called. ‘It’s time we were off.’




    He accompanied them to the front door. He saw a look of panic pass over Fliss’s face; he felt Izzy’s hand grip his for a second. Some half-arsed lyrics about ‘words unspoken’ kept spinning across his mind as the unsaid goodbyes blared out in the silence. He tried to settle his expression into something resembling a reassuring calm while the urge to pull them all close and never let go surged through him. Somehow he was able to watch them walk away; even Izzy with her pale, tearful face. The one who seemed least affected was Tom. Without Owen noticing, his son was already standing at the car, impatiently pulling at the door handle until Fliss bleeped off the central locking.




    Owen couldn’t bear to wave them off but he remained in the hall, his back leaning against the door until he was sure the car had gone. He walked slowly into the living room and over to the window and stared at the drive where Fliss’s car had been.




    

       

    




    According to the cooker clock it was 10.37. Abbie’s bottom lip and tongue throbbed from the shock of hot coffee. She was dressed but she didn’t remember doing it; she didn’t remember putting Nick’s vodka back into the freezer, she didn’t remember making coffee either. The moments between waking and now were obscured by a fogged head and a milky film across her eyes. She blinked rapidly to try to clear her sight. She tipped the coffee down the sink and retraced her steps to the bedroom.




    She had to switch on the lamp because the room received very little natural light. Its single window looked out onto the brick wall of the neighbouring house with only a narrow, deeply shaded alley separating them, making the bedroom the ideal place to display and keep Abbie’s collection of costumes without fear of them getting sun damaged. Nick had screwed a wooden bar two-thirds up on two of the walls for Abbie to hang them from. He often said it was as if they were sharing the room with a dozen other people because, like now, as Abbie walked around the room, the dresses would sway gently on their hangers, the skirt hems would flutter as you passed them.




    The muslin drapes were still hanging around the bed so Abbie set about looping each into a loose knot before fastening it to a bedpost. The unmade bed was a twist of white sheet and red duvet cover – like an old-fashioned candy stick – which she tidied hastily.




    She remembered now coming back in the early hours, lying straight down without getting undressed, and was comforted with the recognition of what her disconnected actions and murmur of anxiety signified: just a bad day. She sat on the bed and picked up Nick’s framed photograph from the bedside table. Her heart caught as it always did whenever she looked into his ice-blue eyes.




    ‘Good morning, my love,’ she said.




    She headed to the living room where she opened the curtains and switched off the lamp she kept on overnight.




    Hanging on the clothes rail was the delicate Victorian ballgown she’d started to repair yesterday. Rather than attend to it now, she turned to the shelving. She took down twenty pairs of scarlet trousers which needed black stripes down the sides to emulate soldiers’ uniforms. She had decided to use Velcro so that the stripes could be removed at a later date.




    On a bad day it was better to concentrate on the simpler work, the most mundane alterations and repairs that she joked to herself she could do with her eyes closed: replacing buttons and lost sequins, sewing up seams, reattaching braid and trim that had come loose. She had learnt the hard way. One time she’d sliced the sleeve of a rare Elizabethan coat, another she drove a needle in so far behind her nail that she had dripped several beads of blood onto the pale blue silk of Madam Butterfly’s dress. Luckily, these were rare mistakes, and ones that still remained undiscovered – the blood eased off with salt and brown paper; the cut – tiny and on the rear of the garment, painstakingly darned with a near-perfect match of embroidery thread she’d hunted down in Selfridges on Oxford Street.




    She laid the trousers out on the table before remembering the bag of ladies’ white gloves. She left the trousers and took the bag into the study along with her sewing box which she placed on the piano-stool beside her armchair. She checked for an ample supply of white thread before sitting down.




    The air-tight bag opened with a swelling sigh, releasing a scent of powder and perfume. She tipped the contents into her lap. Women’s hands were so much larger these days and the actresses were for ever popping the frail seams at the finger tips. A lot of theatre companies used cheaper replica gloves instead. Abbie had made several pairs of them herself but there was something special about the narrow cut and softness of age with the real ones that you couldn’t copy.




    She took a moment to focus her mind. Her eyes rested on Nick’s armchair opposite her. She liked the way the morning sun was spilling onto it, setting it ablaze, keeping it warm. She took three deep breaths. Concentrate, she told herself. Concentrate.




    We’re allowed out to play – me and Becca – but only once we’ve done the washing-up. I wash as quickly as I can, placing the glasses and plates directly into the tea towel Becca holds out ready. She places everything on the work-surface behind her to put back in the cupboards at the end while I’m rinsing the bowl clean and wiping out the sink.




    Afterwards, we stand in the living room doorway waiting for Mum to speak; half-afraid she’ll find something else to delay our release into the warm, summer evening.




    – Don’t go too far, she warns.




    We take our usual places sitting on the garden wall, facing the street. I bounce the heels of my trainers against the brick over and over again. Becca chews gum, blowing bubbles which burst with a crack.




    The boys are playing football. I can’t work out who’s in which team but Becca keeps cheering Si who she started going out with a couple of weeks ago. I try shouting, – Come on, Jon! because I told Becca I fancied him but the words sound fake and feeble and I snap my mouth shut in embarrassment. The only reason I told Becca I liked Jon was so that we could talk about boys and because, sometimes, I think I might; that is until the next time I see him.




    One minute there’s nobody on the other side of the street, the next there’s this boy, standing there, watching.




    He has long, black hair, baggy, black trousers, and a white shirt half hanging out.




    – Who’s that? Becca asks and I shrug because I can’t speak. I’m holding my breath.




    For the first time in my life, I wish that I didn’t have Becca next to me. Her prettiness, her liveliness, the way she draws everyone to her only emphasizes my skinny plainness. I fold my arms over my flat chest, I peer through my hair which hangs limply in front of my face, I press my fingers to my mouth to hide my teeth.




    – Hey, Nick, Si shouts and the game of football stops.




    Someone picks up the ball and everyone makes their way over to me and Becca.




    – This is Nick, right, Si says and we all mutter hello.




    Everyone seems on edge. Only Si keeps up the conversation. He tells us that he met Nick at a party his parents threw, while Nick gets out cigarettes, lights up and offers the packet to everybody in turn. Nobody dares take one. We all live round here and we’d soon be in trouble. You might think that the houses with their blank windows are empty, but secrets pass between them without you knowing and bad news gets home quicker than you can run.




    I’m the last one Nick turns to. I’d love to take a cigarette. Not because I want to smoke but to prolong the connection, to maybe even touch his hand when he cups it over his lighter as I lean in towards him. Nick’s eyes are amazing; blue like crystal, sharp enough to pierce your skin and leave a shard in your heart.




    A car pulls up and everyone turns to watch as Mr Duncan gets out. I take my chance to look at Nick who is watching everyone watching Mr Duncan. My eyes are brown; as dark as a cave. They drag Nick’s image in, down deep inside me.




    Becca nudges me. The boys want to move onto somewhere else. She wants to know if we’re going to go, too.




    Si asks Nick the question I’m dying to ask.




    – Are you coming?




    – Sure, he says. – Why not?




    And it isn’t until weeks later that I realize I was and am, besides Si, the only one who is really happy about him tagging along. Nick isn’t like the rest of the group. They put up with him because of Si’s influence. Nick’s always going to the cinema; he quotes lines from the films and acts out scenes from the plays he sees at the theatre, too. This, I discover, is considered by the rest of the group to be damning behaviour. No one else we know ever goes to the theatre unless they are made to with the school.




    I defend him to Becca. – He’s not weird. He wants to be an actor.




    And then I’m forced to admit that I fancy Nick, while Becca looks at me as if I’m crazy.




    

       

    




    Owen wasn’t used to being on his own. Yesterday he’d been too busy and last night so knackered that he hadn’t really noticed but this morning, the instant he woke up, the silence, even the temperature of the house, didn’t feel right. He couldn’t think of the last time he’d been in this position. There had been odd occasions when he was at home and Fliss and the kids were out of the house but these were usually brief periods of time – a short punctuation in his day – before he was due to be elsewhere to pick one of them up or before someone returned, bringing news and noise and demands.




    The kitchen was considerably colder than they usually kept it as if the frost coating the lawn had taken swift advantage and settled inside, too. He remembered that he’d turned the heating thermostat right down when the house had become uncomfortably hot after several hours of humping boxes around. He decided to leave it on quite low for the time being; he’d soon warm up again once Steve arrived with the van. He ate some breakfast cereal and put the coffee machine on then wandered into the dining room where everything was stacked up in readiness.




    At some point late in the evening, before he realized he hadn’t eaten any dinner – when his blood sugar level must have been at an all time low – he’d thrown Fliss’s list on the floor in a temper fit. Picking it up now, he saw that less than half of the items had been crossed off and that he had absolutely no interest in taking any of the rest with him. He would tell Fliss that he didn’t have the room so she didn’t make a fuss but, apart from his CDs, some books, his personal paperwork, laptop and iPod, he didn’t actually feel that much else belonged to him, anyway. It was Fliss who had pored over interior design magazines and who had chosen the majority of what they owned and he honestly felt that she deserved to keep them.




    He took a last, slow wander through the house to see if there was anything he’d missed, shutting the children’s bedroom doors as he passed without looking inside.




    Strangely, for the amount of boxes he had filled, the house didn’t appear much emptier. This was rather a relief because the last thing he wanted was Izzy and Tom coming home to a place which looked like it had been burgled. Minimum disruption to the kids, that’s what he and Fliss had agreed and, although he knew that kind of sentiment was freely thrown about when couples were getting divorced, he was determined to honour it in the best way he could.




    The smell of coffee reached him so he took the phone handset into the kitchen and tried Steve’s mobile a couple of times as he poured himself a mug. Steve’s phone went straight to the answer service, which wasn’t a good sign. He hoped he wasn’t going to be late. He backed his car out of the drive to make way for the van and started carrying boxes out. Ten minutes later, he heard a van engine approaching. Steve bumped up the drive, arm slung casually out of the open window. He shouted a loud greeting down to Owen above the blare of Virgin Radio.




    ‘This your lot?’ he asked, jumping out. He indicated the five boxes Owen had brought outside.




    ‘Not even half of it.’




    ‘Mind if I have a coffee before we get started? I’ve got the hangover from hell and you look terrible, mate, too, if you don’t mind me mentioning it.’




    ‘Better make it quick. Fliss is going to be back at lunchtime and there’s no way I want to be here and go through all that again.’




    ‘Bit heavy was it?’




    Steve, he knew, would be quick to get the wrong impression – he always did – where Fliss was concerned. A lot of people only saw the surface she offered; that almost dismissive confidence that put people’s backs up. He had been fooled by it, too, all those years ago. Super-cool, she had seemed back then to him; others used to call her intimidating, aloof. Stuck-up, even. To discover the anxious, self-doubting side of her had intrigued Owen. Today, he felt compelled to do right by Fliss and at least attempt to keep the record straight.




    ‘No, it wasn’t like that; Fliss is being brilliant. It’s me. It’s just so final. It freaked me out a bit.’




    ‘But it’s what you want, right? You’re not having second thoughts, are you?’ Steve stopped in front of him.




    ‘Nothing like that. It’s the kids. That’s the worst thing.’ Owen was only slightly shorter than his friend and yet Steve seemed to tower over him. Owen looked down at his feet – perhaps it was the camber of the drive; water sometimes lay after a steady downpour in the area where he was standing.




    ‘You’ll still see them, though. You and Fliss have sussed that all out.’




    ‘I know. But it’s not the same.’ Steve didn’t have kids, so he couldn’t know what it was like.




    Part of Owen wanted to tell him how bad he felt – as if he was doing something so terrible that he should be punished for the rest of his life – and part of him knew that no amount of explaining would make Steve understand. This was the part that won. He stepped forward and Steve turned aside to let Owen go first into the house.




    Owen heated the cold coffee from the jug in the microwave and handed Steve a mug.




    Steve sat down. He dumped in two sugars and then a third after a brief hesitation. ‘Need the energy,’ he said, a little guiltily.




    Owen poured himself half a cup and joined him at the table.




    ‘Fliss rang Julie last night.’




    This took Owen by surprise. ‘Was she OK? Did Jules say?’




    ‘She went off to the bedroom to talk to her so I don’t know. They’re so secretive, women, aren’t they?’




    ‘So she didn’t say anything at all to you?’




    ‘Just that she couldn’t believe that you were actually leaving.’




    ‘Who couldn’t? Julie or Fliss?’ He felt panic rising.




    ‘Jules,’ Steve hesitated. ‘I think.’




    ‘It can’t be Fliss, she wouldn’t have said that. She wants this as much as I do.’




    ‘Really? I always thought it was more you than her.’




    ‘Why do you think that? Does Julie think that, too? Is that what Fliss is saying?’




    ‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist. It’s just the impression I had. You know better than anyone, mate. It’s your divorce.’




    ‘Yes.’ At least he had thought he knew but what if he’d got it all wrong? Fliss had said that she was unhappy but what if she had just agreed because she knew he wanted to go? What if everyone else knew this and he was the only one who didn’t?




    Next door were all those boxes, outside on the drive was a van. Opposite him, Steve had his nose in his coffee, red eyed, hair all over the place, a whiff of last night’s alcohol coming off his skin.




    No, Owen told himself, of course he was right. He’d seen it in Fliss, a mirror of his own bravery when they had both acknowledged that neither of them wanted to be together. They had cried together and comforted each other but the understanding had remained; it was the end. It had been ending for a long time.




    He felt his head clear. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s get on with it and get the fuck out of here.’




    

       

    




    Noises in the flat above broke into Abbie’s thoughts. Over the last twelve years since she and Nick first came to live here, she had lost count of the people who had lived above them. It seemed to be one of those transitory places where people paused for a short moment in their lives before moving on.




    She had missed the sounds of the last tenants since they left a few weeks ago. There was something comforting about people’s footsteps on the stairs, the washing machine rumbling, the sudden bursts of whatever music her neighbours favoured at the time. As long as they kept themselves to themselves.




    In the past some neighbours had attempted to strike up friendships. Belinda, the South African woman, had been the worst for that, knocking on Abbie’s door virtually every evening after she moved in, intent on making a drinking partner of Abbie. And she certainly didn’t want to repeat an encounter like the one she had with the large-bellied, hairy bloke who demanded a mutual agreement for the use of her backyard for sunbathing and barbecues. She explained to him that there was no way of getting into the garden except through her flat.




    ‘I don’t mind that,’ he’d said, staring intensely.




    ‘No. Absolutely not,’ she’d told him. Never in her life would she have allowed that man access to her home and let his clumsy brutishness stomp all over her home.




    ‘Bitch,’ he called her before she shut the door in his face.




    Abbie placed her hands in her lap. She took three deep breaths. With each breath the man’s angry face faded. She felt her shoulders relaxing.




    – So, do you think about kissing Nick? Do you want to snog him? Becca asks and I know I do more than anything in the world.




    I’m lying sideways on the settee. Becca is sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of me. Our parents are out somewhere so we’ve taken over the living room. The floor is covered with magazines; scrunched up and discarded crisp packets, Becca’s manicure set, two empty glasses, the biscuit tin. The TV is on but the sound is off because we’re playing CDs, which would infuriate Dad if he was here. I watch the characters on the TV mouth their words, mismatching the vocals from the song. Briefly – for a split second only – they coincide.




    For the first time ever Becca is hungry for details from me. I turn on my back and fold my arms across my stomach hugging this fragile sense of power close.




    – I think about him all the time, I tell Becca.




    I can’t stop thinking about him; I gobble up everything he says and does, the way he walks, the clothes he wears and hoard them for later. I love the way he brushes his hair away from his face when he’s about to speak, revealing those amazing eyes. I have noticed that he doesn’t care what the others think, that he is laughing at them when they think they are laughing at him. I want to know him as well as he knows himself.




    Becca’s long silence is alarming.




    – But don’t say anything to anyone. Promise. No one. Not even Si. I don’t want Nick to know.




    Becca picks at the flaking varnish on her toenails. She is so pretty with her hair tied up, her blue top on. She seems to get everything right, so easily.




    – Why not? If you fancy him that bad, maybe Si could sort it out.




    I panic because I know you can’t do that with Nick; I don’t know how I know but I do. He has to make the first move otherwise he’ll be scared off, he has to choose me. There are times when I feel his eyes following me but if I look round, I never catch him.




    I see it panning out before me: Becca will tell Si, who’ll tell one of the other lads who’ll tell the others and it will finally reach Nick as a joke, something to be ashamed of instead of something good.




    – Please don’t, Becca, please.




    They were knocking on her door. Her new neighbours. She got up, moved quietly down the hall.




    Abbie peered through the spyglass at the two men who stood the other side of the door. They both looked to be in their thirties; one had his head shaven and sweat decorated his temples, the other had a spiked-up fringe which was sagging a little with damp. The bald one was holding a cardboard box.




    ‘Nobody home,’ Spiky said.




    ‘Probably at work,’ the bald one added, pushing his face closer. He had a meaty nose and a wide mouth. She shrank back from his proximity then leant forward again. Their voices were clear, echoing in the hall.




    ‘Can’t we just get on, then?’




    ‘Oh, yes. I was only trying to be polite,’ Spiky said. ‘You know, introduce myself.’




    Abbie studied her new neighbour and found him to be ordinary. Average height, not too fat, not too thin. Jeans and T-shirt. There were thousands like him.




    ‘I wonder who lives there.’




    ‘It’s a single woman, the agent told me.’




    It was a shock to hear herself being described in that way. She knew she shouldn’t care but she was angry at the estate agent. She hadn’t liked him on sight; he was a cocky young man who had tried to peer past her into the flat all the time he was talking as if he wanted to winkle her out of her home like a crab from its shell. People like that never got their facts right, they were too busy looking out for the next chance to line their pockets to listen properly.




    She pressed her eye to the spyglass again.




    ‘Read: batty old spinster,’ the bald one said as he put down the box and pushed it across the floor with his foot. He nudged it in place against the outer door to prop it open.




    Abbie returned to the study. She picked up the glove where she’d left it and stood for a moment facing Nick’s chair. The sun had moved off, leaving it cold. She would have given anything to have opened the door wide and been able to say I’m sure my husband will help you when he gets home. Yes! She imagined herself responding lightly to their looks of surprise. I’m a married woman. I’ve been married for eleven years.




    She sat down and the soft weight of the glove settled in her hand before she turned it inside out, threaded her needle and began to sew.




    – It’s perfect! Nick stands in the study. – This is where I’ll read scripts and learn my lines.




    – We’ll take it then, I say, even though the rent is higher than the maximum we’d agreed on. It’s the only flat that Nick has liked. My mind races to calculate how we’ll afford it. Sod it; we’ll manage. Somehow. The suburbs are stifling Nick. His job, cold-calling insurance, is killing him. We’ve been putting all our money aside so that we can move out and be together. I work in Woolworths on a Saturday and Thursday evening and babysit whenever I can. No one knows what we’re planning. Not even Becca. Once we’re settled in London, our real life will start. Nick will quit his job and take on part-time work until he gets his first acting job. I’ll have finished school and will work in a shop until I start my fashion design course. We have it all planned out.




    I hug Nick and imagine myself in here, drawing my designs. The tailor’s dummy that my parents bought me will stand draped in the beautiful clothes I’m going to create. I’ll need a table for the sewing machine. We’ll spend more on this room than on any other in the flat. The first thing we’ll buy even before a bed to put a mattress on are armchairs. In the evenings, we’ll spend hours here together. I tell Nick how I see it. I tell him how cosy we’ll be.




    We move in. We don’t have much. A few things begged, borrowed and – though I don’t ask – judging by the newness of the TV, dinner set and fridge – some of them are possibly knocked off.




    The flat looks shabbier and grimier than it had when we came to see it the first time. The wallpaper is peeling off, there are stains on the carpets and the bedroom is the darkest, dingiest room I’ve ever been in. I search Nick’s face for disappointment but he is elated. He goes straight to the living room and starts ringing everyone we know.




    – We’re having a party. You’ve got to come, he says time and time again, a smile in his voice which comes from his heart. – It won’t be the same without you.




    I walk around the flat, trying every light, peering into boxes, opening and closing windows and cupboards. I check out every room then return to Nick who is sitting on the floor in the living room. I crouch beside him, close, just to feel him there. He puts the phone down and wraps his arm around my neck pulling my face towards him to plant a swift kiss on my lips.




    – We’ve done it, he says. – We’ve finally done it.




    I know from his voice that he, too, can hardly believe it. Since we signed the papers, paid our deposit and revealed our plans we have been bombarded with scepticism and hostility from everyone we know. Even my schoolmates think I’m crazy. For the last few weeks I have felt an outsider at home. It is as if, in some way, I have betrayed my family. My parents and even Becca throw objections and comments at me like handfuls of gravel. They think I’m being ridiculous, that I should be focusing on my future, on taking a place at university; that I underestimate what it takes to support yourself in the ‘real world’; that I’m too young and stupid to know my own mind. That this is something Nick has forced me into.




    I stand up and wander from room to room feeling my new home settling around me. I wouldn’t care if I never stepped outside the front door again.




    Becca is the first to arrive for the party. She brings me flowers and a moving-in card. It says Home Sweet Home on the front and shows a house enclosed in a big, cerise, heart-shaped bubble. Inside, with her special silver pen in her careful calligraphy, she’s written: ‘Good Luck in your New Home and Life together. Love your big sis.’ I have to put the flowers in a bucket found in the cupboard under the sink because I don’t own a vase.




    I feel nervous showing her round. I am ready to rush to the flat’s defence and deny its faults but Becca doesn’t say anything except that she can’t believe I have my own home. Soon others arrive, filling it up with noise and music and I lose track of Becca. Later, each time I go looking for her, she’s getting friendlier and friendlier with someone I don’t know, so I don’t interrupt them.




    The next morning there are bodies crashed out all over the floor. Great party, they say as they gain consciousness. One by one, sickly skinned and red-eyed, they struggle to sit up.




    I feel rotten with a hangover and when I go into the kitchen to get some water, I find vomit in the bucket and Becca’s flowers lying trampled on the floor. I leave everything as it is, queasiness catching in my throat.




    A cache of three cans of beer, which someone had secreted behind the curtain in the living room, is passed round for hair of the dog. Everyone begins to talk about last night; funny moments, crazy stuff people did that I don’t remember any of. It’s almost as if I’d been to a different party. I sit quietly on my own. Across the room, Nick hugs his knees to his chest and pulls hard on a cigarette.




    The things I remember are: Becca leaving in a taxi with that bloke I’d never seen before; two of our best mates nearly having a fight and someone pretending that the police had arrived. But mostly I remember Nick finding me in the study where I thought there was a CD I wanted to play in one of the unpacked boxes.




    He caught me by the waist, kicked the door shut behind him, pushed a box against it to stop anyone following us. He cleared a space in the middle of the room then took the glass I was still holding from me, put it on the mantelpiece and pulled me to the floor. I was trembling like the first time we ever had sex. I had to hold tight onto him as if I was going to fall apart, my nails biting into his skin so hard the crescent shaped marks remained there for days afterwards.




    I feel a burning in the pit of my stomach and when I look at Nick, his eyes are fixed on me. I know he’s remembering that moment, too, and while I’m impatient for everyone to go, he is savouring the slow wait, like a hungry animal hidden in the woods, biding his time until we’ll be alone.




    

       

    




    Steve tapped his fingers on the cheap kitchen work-top and Owen couldn’t help comparing it with the marble ones at home that he’d paid an arm and a leg for. He reminded himself that he could no longer refer to the house as his home. Granted it was still his house but no, not his home. He paused to consider what that made him. Joint owner? Landlord? Absentee landlord? He was sure that there must be a legal term for it these days with one in three marriages ending in divorce but all he could think was that it made him a big fat failure. He caught the thought back before vocalizing anything to Steve. It hinted at misgivings which he didn’t want to give body to. Instead, he comforted himself by calculating the amount the new kitchen would increase the property value of the house by.




    Steve landed a sharp congratulatory punch on his arm which brought Owen back to his senses. He was glad to have kept quiet because Steve was almost garrulous with excitement.




    ‘You’ve got yourself a proper, nice bachelor pad, mate. You’ve done us proud.’




    ‘Us?’




    ‘Need I remind you that things aren’t great indoors for me either. I kind of, you know, need a bolt-hole, sometimes.’ Steve grimaced as he always did when he talked about his home life. His troubles with his wife, Julie, and his descriptive detail of numerous affairs and one-night stands had been a constant theme since Owen had first become friendly with him at work over ten years ago. Owen used to think that it was inevitable the couple would split up but now he was more convinced, like Fliss, that they thrived on the weekly dramas, those and the making up. These days, Owen wasn’t even sure that Steve had indulged in any extramarital activities at all; he had begun to take most of his friend’s tales with a very large pinch of salt.




    They wandered back into the living room and Steve continued his praise of all the things that Owen was trying hard not to look at: the shitty-brown three-piece suite, the mismatched curtains and garish carpet.




    Steve folded his arms and nodded with approval. ‘I can see us watching the footie in peace with a few drinks, some takeaways. Excellent.’




    Owen didn’t feel so happy about the brief but precise image he had of the living room with pizza delivery cartons and empty cans of lager scattered around. It seemed his life was in the process of doing a U-turn. At thirty-five he’d returned to living like a student.




    He tried to shake off the looming self-pity by telling himself that it could be worse. Much worse. All the other flats for rent in this area and his price range that he’d been to see were claustrophobic boxes to which some moron had laughingly attached the word ‘executive’ just to be able to charge the earth in rent.




    If he’d been ten years younger, if he’d really been the bachelor that Steve kept calling him, and if the reality was going to be anything like the kind of thing he allowed his mind to indulge in every now and then, then those places were ideal. Cool, impressive, the sort of place to bring women back to, a place perhaps where you can work out what you want from life. But Owen was already knee-deep in his life and there were no children allowed and even if they were, where would you put them? Under the executive bleached-beech bed?




    He glanced around with a more benevolent eye. The house might be a bit run-down and rather old-fashioned but at least there was space in the flat. He walked over to the window. There was quite a good view of the bridge from the front and, he been surprised to see, some big leafy trees at the back screening the railway line. On the map, he’d worked out that it was only a short walk to the station which would take him directly into central London, saving him nearly an hour each way on his daily commute. He quickly skated over what he was going to do with this additional free time. He had all sorts of ideas.




    Steve was still nosing about so Owen followed him into the main bedroom. This, like the living room, was at the front of the house looking on to the street but instead of the sash window it had a small, double-glazed window. Owen tapped a wall, deducing from its hollow sound that the bedroom, together with the bathroom next door, had probably been the other half of the living room before it was divided up.




    ‘You’re going to have this big one, right?’




    ‘Saves the kids squabbling over it.’




    He knew as soon as he said the word ‘kids’ that this was at the bottom of his disquiet. The flat was eerily devoid of any of their possessions. It would be much better when the kids came over; it would feel more like home.




    As there were a few hours left before the van had to be returned to the hire firm, Steve hinted that the cost of his day’s labour could be paid for by a large Chinese takeaway.




    ‘Give us a chance to check out your new manor,’ Steve said and Owen felt excitement spark in his belly, like the anticipation of the first night on holiday in a foreign country.




    Outside, Owen looked up and down the road.




    ‘Which way?’ Steve asked.




    Owen didn’t have a clue. ‘Left?’




    Left took them up to the junction of another busier road where Owen took note of signs to the train station. They decided that another left turn seemed the most promising for shops but it quickly led them to a rather bleak area. On the opposite side of the road was a compound of dirty concrete flats and next to them was a row of Victorian houses with a very neglected appearance. On their side of the road, they passed a school which was surrounded by a three-metre-high chain-link fence. Shortly after this, at an intersection in the road, they came across a small area of unkempt, knobbly grass. It wasn’t more than four metres long and two metres wide; there were no flowerbeds or trees but a big metal sign read ‘Protect Your Green Spaces’.




    By now, Owen was beginning to feel disheartened and daunted. He knew that SW8 was still a little run-down but he hadn’t expected to feel intimidated. There were very few people around and those that were seemed to eye him and Steve warily. He had dismissed Fliss’s concerns about the children living in London. They always loved coming here on family days out, he had reminded her, and he’d maintained that it would do the kids good to gain a little more street-wise experience than their suburban life offered. His reasoning now seemed questionable and rather risky.




    He was about to suggest to Steve that they turn back and return to the flat when round the next bend in the road, they came across exactly what they were looking for. The shops were a mixture of smart and shabby. They passed an Italian delicatessen, a newsagent, travel agent, a second-hand furniture shop, an estate agent, an electrical store, a bistro with occupied tables under a tall metal patio heater, and separated by an antiques shop they discovered a Chinese and an Indian restaurant.




    ‘This will do,’ Steve said after glancing briefly at the menu in the window of the Chinese restaurant. There were only a couple of people waiting so even though they each ordered several dishes they were back out within fifteen minutes.




    They decided to take a different route home which Steve was convinced would be more direct but they lost their bearings quickly. Before they had to retrace their steps, Steve flagged down a couple of community policemen on mopeds and explained that they were lost. It turned out that they were heading in the right direction after all.




    ‘Continue down this street, past the park on your left and then take a right at the traffic lights by the Mandeville pub.’




    ‘Is it far?’ Steve asked.




    ‘You’ll be home before your food’s cold, don’t you worry,’ the policeman joked.




    ‘I hope that sad piece of grass we saw earlier, isn’t what goes for a park round here,’ Steve said once the mopeds were far enough away to speak. He caught Owen’s eye and suddenly they were both laughing so uncontrollably they had to stop walking for a moment.




    A short distance on, the park came into view. Floodlights towered above a row of tall, knobbly trees. Through the foliage growing up the fencing, Owen could just make out what looked like a large area of grass.




    ‘There are basketball hoops over there,’ Steve said, pointing. ‘And tennis courts.’




    Two male couples were heading towards the entrance with rackets. A woman jogged on the spot at the traffic lights ready to cross over to the park. Owen felt comforted by the proximity of tennis players and joggers near to his new home.




    ‘I might take up running myself,’ he said and Steve laughed rather too loudly Owen felt.




    Back in the flat, they tuned in the new TV while they waited for the Chinese to warm up in the oven. They watched the BBC news and then flicked between the terrestrial channels before concluding it was better to turn it off. Steve shook his head. ‘You’re going to have to sort out Sky rapidly, mate. Jesus.’




    They put all the containers of the Chinese food on the big table in the living room and sat either side of it. They helped themselves and ate without speaking. Owen was starving; he felt like he hadn’t eaten for days.




    ‘What about this bird downstairs?’ Steve’s eyes lit up. ‘I mean what if she turns out to be OK, you know, a student, or a, I don’t know, a nurse. Or even better, a student nurse. You could be in luck there.’




    The last thing Owen wanted to think about was ‘birds’. He found himself turning away from Steve and his lascivious expression which was made more alarming by the red sauce smeared around his mouth. Owen fetched a loo roll from the bathroom and placed it on the table within reach of them both.
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