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	NOT REALLY A
HORROR WRITER

	
	AN INTRODUCTION BY

	STEPHEN JONES

	
	
	
	What can I say about Robert Shearman that hasn’t been said before?

	Well, quite a lot, really.

	For starters, Remember Why You Fear Me is his first honest-to-god horror collection, which is odd because, as Rob will readily tell you, he doesn’t write horror fiction. Or even genre fiction for that matter.

	Yet I first met Robert Shearman lurking at the top of an escalator at the World Fantasy Convention in Calgary, Alberta, in 2008. He was looking confused (which I later discovered is an almost perpetual expression for him). But not as confused as I was.

	I pride myself as an editor for keeping up with what is happening in the genre. Yet here was this fellow Brit, who I had never heard of before, who was not only up for a World Fantasy Award for his first collection of stories, Tiny Deaths (which, again, I had never heard of, let alone seen), but who had been additionally nominated for one of the stories in that collection, “Damned if You Don’t.”

	That’s a hell of an introduction for anyone to the genre.

	It turned out that Rob was better known as a playwright and radio dramatist, working alongside such luminaries as Alan Ayckbourn and Martin Jarvis.

	However, perhaps his biggest claim to fame was that he scripted a 2005 episode of Doctor Who, which is remembered by everybody as the one in which they brought back the Daleks.

	As it turned out, Rob won the World Fantasy Award for Best Collection in Calgary, which was no mean achievement for a fledgling author. However, his publisher didn’t see it that way. They were under the impression that they were publishing a book of “literary” stories, which is why they had never bothered to send it out to the usual genre reviewers. They were horrified when he returned home and proudly announced that he was the recipient of a big-arse bust of H.P. Lovecraft!

	But trust me, as I discovered a few weeks later when he sent me a copy, Tiny Deaths contained some terrific horror stories. These included the aforementioned “Damned if You Don’t” (one of the most disturbing, funny and surreal pieces of fiction I have ever read), “Mortal Coil” and “So Proud” and “Favourite.”

	Two years later Rob had found a more sympathetic publisher and put together a second collection, Love Songs for the Shy and Cynical. Once again, the stories were an audacious mix of themes and styles, but he still managed to include the British Fantasy Award-nominated novella “Roadkill” (another personal favourite of mine), along with the popular “George Clooney’s Moustache” (also shortlisted for the same award) and “Pang.” As it was, the collection itself picked up the British Fantasy Award for that year, as well as winning the Shirley Jackson Award.

	Whether he liked it or not, by now Rob was definitely considered a genre writer. 

	With his third collection, Everyone’s Just So So Special, published in 2011, he pushed the boundaries of his fiction even further. The book featured “Cold Snap” along with two stories I had the honour of commissioning.

	When I was putting together my anthology The Dead That Walk: Zombie Stories, I invited Rob to contribute something.

	“But Steve,” he whined over lunch, “you know I’m not a horror writer. I can’t do that stuff without being funny. And I’ve never written a zombie story in my life.”

	I ordered us a couple more bottles of wine and told him to go away and think about it. 

	A few weeks later he delivered “Granny’s Grinning,” one of the most terrifyingly twisted stories I have ever published. Yes, the word “zombie” is in there, but Rob’s particularly skewered tale went way beyond what anyone would expect to find in a book of stories about the reanimated dead. To my mind, it’s a modern classic of the genre.

	So when it came time to do a follow-up anthology, Visitants: Stories of Fallen Angels and Heavenly Hosts, I approached Rob again.

	“But Steve,” he complained in the pub, “you know I can’t do horror stories. I’m no good at writing to a specific theme. And I’ve never written an angel story before.”

	I bought us several more pints and told him to go away and think about it again.

	Sometime later he submitted “Featherweight,” a particularly nasty story involving cannibal cherubs. Once again, it was like nothing else in the book.

	Because neither of these volumes was published in the UK, I reprinted both of these stories in consecutive editions of The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror.

	More recently, we were having dinner and I mentioned to Rob that I was working on two new anthologies—Haunts: Reliquaries of the Dead and A Book of Horrors—and how pleased I would be if he could submit a story to both. 

	“Oh, Steve,” he sighed, “as I keep telling you, I’m not really a horror writer. All my stuff turns out to be weird or humorous. Not the kind of thing anyone would want to see in a horror anthology.”

	I asked the waitress to bring him the pudding menu and patiently explained that that was what made his stories stand out from so much other genre material. I also suggested that he might want to go away and think about it some more.

	He did. The result was “Good Grief” and the British Fantasy Award-nominated “Alice Through the Plastic Sheet,” two of the most blackly comic horror stories it has ever been my pleasure to publish. 

	All the above, plus a number of original and uncollected tales, are contained in the book you are now holding. (There are also a few more if you happen to be reading the e-book version.)

	Besides the collections, Rob has also published an omnibus of his stage plays, Caustic Comedies, and he’s been working on a novel for nearly as long as I’ve known him. Or so he claims.

	Over the past few years we have become good friends—attending the same conventions, meeting up for riotous lunches and dinners, or simply working together on various publishing projects. So here are some little-known facts about Rob that I would like to share with you:

	Rob was born in the West Sussex town of Crawley in 1970. He tells Americans that it is near Gatwick Airport, just to make it sound more interesting. Rob looks older than his age. I hesitate to say “wiser.”

	Rob loves eating. When you meet him, he has either just consumed a meal or is on his way to have one. Sometimes both at the same time. And he is certain to regale you with a story about how he is about to go on a diet the following week, or is already on one and has lost several pounds. He really does believe this, and nobody has the heart to tell him differently.

	Rob loves drinking. Sometimes, when we go out for one of our “lunches”—which have been known to last until dinnertime—and we have consumed our body-weight in bottles of wine, Rob will still have a few whiskies on the way home as a “night-cap.” I really don’t know how he does it, especially when I have barely managed to crawl back to my own residence.

	Rob loves travelling. He’ll go anywhere. He’s been known to travel to the ends of the Earth (well, Australia) for a free convention membership. He has also been fêted around the globe by various cultural organizations with too much public money at their disposal. And, if all else fails, he’ll take a cruise to teach Russian literature to little old ladies. I’m not even going to go there.

	But Rob does love the ladies. No, really. Who knew? The guy is a babe-magnet. I remember that after blearily leaving a British Fantasy Awards Banquet in Nottingham, Reggie Oliver and I were amazed to observe Rob semi-lounging on a sofa, surrounded by half-a-dozen attractive women draped over the furniture or literally sitting at his feet. Personally, I put this attraction down to the fact that women think he is funny and “safe.” It also helps that he looks like a big, cuddly teddy bear.

	Rob loves reading his fiction aloud. I hate most authors reading their own stories, but he is apparently very good at it. At one of his book launches a few years ago, Sarah Pinborough and I were admonished by his publisher for talking too loudly—outside the venue! I can only presume from this that Rob must read very quietly indeed.

	Rob loves writing. But not in his office. Or even his home. He prefers to work on his hand-written first drafts in museums and art galleries—and of course, cafés. I don’t know if this makes his work any better, but at least it gets him out of the house.

	Despite a reputation that continues to grow, Rob probably still doesn’t consider himself to be a horror writer. But that’s okay, because by now everyone else does and he has the awards to prove it. The creepy, disturbing and, yes, often hilarious stories in Remember Why You Fear Me will only add to his well-deserved esteem, and I am delighted to have been the catalyst for at least a few of them.

	However, there’s still one thing that I simply do not understand—just how does he get to hang out with all those attractive women at conventions . . . ? 

	—Stephen Jones

	London, England

	May 2012

	
	
	

	MORTAL
COIL



	On first impression, it looked like an apology. But the more you reread it—and it was reread a lot that day, it was pored over and analysed, governments around the world made statements about it, dismissing it first as a hoax, then taking it more seriously as the afternoon wore on, until by evening you could have sworn they had been in on the whole thing from the start, television programmes were rescheduled to make way for phone-in discussion shows and cobbled-together news reports that had very little actual news to report. . . . The more you reread it, you couldn’t help but feel there was a note of disappointment to it. It was almost patronizing. 

	This is what the message said.

	
	“You’ve got it all wrong. And we’re sorry, because it’s our mistake. If we’d made things clearer to you right from the start, none of this would have happened.

	“We gave you a knowledge of death. We thought it would make you rise above the other animals, give you a greater perspective on how to live your lives fruitfully, in peace and in happiness. But it’s all gone horribly wrong, hasn’t it?

	“You obsess about death. Right from childhood, it seems to exercise your imagination in an entirely unhealthy way. You count all the calories on every single tin in the supermarket, you go to the gym twice a week, just so you feel you can ward it off that bit longer. You pump botox into your cheeks and stick plastic sacks into your breasts so you can kid yourselves you look younger, that death isn’t on the cards yet. And then, when death finally does happen to someone you know, you go to long boring funerals and sit on hard benches in sullen silence, dressed in smart clothes that make you itch, with only flat wine and sausage rolls to look forward to. And the growing certainty that soon it’ll be your turn, the sausage rolls will be eaten for you.

	“You’re frightened and you’re miserable. We can’t blame you. Looking down at you, it makes us pretty miserable too!

	“Houseflies and worms and llamas have the right idea. They understand that death is just part of the system. As much as birth and procreation. A thing to avoid when it isn’t necessary, and to accept when it is. And so houseflies and worms and llamas have a better grip on what’s expected of them, to be as good houseflies, worms and llamas as they can be, and not let all that death baggage get in the way.

	“As we say, sorry. We made the mistake of giving you a little knowledge, when either none or more would have been more sensible. There was some hope we didn’t need to spell it all out for you, but don’t you worry, that’s our fault, not yours. And so we’re going to put an end to it.

	“We did consider that taking away the knowledge of death would be the best thing. But there was a general feeling that it’d be a shame to go backwards—and that we’ve enough houseflies and worms and llamas as it is. They’re coming out our ears! So, starting tomorrow, expect things to be different. It’ll be a new chapter. For you and for us!

	“And in the mean time, please accept our apologies for any distress we may have caused you.”

	
	You see, that patronizing disappointment was hard to ignore. Especially after multiple readings of the message. Some very well-known intellectuals appeared on the phone-in discussion programmes that evening to complain that they’d been so obviously talked down to. “After all,” grumbled one, “what do they expect? If they’re going to turn the secrets of life and death into a crossword puzzle, they can hardly object when we all sit around trying to solve it.”

	The first message had naturally taken everyone by surprise. In every country around the world, on every television set, on every radio and in every newspaper, the words appeared. All in the language of the country in question, of course. Many people studied the different translations, just to see whether they could glean any hidden meanings, but all they could conclude was that (a) German words can be irritatingly long and never use one syllable when six will do, and that (b) French is very romantic. So no one was any the wiser.

	The next morning everyone was glued to their television screens. Even the sceptics, who stubbornly insisted the whole thing was some elaborate conjuring act, waited with bated breath to see what trickery was lined up next. And in countries where casual murder had become a part of everyone’s daily lives, the perpetrators surprised themselves by holding back for once, and tuning in to see whether the killings they executed so nonchalantly had any deeper meaning. In Britain, the BBC didn’t even bother to prepare their scheduled programmes. And so, when a second message resolutely failed to appear and explain life and death and matters besides, the BBC were caught on the hop and forced to transmit a series of Norman Wisdom films. Worldwide, the excitement gave way to disappointment, then to anger. It’s quite certain there would have been riots in the streets, causing more bloodshed and more death, had Something Not Happened.

	So it’s just as well Something Did.

	Of course, it took some people a while to realize anything had. They were so intent upon the TV screen that they ignored the sound of the letterbox, of the daily post falling onto the mat. Had they stopped to consider that all the postmen were at home, the same as them, they might have shown more interest.

	The envelopes were light brown, soft to the touch, and seemed almost to be made of vellum, like medieval manuscripts. There were no stamps on them—and the names weren’t handwritten, but typed. And there was one for each member of the household, however young or old. Inside, each recipient found a card, stamped with his or her full name. And underneath that, as plain and unapologetic as you like, was a short account of when and how the recipient was going to die. Some poor unfortunates, either elderly or obese, found the news so startling that they died right there on the spot—and the card in their dead hands had predicted that exactly. Sometimes the explanation would be moderately chatty, and full of information. Arthur James Cripps learned that he was to die in fourteen years and six days, by “drowning, after being knocked over a bridge by a Nissan Micra; frankly, if the water hadn’t finished you off, you’d have died minutes later from the ruptured kidneys caused by the collision in question.” A lot of people learned that they were just going to die of ‘cancer.’ No fripperies, no more detail, no context—the word ‘cancer’ on the card saying it all, as if the typist had got so bored at hammering out the word so often that he could barely wait to move on to more interesting deaths elsewhere.

	The Norman Wisdom films were interrupted, and news updates directed people to their letterboxes. The anticipation was terrible—worse than checking your exam results, or your credit card statement after a particularly expensive holiday. Parents with large families had to be put through the torture again and again, forced to confront what would happen not only to them but to their offspring. And if, inevitably, some were appalled by the bad news—a twelve year old child to die of meningitis, a three year old girl whose ultimate fate was to be abducted after school some seven years later, raped and strangled and her body never recovered—most went to bed that night somewhat reassured. At least they knew now. They might only have one month—one year—fifty years—but at least they knew. In fact, sales of cigarettes tripled over night, as smokers and non-smokers alike realized that all the agonizing over the health risks was now redundant. If it wasn’t going to kill you, why not take it up? And if it was, well—it’s a fait accompli, isn’t it? Might as well enjoy it whilst your lungs last.

	Just about the only person who wasn’t reassured was Henry Peter Clifford.

	Harry would never have thought he was an especially special person. Even in his moments of hubris or overweening arrogance—which, for him, were few and far between—he’d have been hard pushed to have described himself as anything better than distinctly average. He naturally assumed, on that fateful morning, that his envelope simply hadn’t arrived yet. This was nothing new to Harry—his birthday cards were always late, he only received postcards after everybody else had had theirs. His wife Mary read her fate with shaking hands, and all he could think was that he’d probably have to wait until tomorrow to go through the same thing. But the next day there was still no envelope for him, nor the day after. The world had subtly changed, but for Harry it all looked pretty much the same.

	The Government had quickly set up a number of help centres to deal with the crisis, and so, on the fourth day that Harry still hadn’t found out when he was due to die, he caught the bus down to the citizens’ advice bureau. The streets were that much more dangerous now; cars sped along roads knowing full well they weren’t about to be involved in some tragic accident, and pedestrians ran the traffic with similar impunity. The bus driver catapulted his eight ton vehicle of red metal down the hill with the certain knowledge that his number wasn’t up, and as Harry gripped the seat to prevent himself from being flung bodily down the aisle, he only wished he could be as sure.

	There was a surprisingly long queue at the help centre, which cheered Harry somewhat—in spite of the long wait he’d have to put up with, it reassured him to think others were having complications too. But it turned out these people in line were just wanting grief counselling for deaths that hadn’t even happened yet. Indeed, the rather bland blonde behind the desk suggested that Harry was the only person who hadn’t received a death envelope.

	“Well, what can I do about it?” asked Harry lamely, and she shrugged as if the oversight was in some way his fault. “Is there anybody I can write to?” The woman told him that since no one knew where the envelopes had come from there wasn’t much she could do. “But if you don’t know anything about this whole thing, why have you set up a help centre?” The woman shrugged again, and called the next person in the queue forward.

	“Maybe you just lost it somewhere?” said his secretary brightly. “It fell behind the sofa cushions or something. I’m always doing that.” The secretary had been saying everything brightly after finding out that her death, in sixty-seven years’ time, would be a painless little thing, her heart giving out in the throes of sexual congress with a South American toyboy. “I should check under the cushions again,” she said, not a little unhelpfully.

	The trouble was that everyone seemed to share his secretary’s scepticism, and expressed it much less complacently. They were perplexed at first by Harry’s outrageous claims he’d had no envelope, that he had been left out of a global miracle that had changed them all—as if he were the one man still claiming that the world was flat when everybody else had accepted it was a bloody sphere now, thank you very much. Then they’d get angry with the idea that he was trying to get attention. “Why wouldn’t you get an envelope? What makes you so special?” Typically, Harry hadn’t thought of it in this way at all; on the contrary, he had wondered why the universe had deemed him so insignificant that he was the only one to be ignored. He vaguely mused whether he preferred the idea of being singled out because he was the most important person in the world, or because he was the least important. And decided he wasn’t fond of either much, frankly.

	“I’m afraid I’m going to have to let you go,” said his boss. “You know, it’s not my decision. But I have bosses, and they have bosses, and, you know . . .” He gave a smile. “You know how it is.”

	There had been some controversy about just how much employers had the right to know about their employees’ life expectancy. Companies would argue that it was surely relevant whether or not they could expect their staff to go on providing good service, or whether they had to accommodate for the fact they might be dropping dead left, right and centre. At job interviews prospective employees lost out to candidates who could demonstrate they had longevity on their side, and those already in work found their bosses would rather ditch them quickly before they were subject to expensive health plans. The Government said something non-committal about the data protection act and employee confidentiality, but also that any organisation had the right to expect full productivity from its staff. None of which helped anybody very much. When Harry was first asked to show his death envelope at work, his inability to do so was taken to mean he had something terrible and contagious and doubtlessly fatal to hide.

	His boss gave him another one of those smiles. “Really, you’re lucky,” he said. “Getting out of work is the best thing that can happen to you. Enjoy yourself. Enjoy the rest of your life. I wish I could,” he said with apparent regret, “but it seems this old ticker of mine has another forty-seven years to go. Bloody thing!” He held out his hand to wish Harry goodbye, and in spite of himself, Harry shook it.

	And later that night his wife told him she was leaving.

	“I can get another job,” said Harry. “Nothing fancy, I know. But there’s lots of casual labour, they don’t care whether you snuff it or not. We can make it work, Mary.”

	“No, we can’t,” said Mary. And she told him how when she’d held that death envelope in her hand, scared to open it and find out how long she’d got, she’d made herself a vow. If I’ve only got a couple of years, she thought, if that’s all I’ve got. Then I’m out of here. I’m not going to waste anymore of my life. Because we only go around once, and I’m letting it slip by, I should be climbing mountains and exploring deserts and scuba diving and sleeping with people who’d do it with the lights on. That’ll be the present to myself. If I’ve got two years or less, I’m leaving, Harry.

	“But,” Harry pointed out gently, “you haven’t got two years. You’ve got thirty-eight. The cancer doesn’t get you for thirty-eight.”

	“I know,” said Mary. “And I was so disappointed. And then it dawned on me. If I’m that disappointed, that I’d rather be dead than living with you, then I shouldn’t be living with you. Goodbye, Harry.”

	He couldn’t argue with that.

	Mary wasn’t a cruel woman. She recognized that Harry wouldn’t easily be able to earn money, whilst in her robust and not-yet-carcinogenic state the world was her oyster. She left him the house and a lot of the money. She also left him the cat, which Harry thought rather a shame as he’d never much liked it—he’d simply never got round to telling Mary that. And Mary said she wanted to start the rest of her life as soon as possible, and was gone by morning.

	And, of course, a lot of people out there were following Mary’s example. Those who realized that the end was in sight decided that this was their last chance to see the world. Thousands of elderly English people flew to America, and thousands of elderly Americans flew to England—until, at the end of the day, roughly the same number of the diseased and the dying were roaming the streets in both countries, just sporting different accents. With typical brilliance, Disney decided to exploit this new trend in end-of-life tourism. They used a motto—“Make the Last of Your Life be the Time of Your Life,” which had a certain catchiness. If you could show proof you had three months or less, you were entitled to discounts to all the theme parks, and V.I.P. treatment once you were through the turnstiles. There was a special queue for the nearly dead, and a soberly dressed man-size Mickey Mouse or Goofy would respectfully show them to their rides. As it turns out the venture was so wildly successful that the Nearly Dead queue was often longer than the regular one, but that didn’t matter—the ticket holders still felt they were being given special treatment. And attendance went up all the more when the elderly, who had always sworn that being spun through the air on a rollercoaster would be the death of them, now had concrete evidence that, in fact, it wouldn’t.

	Harry wouldn’t have much wanted to visit Disneyland, but if his time were soon to be up, he’d certainly have wanted to have gone somewhere. But he couldn’t afford a holiday. Unemployment benefits hadn’t exactly been abolished, but it was hard to justify why you should be given a free hand-out when your death envelope demonstrated you had another fifty years of health in front of you and weren’t just about to die in penury. And any attempt Harry made to get some money was thwarted by the absence of that envelope. So when, one morning, it came through the letterbox, Harry was delighted.

	At first he couldn’t believe it was really there. He’d given up hoping it’d ever turn up. But there was no mistaking it—that off-brown colour that you just didn’t find anywhere else, the softness to the touch.

	He opened it hastily. He didn’t care when he died, or how he died. Just so long as he had proof he did, in fact, eventually die. 

	“HENRY PETER CLIFFORD,” said the stamp.

	And then, typed:

	“Awaiting Further Information.”

	Harry stared at it. Unable to believe his eyes. He turned over the card, hoping for something else. Something telling him it was a joke, not to worry, he was due to be impaled on a wooden stake that afternoon, anything. But instead, in ballpoint pen, someone had written, “Sorry for the Inconveniance.”

	As the day went by, as he did what he normally did—had breakfast, fed the cat, watched afternoon TV—Harry wondered whether the scrawled apology might even be God’s very own handwriting. Still, probably not. He’d probably use one of his underlings, some saint or angel or vicar or someone. He’d always imagined the handwriting of a Divine Being would be a bit more ornate. And that he’d be able to spell “inconvenience.”

	
	The next morning he thought there might be another envelope, a follow-up to the last. There wasn’t. But there was a knock at the door.

	At first Harry saw the envelope rather than the man who was holding it. “I think you should read this,” he said, and he held it out to Harry nervously.

	Eagerly Harry read the name on the top, was immediately disappointed. “Jeffrey Allan White. That isn’t me.”

	“No, it’s me,” said Jeffrey Allan White.

	“I don’t understand,” said Harry. He held out the card for Mr White to take back. “This isn’t me,” he repeated uselessly.

	“Please,” said Jeffrey. “Read the rest of it.”

	And Harry did. Then he read it again. He stared at Jeffrey for a few moments, and saw a man in his late fifties, a bit unkempt, shorter than average, plump, and just as scared as he was.

	“Can I come in?” said Jeffrey. Harry nodded, and got out of his way.

	Harry didn’t know what to do with his strange visitor. He led him into the kitchen, wordlessly indicated he should sit down. Jeffrey smiled a thanks awkwardly. The cat was excited that someone new was in the house, and jumped up on to Jeffrey’s lap. “Sorry,” said Harry. “Do you like cats . . . ?”

	“I’m a bit allergic,” replied Jeffrey. “But it doesn’t really matter anymore.”

	“Can I get you a drink?”

	“I’m fine, thanks.”

	“A coffee or a tea . . . ?”

	“A coffee then, thanks.”

	“All I’ve got is decaf . . .”

	“Decaf is fine.”

	“Milk?”

	“Yes. Thanks.” And there was silence from them both as Harry busied himself with the kettle. It wasn’t until the water was nearly boiled that Harry thought he should say something.

	“But I don’t even know you.”

	“No, I know.”

	“But I don’t. So why . . . ?”

	Jeffrey smiled, but it was a nervous smile that had no answer. “Thanks,” he said as he took the coffee. “Thanks, this is fine,” he said again.

	“Why did you come here?” asked Harry. “I mean, I’d have run away.”

	“But really. Where would I go?”

	Harry shrugged. “Well. Anywhere.”

	“I almost didn’t come,” said Jeffrey quietly. “When I first found out how I was going to die . . . I almost laughed, it was so specific. My wife, she’s one of the cancer ones, how can she avoid that? But if you know you’re going to die at the hands of Henry Clifford at 23 Sycamore Gardens on 16th September, it seems such an easy thing to prevent. If you’d asked me last week,” he said, as he took a gulp of his still too hot coffee, “I’d have said this was the last place in the world I’d have visited.”

	Harry waited patiently for Jeffrey to go on. Jeffrey couldn’t meet his eyes, looked at the floor.

	“But if it isn’t true . . . if I could prevent it . . . then it’s all meaningless, isn’t it? Isn’t it? I’m not sure I could go on like that. I’m not sure I could cope with tomorrow, when I’m not supposed to see tomorrow in the first place. What would it all be for? My son,” he added. “My son and I never much got on, we hadn’t spoken in years. Once he found out I was going to die, he got back in touch. We’ve been going to the pub. Chatting. Like friends. Not as family, but friends.” He looked up at Harry imploringly. “You’ve got to help me. You’ve got to do this. It says . . .” 
and he fluttered the envelope at Harry weakly, “it says you do here.”

	“I don’t know how to stab someone. I’m not sure I could go through with it.” Silence. “I mean, it’s the actual sticking it in . . . I think I could do it if I had to shoot you, you know, from a distance. . . .”

	“It says stabbing.”

	“Yes, I know.”

	They both finished their coffee.

	“Maybe,” suggested Jeffrey at last, “you could just hold the knife. And I could run on to it.”

	“Okay,” said Harry. “We could try that.”

	Both Harry and Jeffrey were shaking as Harry pulled open the kitchen drawer and looked at the knives. “Do you have a preference, or . . . ?”

	“Best get one that’s sharp,” said Jeffrey.

	The first time Jeffrey ran at Harry’s knife, Jeffrey kept his eyes closed. The problem was that Harry did the same. And so they didn’t collide correctly, and the worst Jeffrey sustained was a cut on 
the arm.

	“Ouch,” said Jeffrey.

	“Sorry,” said Harry.

	“There’s no way that’s fatal,” said Jeffrey. “We should try again.”

	This time Jeffrey, at least, kept his eyes open. Harry tried to, but at the moment of impact he couldn’t help flinch. So all he felt was Jeffrey’s body groan against his, and a strange sucking as the knife was pulled out. When Harry dared to look, he was horrified to see there was blood everywhere, on his hands, on the floor, and on Jeffrey’s stomach, of course, which was the point at which the knife had obviously entered.

	“I’m sorry,” said Harry. “I’m sorry. Does it hurt?”

	Jeffrey laid on the floor, sobbing, clutching at his wound. “Again,” he said. “Again.”

	Harry looked at all the blood, at Jeffrey’s agonized face, and balked. He left quickly, closing the kitchen door behind him. 

	An hour or so later he pushed the door open gently, as if trying not to wake his guest. “Jeffrey,” he whispered. “Are you still alive?”

	“Please,” said Jeffrey, his voice now guttural. “Finish me off.”

	Harry stared. And then—”No!” he said to the cat, as it poked its way into the kitchen, and began to lick at the blood with curiosity. “Out of here, come on! Shoo! I’ll close the door,” Harry said to Jeffrey gently. “Leave you to it.”

	Harry tried to watch the television, but it was hard to concentrate. Later that evening he went back to see how Jeffrey was holding up. Jeffrey couldn’t speak, but looked at him with big desperate eyes. Harry hesitated. Then picked up a heavy rolling pin, stood over his victim, took aim at his head.

	“No,” croaked Jeffrey. “Stabbing. Says it’s a stabbing.” And Harry left once more, determined to watch whatever was on the telly, and make himself concentrate on it.

	Sometime before midnight Harry braved the kitchen again. He was relieved to see that Jeffrey was, at last, dead. And had indeed died on the 16th September, even if the actual process had taken rather longer than either of them had anticipated. Harry looked at Jeffrey’s eyes, as if trying to find some truth in his death, but all he saw was a glassy stare. He thought about moving the body, but realized that with all the worry he’d put into the actual killing, he’d not given a moment’s thought to what he should do afterwards. And so he decided to go to bed, face that problem in the morning. After all, it wasn’t as if Jeffrey Allan White was going anywhere.

	That night Harry slept rather better than he thought any murderer had a right to—so soundly, in fact, that he was only woken up by frantic hammering at the door. He opened it in his pyjamas, so bleary that for the moment he forgot about the corpse on the kitchen floor.

	Outside there were five people, each of them holding death envelopes.

	“No,” he said. “No, no, no.” And he closed the door on them.

	But they didn’t go away. They were staring death in the face, they were frightened—but each of them knew that their lives had to end somehow, and destiny had chosen them to be at the hands of Harry Clifford. The cat was very excited when he showed them all, one by one, into the sitting room, and with heavy heart read the grisly instructions within their soft little brown envelopes. There were two drownings, which Harry conducted in the bath one after the other—only realizing as he lugged the swollen corpses into Mary’s bedroom afterwards how heavy bodies became when full of water. Another one had his head caved in with an electric iron, and since Mary had been the one to take charge of all the practical details in their marriage, it took Harry a full half hour to find the right cupboard in which she’d kept it. There was another stabbing to be performed, but this one was quicker than the day before’s; Harry had learned to keep his eyes open this time. And there was a hanging, which caused both Harry and his victim no end of problems.

	“Did you bring a rope?” asked Harry.

	“I didn’t know I needed one,” said the rather shy teenager, blushing through a wall of spots.

	“I don’t just have a rope lying about,” said Harry. “If you want me to hang you, the least you could do is bring your own equipment.”

	In the end they decided that the shower curtains could be taken down, wrapped tightly around the youth’s neck, and with some care he could be suspended over the upstairs banisters until he expired. Then Harry cut the body down, dragged it to Mary’s bedroom, and laid it alongside the five people he had already killed. Mary’s room seemed the best place for all these strangers; it was a place he’d had little cause to visit over the last two years of his marriage, not since Mary had asked if he could move into the spare room. He surveyed his handiwork for a moment, all six bodies lying higgledy-piggledy across Mary’s bed and by the dressing table at which she used to do her make-up and hair. Then, without a hesitation, he closed the door tight, went to his own room, packed a rucksack, and left the house.

	
	The next day he was on the Cornwall coast, walking along the cliffs, watching as the sea crashed into the rocks. He began to feel normal, human. He waved politely at the passers-by, managed a smile, as if he too was simply out for a gentle stroll without a care in the world. One kindly looking old man, walking his Jack Russell, said good morning.

	“Good morning,” said Harry.

	“Here on holiday?” asked the old man.

	“Yes,” said Harry. “I think so. I don’t know. Maybe,” he said decisively, “I’ll live here. Yes.”

	“Well, it’s a beautiful part of the country. I’ve always loved it, man and boy. I say,” said the old man confidentially, “I do believe you’re supposed to push me off the cliff.” And he produced the telltale envelope. “I’m sorry,” he said, with genuine sympathy. “I can quite see how that would disturb your walk.”

	Harry pushed him over the side, and his body span all the way down, glancing off the odd rock. Neither of them were quite sure what to do with the little dog, so the old man kicked him off the edge before he took his own fall. “He loved me, I know it,” he said with tears in his eyes. “It’s what he would have wanted.”

	
	If these death envelopes were going to follow Harry wherever he went, he supposed he might as well go back home and live in comfort. The cat was pleased—he hadn’t been fed for nearly a day, and was starving. And the people did keep coming. Sometimes as many as twenty could be found in the morning, sick with fear, clutching their little death sentences. “It’s all right,” he said to them, soothing, calm. “We’ll make it okay. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” And, as the weeks went by, and the corpses began mounting in his ex-wife’s bedroom, he realized that he meant it. All this death, there really was nothing to be afraid of. If he’d found a purpose in life, at long last, after so many years of not even bothering to look, then this was it—he could make sure that these poor souls shuffled off this mortal coil in as humane and tender a way as possible.

	He decided to charge his victims a small fee. They were all too eager to pay, he discovered—it wasn’t as if they could take their money with them. And with the cash he bought lots of painkillers, the strongest that could be purchased over the counter. When all’s said and done, if your way out of this world is by having a hammer turn your skull to splinters, then a preparatory swig of a couple of aspirin is unlikely to do much good. But Harry realized it was a psychological help, that his patients felt it was altogether a far more professional operation. “Thank you, doctor,” said one gratefully, just before Harry bludgeoned him with a saucepan, and Harry felt an indescribable swell of pride.

	He even hired a secretary to take care of them all, to ensure that he disposed of them in order and in good time. He chose the secretary he’d once worked with, the one who so brightly had realized her death was at the thrust of a toyboy. She was no longer so bright or cheery. “I’ve not even had a sniff of sex in ages,” she complained. “What if this toyboy in sixty-seven years’ time is the next bit of sex I get? It’s a mistake,” she concluded, with a wisdom that Harry had never expected of her, “to see in the way you die an explanation of how you live. The fact I’m going to die bonking a Brazilian does not mean I’m a great lover. Death is just another bit of stuff that happens.”

	
	And then, one day, just suddenly, it all stopped.

	“A quiet day today,” the secretary told Harry, when, by noon, no one had knocked at the door. But it was a quiet week as well. At the end of the month, with no patients calling, Harry paid her off. She said she was sorry the job was over. “I felt we were doing some good.” Harry told her he was sorry too.

	But, surprisingly, sorrier still was the cat. The ginger little tabby had been a great favourite with all Harry’s victims, taking their minds off the operations ahead of them. It’d enjoyed parading around the waiting room of a morning, checking out all the newcomers, and allowing itself to be stroked and petted and made a fuss of. Now the cat would stare out of the window, eyeing anyone who walked up the street—and visibly sagging with disappointment when the passer-by wouldn’t stop at the house. The cat’s fur grew matted and coarse, it no longer washed itself. It had no interest in eating, it had no interest in anything. It was beginning to pine away.

	Harry could see his cat was dying. And it seemed to him an extraordinary piece of cruelty that he should never know exactly when the cat was to die, when its suffering was to stop. The cat would lie, listless, looking at him with pleading eyes. Harry recognized the look; it was the same expression he’d seen in Jeffrey White’s when he’d bled to death in the kitchen all those months ago.

	Harry cradled the cat in his arms, and stroked its fur. He’d never liked the cat, and the cat had never much liked him—but it purred for Harry now, and Harry was touched. The cat heaved with a huge sigh that seemed to echo down its thinning body, and then gave the gentlest of mews. And Harry knew there was no person more humane than him to end the poor cat’s life, and that the cat knew it too, he’d seen the fact of it countless times in this very house. Because Harry was the greatest killer of all, and he was special, and that’s why he’d been singled out, that’s why he couldn’t die, why they wouldn’t let him die, he had a job to do. He wrung the cat’s neck so quickly the cat would never have known. And he carried its frail little body up to Mary’s room, and left it with all the other corpses.

	And then he sat down and cried. He hadn’t cried for any of these deaths, he hadn’t found the time. But he cried now, and he cried himself asleep.

	The next morning he started when he heard something at the door. Still dozing in the armchair, he sprang to his feet. Ready to welcome another client, to practise his expertise with gentle care.

	But instead, lying on the doormat, was an off-brown envelope.

	Numbly he picked it up. And opened it. And read it.

	“HENRY PETER CLIFFORD” said the stamp.

	And, underneath, just the one word:

	“Cancer.”

	And that was it. Not even a date. Not even the recognition that there should have been a date. Just this one word, this ordinary death, this trivial death, laughing at him.

	He turned over the card. And, in the same handwriting he’d seen before, in ballpoint pen: “Sorry. We lost this behind the sofa cushion.”

	Harry sighed. He put the card back in the envelope for safe keeping, laid it gently down upon the hall table. He wondered what he should do with the rest of the day, the rest of his life. He couldn’t think of anything.

	So he went upstairs to bed. Drew the curtains. And, lying in the darkness, explored his body for a lump.

	
	

	GEORGE CLOONEY’S
MOUSTACHE


	I tried writing this on toilet paper but it’s hard writing on toilet paper because the paper’s so thin it breaks. And you can put some sheets together to make it thicker but that’s not much better and you have to write so slowly to keep it from breaking that by the time you reach the end of the sentence you forgot how it started and you forget what it was you wanted to say anyway, and anyway you get through a lot of paper like that. XXXXXXXX He caught me, I knew he would, he’s smart like that, I was taking so long in the bathroom that he began to bang on the door asking if I was all right and I said I was all right, and I flushed, but he said if I didn’t open the door he’d break it down and so I did. I should have flushed away my writing first while I was at it but I just didn’t have time to think and he picked it up and he read it and I thought he’d get angry because a lot of it was about him, well all of it really. But XXXXXXXX he didn’t say anything bad and he said if I wanted to write he’d get me some proper paper if it meant that much to me. And a pencil too, not a sharp one, he’d seen a film once about how a sharp pencil could be used as a weapon and stuck into someone’s neck and that was funny because I think I’ve seen that film too but I couldn’t remember what it was called, neither of us could, we laughed about that. And I told him I’d never do that to myself, I’m scared of blood, and he looked a bit shifty and said he’d been more worried I’d do it to him actually, and I hadn’t even thought of that and said I wouldn’t, we laughed about that. So XXXXXXXX he gave me this pad and this pencil. And told me I could copy out what I’d written on the toilet paper if I liked. But I didn’t want to, he’d been so nice about the whole thing and what I’d said on the toilet paper wasn’t very kind. I didn’t want to write anything for a while, I didn’t know what to say anymore, and he’d ask me sometimes about it over dinner, have you started writing yet, but he said it nicely, it wasn’t a nag and didn’t come out sarky. And so eventually I thought I’d better write something after he’d gone to all that trouble, and so I did, and this is it.
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	Over breakfast he read what I wrote last night. He said it was very good, but that some of the grammar needed a little work, that it wasn’t always easy to read, and I asked about my handwriting, and he said that was good, and about my spelling, and he said that was good too, it was just the grammar, I could do with a few more full stops. So I’m going to do that. When I remember. I’ll try. He said he’d have to change just one thing, and he crossed out a few words with a pen, and handed it back. And he’d crossed out all the times I’d used his name, he’d put ‘he’ instead, he said that he should never have let me know his name in the first place that was a mistake. So I could carry on writing, but no more names. And I said could I use another name instead, it’d get a bit much calling him ‘he’ all the time, and he said that was all right. And George told me that he was glad I enjoyed the pad and the pencil, that they’d been a present. And that I’d get more presents, so long as I behaved, so long as I did what I was told. I told George I would and he was so pleased. He asked what I was going to write next and I couldn’t think what, and he said I should write about what I know. But I don’t want to write about my life before, if you’re reading this you probably know it already, it’s probably not much different from yours. So I’m going to describe where I am. I don’t like descriptive bits, I’d rather tell stories, but here goes. There are three rooms. (Actually there are more than three rooms, but I only get to go in three of them. There’s the kitchen, but I’m not allowed in there because it’s full of sharp things, George keeps it locked with the bolt he took from the bathroom. And there’s the room which has the front door in it, I don’t go there.) But there are my three. There’s the sitting room which is where we eat our breakfast and our dinner and it’s got a television in it and George watches the news a lot, and sometimes he watches other things too, sitcoms I think because I hear laughter and it isn’t George’s. Then there’s the bathroom, but you know about that, it’s only different now because he took the lock off. And then there’s the bedroom which is where I am now, I spend most of my time here. George keeps it locked but he lets me out when I need to, when it’s time for breakfast or dinner or when I need the bathroom. The walls are a bit old and have wallpaper on which is a bit old and when I get bored I can count the stripes but I don’t need to be bored now because I have the pad and the pencil and I can use them instead. And that’s enough for tonight and I’m going to sleep now, night night.
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	He asked me why I’d named him George. But he wasn’t angry, he was smiling. Puzzled though. And I told him it was because he looked a bit like George Clooney. And he laughed and said he did not, and I said he did too, and I laughed as well. And actually I suppose he doesn’t look much like George Clooney, not really, what I mean is that George Clooney has nice eyes and my George had nice eyes just like his, and you know how George Clooney has got a sort of square jaw, well my George has nothing like that but it’s a nice jaw anyway. And the real George Clooney doesn’t have a moustache the way my George Clooney does but still never mind. So if you’re the police and you’re out there looking for him then they’re not that alike really, to be honest there’s no point going after George Clooney. And George said that I was right, he did watch sitcoms, he couldn’t only watch the news it’d do his head in. He was sorry if it disturbed me, he could turn the volume down if I liked, and I said that was okay, I liked to hear the laughter. And he said that if I was very good that could be another present, he’d let me watch a sitcom some time, not now but soon. I thanked him for that. And he said it was very odd there was nothing on the news yet, it’d been over a week now, you’d have thought there would be something. I said I didn’t know, maybe they were keeping it a secret, and he said it just didn’t make sense. Then he told me he’d wash up breakfast and he put me back in my room. And a bit later he came back and said why not, we’d watch a sitcom that night, he’d come and get me when one was on. I’d been very good and I deserved a present. (And I think he liked the fact I’d called him George.) And it’s funny, I suppose I’m writing this for George now. I thought at first it was for Daddy, or Paul, or Jessie, although Jessie couldn’t read it she’s only two, but Paul could read it to her, he’s a really good dad like that. But this is for George now, isn’t it? Hello George. You really do look like George Clooney, I was being silly before, except for the moustache. And George came and got me and took me into the sitting room, he had the lights off and there was only the light from the TV screen, it was like going to the cinema! And I said that, do you remember, and you laughed, and we sat down on the couch and watched Friends. And it was an episode I’d seen before but that was okay, I pretended it was new and laughed anyway, I didn’t want to hurt George’s feelings. Although of course you’ve just read this, George, you know that now, sorry. Sorry. It was a great evening, a bit like a first date, and I hope we can do it again soon.
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	I’m in love with George Clooney! I am. I’m shaking as I write this, can you tell, I hope my handwriting isn’t too wobbly, but I’m so relieved too. Just to let it out. I love you, George. Let me tell you why I love him. I love his body, no not like that. I love his eyes. I love his teeth. I love his neck. I love his nose. I love his face, it’s a kind face, and I know George has had to do some bad things, I know that’s why I’m here, but you can tell from his face he doesn’t really want to, and there are some people out there who don’t do bad things but their faces aren’t kind and you can tell they’d like to do bad things but can’t get round to it and I think that’s worse somehow. It’s a nice face and I love the way it smiles. I love his arms. I love his chest. I love his stomach. I love his hands. I love the way he’s got bits of hair growing on his hands. I love his legs, I haven’t seen much of his legs yet, but it’s February and it’s cold and I can’t wait for summer when it gets hot and he’ll get into his shorts. I love his hair, I want to run my fingers through it, I bet it tastes like butterscotch. I don’t just love his body. I love his voice. I love his smell, it’s a nice smell, I can’t work out what it is yet I’ll come back. I love the way he cuts up all my food for me in the kitchen. I love the way when he locks me in my room he smiles first and says good night and then he turns the key quite slowly so that it feels like he doesn’t want to say goodbye yet. I love the way last night we watched Friends again and it was a better episode this time, Chandler and Joey were funny and it didn’t have the monkey in it. And George didn’t laugh at it, and nor did I, we let the TV do the laughing work for us. And after Friends George turned over and we watched the weather and then a documentary about plastic surgery, I don’t know how people can go through that. And there was a late film and George said did I feel like staying up for it? And I said yes because it was nice just sitting there with him and being close to him and smelling him and I bet his hair tastes like butterscotch. And during the film George leaned over and he kissed me and he said sorry sorry was he being too forward and I said no he wasn’t and he gave me that smile I love and took my hand in his hand with all the hairs on it. And he took me to his bedroom. And I thought it’d be like mine with all the old stripy wallpaper but it wasn’t, there were silks and rugs and mirrors on the ceiling and a big four poster bed. And he put me on the bed and it was the softest bed I’d ever felt and the sheets were like velvet they were like butterscotch. And we made love right there and then he was gentle but not too gentle and he was rough but not too much, he was in me and through me and George was all around me and all about me and there was nothing but George. And then he kissed me on the lips gentle and rough and that was the nicest thing of all and told me I was the best he’d ever had and that was a nice thing to hear because he is George Clooney after all. And then he took me back to my bedroom and said good night and did that slow key thing and I wrote all this. I love you, George. I’d marry you if I weren’t married already.
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	I remember what he smells like. It’s sweat. But a nice sweat, I love it.
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	George is a bit cross with me and making me write this. He wants me to say that what I wrote last night wasn’t true. Well, some of it’s true, watching Friends was true and it didn’t have the monkey in it is true and the plastic surgery documentary is true. But nothing about the sex. George wants me to point that out. He said he’d be in enough trouble as it is for what he’d done without lies, and I said the sex was very loving and he said he didn’t think the police would see it that way. So sorry I made that part up. And he wants me to say I made up the bit about being in love with him too. So sorry I made that up. (But I didn’t, it’s true, I love George Clooney.) And he said what was this about August, it’d all be over long before then, it should be over by now, why wasn’t there anything on the news about it? And that he thought I should take out my pad and my pencil and write a letter to Paul or to Daddy and say what George wanted. He’d written one but they’d just ignored it, from me they’d know it was real and he meant business. And I said no. He looked surprised. So was I. I couldn’t imagine saying no to George Clooney. But this pad and this pencil are for writing to George, these are love letters to him only. I’m not going to write to my husband with them, that would be cheap and nasty. And George got cross again and said that if I didn’t write the letter he’d punish me, I wouldn’t be allowed to watch TV anymore and I said good, that plastic surgery thing was horrible it had given me nightmares, doing things to their breasts and to their lips, I don’t know how people can go through that. And he promised if I wrote the letter he’d buy me some butterscotch, he thought I might like that, and I said I’d write it if I got the butterscotch first and he thought about it and then said yes. So I’m locked in my room again and he’s at the supermarket and I’m having a nice dessert tonight and I’m meant to be writing the letter now but I’m writing this instead and I’m telling you now I won’t write the letter even so. I don’t love Paul anymore, I love George. When George took me I wanted Paul at first, and Jessie, and Daddy, but if they wanted me they’d have come and got me by now, they wouldn’t have let this happen. They don’t deserve me the way George does. And I’ll try and eat all the butterscotch before George reads this or he’ll know I was breaking my promise and take the butterscotch away, sorry George sorry. But what we have, George, is good and pure, and I can’t let you spoil that, George, I’ll doing this for you, George, it’s for you, George. When I think of what I wrote about you at first on that toilet paper it makes me ashamed. Hurtful things. I’ll never do anything to hurt you again.
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	I’ve been a very naughty girl, and I’m sorry, properly sorry this time not like last time. And George was quite right to be angry and do what he did, and to be fair he only hit me the once and that was to get me to shut up. It’s not entirely my fault, though, I’m not trying to get out of it, but I’d never have thought of the pencil if he hadn’t put the idea in my head in the first place. But then George points out that I must have been writing with the side of the pencil, trying to sharpen it to a point, I must have been planning it quite on purpose, so I don’t know what to think. After I stuck the pencil in his throat I didn’t wait around, he was making a strange squealing noise I didn’t like at all, and there was blood everywhere. Besides I was trying to escape. I rushed for the front door and I think that’s where I made my big mistake, because it’s in a room I hadn’t seen before, I’d arrived with that blindfold on, and I wasted too much time looking around and taking it in. Then I remembered that George was behind me, I could hear the squealing closer, and I got the chain off the door and got to turn the key but didn’t get to do the bolts before he reached me. And I suppose if I hadn’t been distracted by that new wallpaper and stopped to count the stripes I might have got outside. As I say he only hit me the once and he didn’t break the skin, and I think that was fair because I’d certainly broken his there was blood everywhere I don’t like blood. And we didn’t watch Friends for days, and he didn’t let me have my pad and my pencil either, not for days. But the pencil hadn’t been that sharp, I hadn’t killed him or anything, and George is such a kind man he forgave me in the end. He gave me back my pad, as you can see, and he gave me back my pencil, but he makes sure that I only write when he’s there to watch, but I like that better, it’s nice to have his company. And we were watching the news tonight and something lovely happened, it said that Paul was dead. Paul was dead, and so was Jessie, and so was Daddy, and it was okay, it was all quite painless, they wouldn’t have felt a thing. This meant I was a free woman I said, and George turned to me and smiled and said that was all he was waiting for, and he took out a ring. Diamonds I think yes, and he got on his knees and proposed and of course I said yes. We went to his room and made love again, and it was even better this time now we were engaged, it was official and everything. And I told him I was sorry I had tried to run away. And he said it was okay, and he kissed me, and told me that if I ever tried anything like that again with the pencil he’d be forced to kill me. And then he held me in his arms, all night long in his arms around me, never leaving me, except for the bit in the middle I got up to write this.
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	George has started smoking. He’d stopped years ago he said, but he’s been feeling tense. He looks tense too. And at night I can hear him walking and making the floorboards creak, I don’t think he’s sleeping much. I wasn’t sure at first how I felt about the smoking. Daddy used to smoke, but stopped when they made it bad for you, and Paul doesn’t smoke, and Jessie doesn’t smoke, and I don’t think Paul and I would have let her anyway. But I don’t know, I think I like it with George. It makes him look rugged. He’s asking me why no one’s reported my disappearance, don’t my family want me back? And I said that Paul probably knew I wasn’t in love with him anymore and was doing the decent thing. That didn’t make him any less tense, not one bit. I asked him if I could cook dinner for him to help him unwind, and he looked at me a bit strangely then sort of shrugged and said why not. It was lovely to see the kitchen, all the saucepans and spoons and knives and sieves, all silver and gleaming, it quite took my breath away. He wouldn’t let me do any of the sharp stuff, but it was nice us doing the meal together and I made him my specialty. We ate our beans and chips in the sitting room and I think George enjoyed it as much as I did. Afterwards he lit a cigarette and I asked if I could have one, a little shyly actually. And he said he’d nearly finished the packet he needed them, but he’d get some more tomorrow, a lot more, I could have one of those. And I told him they made him look rugged. And that I loved him so much, I loved his hands and his teeth and his neck, I loved his arms, all I didn’t love was his moustache, George Clooney didn’t have a moustache, the real George Clooney, it spoiled the effect, it spoiled everything. He didn’t say anything for a while, just sat there and smoked. I asked him if he was all right. And he said he was just working out what to do now. What should he do now? And I told him not to worry, I’d take care of the washing up for once. And I did.
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	I’m worried about George. He’s behaving very oddly. He hardly said a word when he let me out for breakfast, and he didn’t touch his Rice Krispies. He smoked the last of his cigarettes, then said he was going out to buy some more, and locked me in my room. When he let me out for lunch I told him he’d promised me I could have a cigarette today, and he didn’t say anything for a while, then handed me the packet. He lit it for me. I’d never smoked before and it was pretty horrid but I worked out it wasn’t quite so bad if you don’t put it in your mouth. I asked him if I looked rugged and he said he didn’t know, so I asked if he could take me to the bathroom so I could look in the mirror, and we went and looked and I don’t think I looked especially rugged, not like George does. But then I’m not sure I want to look rugged, so long as one of us is rugged that’s all right with me, I asked George if he could do the rugged stuff on his own and he said sure. I told him that when we had a baby we’d see how it went, if it were a Jessie we wouldn’t let it smoke, but we would if it were a Jimmy, he could be rugged like his father, we’d start him young, we’d start him right away. I asked him when he thought we could get to work on that, the whole baby idea. He didn’t say anything for a while again and then said he needed to go out. I asked him why and he said he needed some cigarettes. I pointed out he’d only just bought some and then asked if he was getting extra in for Jimmy and he said yes that was it. He took off in the car so quickly it didn’t dawn on me for a while he’d forgotten to lock me in my room. That was very exciting. I could go to the bathroom when I liked, I could turn on the TV and watch whatever I wanted, there was nothing good on though. I even opened the door to his bedroom, I hadn’t been inside and my heart was pounding, I was so excited, and it was everything I hoped it would be, it had the silks and the mirrors and the four poster bed, I couldn’t wait for George to come home with his cigarettes so we could start making babies there. And eventually it occurred to me I could open the front door if I wanted to, and that the bolts weren’t drawn and the chain wasn’t on, I could get outside if I wanted to. Get some fresh air maybe. But I didn’t want to. Not really. It wouldn’t smell of George out there. I wanted George. I want George. I hope he’s back soon. He’s been gone hours, I hope he hasn’t got lost. If he’s not home soon he’ll miss Friends and his beans and chips are getting cold.
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	George woke me up with a shout. He didn’t scream of course, George Clooney wouldn’t scream, but it was a definite shout. I went to see if he was all right. He seemed very upset. He told me that he’d been in Belgium. I said that was nice, what had Belgium been like and he said he didn’t give a shit about Belgium, Belgium was just as far as his car had taken him before he needed to sleep for the night. It was impossible, how could he be back here? I said that maybe he’d only been pretending to be in Belgium, I did that sometimes, when I got bored I made up stories and sometimes they seemed almost real. Though, as far as I could recall, never stories about Belgium. And why was I still here, he asked, didn’t I realize it was over, he’d set me free? and he shouted a bit. He went to the front door and opened it and told me that I could go, what was I waiting for? It was over. And I hadn’t wanted to go outside yesterday when George was gone, I certainly didn’t see the point now he was here. And I told him that wasn’t how love worked, you couldn’t just open someone’s heart and close it again when you’d had enough, I would always be waiting for him, I was his life now, there was no escape. He told me to leave and I said I wouldn’t. He called me a stupid bitch and I forgave him, I forgive you George I know you’re very tense right now, but I’m not sure you should be encouraged, I may have to punish you for that. He went to the kitchen, came back with a knife, kept on jabbing at me with it. He said he didn’t want to hurt me, he’d never wanted to hurt me, had he? He hadn’t hurt me, not much? I agreed, and said that it was his very tenderness that had captured my love, his very distinctive rugged tenderness. I’ll kill you, George said I’ll kill you if I have to, and I told him that Paul had killed me once, or maybe he’d just tried to kill me, it was so long ago this was before we had Jessie and became a proper family and Paul realized he loved me after all and George would feel the same when we had a proper family George just you wait and see, and then George killed me.
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	George Clooney screamed. I thought that was disappointing. I do hope he doesn’t disappoint me again. I poured him his breakfast cereal but he wasn’t hungry. He told me that this time he’d nearly made it to America, after he’d killed me he’d locked my body in the bedroom then gone straight to the airport then caught the next flight out, he’d only shut his eyes for a little nap and here he was again. He was very upset by this and I felt very sorry for him. He asked to be freed. Please let me go, he said. I’d let Paul go, hadn’t I? But Paul was a special case, I said, how many times do you get gazumped in your affections by George Clooney? I couldn’t just stop loving George, I told him, it wasn’t like a tap, it was real this love it wouldn’t be denied. But if he did everything I told him to, I’d do my very best, I promised, I’d harden my heart to him, I’d try to get bored of him and let my passion for him die. What did he have to do, he asked. Convince me that you love me, I said. That you live for me, that you live only for me, you won’t try to run again, will you George, that isn’t love, but I’ll lock you in your room anyway from now on, I know how hard it can be sometimes to do the right thing and listen to what your heart wants. Love me blindly love me desperately love me entirely love me without end or hope of end. And maybe I’ll get bored of your love, what’s more boring than that? And finish your breakfast. I’d made him his breakfast, the least he could do was to finish it. He ate his Krispies, and then I poured him a second bowl, and then a third, and then more, I could have made him eat those Krispies all day but then I got bored, you see George, I can get bored, there’s hope for you yet. Then I kissed him, hard on the lips. I told him he was allowed to respond. I loved him, I said. I loved his hands and I loved his eyes and I loved his teeth but the only thing I didn’t love was his moustache. In fact I disliked it. In fact I hated it. In fact the very sight of it made me want to hurt him. George Clooney didn’t have a moustache, my George would be better off without one, my George would be safer. And he said he’d shave it off right away, and I said no, I couldn’t trust him with sharp objects, not anymore. I’d have to shave it off for him. I fetched a knife from the kitchen. He asked for shaving cream and I said there was no need for that and he began to cry and I told him that he had to keep still he mustn’t flinch, if he kept still and didn’t flinch I wouldn’t cut him, but he was crying so much he flinched so I did cut him, I took off his upper lip. I don’t like blood, I’m scared of blood, but sacrifices have to be made. He looked a bit funny now without a lip but at least he was also without a moustache, it’s not such a bad trade off. And now I told him I wanted us to make love, I wanted to have butterscotch love. I wanted him inside me, not one scrap of him could get away, and to make the point I took the gobbet of flesh that had been his lip and popped it in my mouth and swallowed it down. And he threw up, and I’m sure I don’t know why, I was the one who had eaten the disgusting thing. We had sex, and it wasn’t as good as I remembered it, and I made allowances I knew he was scared and confused, and bleeding quite badly actually—but it was all right, I closed my eyes and I pictured the four poster bed and the mirrors and even a fountain, why not, a little fountain in the corner, and I smelled him and he smelled of sweat but it was nice, it was a good sweat really, I love it.
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	I’m not convinced yet but he’s at least trying hard. The effort he puts in is quite touching. I cut up his food for him and he always looks so grateful and says please and thank you, and I keep his hands tied for the meal so I have to feed him every single mouthful and he always remembers what I told him and to smile after each bite. If I’m stricter with him than he was, it’s just because I love him more than he did me, I see that now, but he’ll learn, there’s so much time to learn. Sometimes I’ll let him out of his room when Friends is on, though he hasn’t actually watched one yet, I keep the blindfold on, he doesn’t mind, he’s lucky, the best bit is hearing the audience laugh and wondering why. And I light him cigarettes and let him puff away, he looks rugged like that, and I don’t let him hold the cigarette because it might burn him, and I suppose that having it fed to him like a baby cuts down a little on the ruggedness but I can pretend I’m good at pretending I’m so good at it. Sometimes I get him to smoke a whole pack in one go to see if he’ll be sick, and sometimes he is. And at other times we’ll make love. And when he’s not busy with the eating and the smoking and the sex he’s got a job to keep him occupied. He sits in his bedroom and writes me letters. Just to let me know what he feels for me, to show me I’m his one and only. This is his latest:
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	and they’re getting better, I don’t accept them unless they’re neat and tidy. I haven’t given him a pad yet, and I’m not sure I ever will. Writing on toilet paper is slow work, but it makes you really think about what you want to say. And you have to be careful, because toilet paper breaks so very easily.

	
	

	DAMNED IF
YOU DON’T


	“I want to make a complaint.”

	And Martin felt a thrill of courage, and for just a moment the first sensation of actual happiness since he’d arrived in this God-forsaken place. Here he was, always rather a timid man—both in the bedroom and in the boardroom, which is why he’d never accomplished much in either, but Moira had never complained, bless her, and even if he’d never had the smarts to rise to managing director like everyone else his age at least he’d never been sacked or demoted or what was the word they used now, yes, reassigned, no, they’d always kept him on, he was just too solid to lose. Solid, that’s what Martin was, steadfast, reliable. But timid. Never one to rock the boat. And yet, here he was, all five foot three of him, squaring up aggressively to someone who must have been at least eight foot tall. And that wasn’t even counting the horns.

	Of course, Martin realized, in that split second when he felt so brave, he wasn’t being as brave as all that. He’d chosen this demon specifically. Yes, he was eight foot tall, but that was distinctly diminutive for a demon since the rest of them were much larger and more ferocious. And there was a blond tuft around the demon’s horns which made him look almost endearing.

	The demon turned both of his red rheumy eyes on to Martin. He didn’t encourage him to go on, but neither did he discourage him, which was all to the good. Martin floundered anyway. He’d been so intent on summoning up the nerve to start complaining he hadn’t given much thought on how to continue.

	“It’s my roommate. I’m not happy with my roommate,” said Martin. “I didn’t even know we’d be getting roommates. I haven’t shared a room with anyone in forty years, not counting Moira. And Moira was bad enough with her snoring, I used to have to wear ear plugs. I don’t suppose I could have a room to myself? No, okay, too much to hope for. But if I’m going to be here for a long time, and I think that’s the idea, I should at least get a better roommate. Not that one. It’s just . . .” 
and here he ran out of words for a moment, and then found a feeble conclusion, “. . . not on.”

	The demon looked as if he were going to say something very cutting, then changed his mind, deciding that eternity was long enough as it was. “Martin Travers,” he boomed.

	“You know my name?”

	“I know everyone’s name. Your roommate has been especially selected for you.”

	“Right,” said Martin. “I see. Right. And how . . .” and he felt a bit of the old fire coming back; he’d come this far, he might not get the courage again, “how exactly was he chosen? A lucky dip or, or, or what? I mean, I’m just saying. I don’t think there was much thought to it. That’s all.”

	“Your roommate is very clean,” said the demon.

	“Yes.”

	“Doesn’t smell. A friendly personality. Snores much less than this Moira of whom you speak.”

	“Right. Good, I’m sure . . .”

	“Frankly,” said the demon, dropping some of the booming cadence from his voice, “you’re in Hell, and you could have done a lot worse, mate.”

	“But he’s a dog.”

	“He is indeed.”

	“I’m not trying to make a fuss,” said Martin. “But I deserve a human at least. Surely. I mean, I could do better than a dog. I’m not a, for God’s sake . . . I’m not a murderer or anything . . .”

	The demon shrugged. “Everyone’s equal here. No segregation based on gender, race, age, sex . . . or species.” He grunted and leaned forward confidentially—Martin felt a little nauseous as he was caught in an exhalation of fetid breath. “Personally, I preferred it in the old days. Lutherans on one side, Calvinists on the other, and never the twain shall meet. What we’ve got now . . .” He waved a claw disparagingly at nothing in particular but the whole denizens of Hell, “It’s just political correctness gone mad.”

	“The thing about dogs is they make me itch.”

	The demon sucked air through his teeth in what was actually intended to be a gesture of sympathy, but sounded instead like a terrifying death rattle. Martin recoiled as if he’d been struck.

	“I’ll see what I can do,” he rumbled. “Okay? But I’m not promising anything.”

	“Thanks,” said Martin. And unsure what else to do now, nodded, made an attempt at a friendly smile, and went back to his room.

	The demon watched him go. He wished all the damned would leave him alone. All the bigger demons laughed at him about it. It was that tuft of hair over the horns that did it. Every night he’d shave it off, but by morning the bloody thing would always have grown back.
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	The dog was waiting for him.

	“Are you all right?” he said. “You just took off without a word. I was worried.”

	The funny thing was, it was only if you looked at him full on you could tell he even was a dog. Try out of the corner of your eye, or stand to him sideways, he seemed to be just another faded soul bouncing around in eternal damnation.

	“I’m sorry,” said Martin. “I was just a bit . . . you know.”

	“I do know,” said the dog. “It takes a while to get used to! Don’t worry about it.” And he gave a friendly little smile, then panted cheerfully with his tongue hanging out. “What’s your name?”

	“Martin,” said Martin.

	“Nice to meet you, Martin,” said the dog politely, and offered his paw to shake. “My name’s Woofie.”

	“Vuffi?”

	“No, Woofie. I’m German.”

	“Ah.”

	“Yeah.”

	They smiled politely at each other.

	“I’ve never been to Germany,” said Martin.

	“Oh, it’s nice,” said Woofie. “Well, bits of it.”

	“Yes.”

	“Rains sometimes, mind you. And gets a bit nippy in the winter.”

	“Same as anywhere, I suppose.”

	“Yeah, I suppose,” said Woofie, and smiled. “Still, I liked it.”

	They smiled politely at each other again, and Woofie even affected a friendly tail wag. Martin would have done the same, had he had a tail.
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	“Anyway,” said Woofie. “I don’t want to get in your way. You know, but if there’s anything you need . . .”

	“Thanks.”

	“Make yourself at home. Well, it is now. Do you have a preference . . . ?” 
he added, nodding at the bunk beds.

	“Oh, I don’t want to impose,” said Martin.

	“It’s no problem. Whichever one you want. All these years here, I’ve been in both. I’m happy either way. Don’t worry,” Woofie said, perhaps seeing the involuntary look of disgust on Martin’s face, “I don’t moult. And they’re clean sheets.”

	“Well, I suppose the top one might be more fun,” said Martin. “If you’re sure you don’t mind.”

	“Hey,” said Woofie generously, “I know what it’s like to be the new guy. We’ve all been there. Anything I can do to make it easier. There’s a spare wardrobe over there, it’s all yours. Washbasin in the corner.”

	“What about the toilet . . . ?”

	“We never need to go,” said Woofie. “Funny that. First couple of days I was here I was frantic looking for a litter tray or something, til I realized I didn’t need one. And yet they give us a washbasin. I’ve never quite worked that one out.”

	Woofie politely offered Martin use of the sink before they went to bed, but Martin let him go first. He watched his new roommate wash his fur, and brush his fangs, and a part of him thought he was about to scream and the scream would never stop, I can’t be in Hell with a dachshund. Woofie wiped the sink clear of his gobbets of toothpaste, looked up at Martin. “It’s free when you want it.”

	As Martin washed, he looked into the mirror. He stared at this timid little dead man, standing at five foot three. And if he tilted his head all the features he recognized vanished, and he saw a soul like any other. Every day, he realized, he’d look in this mirror when he washed, and he’d never be able to forget that he was dead, that he’d only ever been meat hanging on a frame, and that the meat was now rotting and the frame could be seen underneath. That’s why Hell came equipped with washbasins. Not because of the sink, but the mirror. Martin sighed heavily, and all the stale meat of his face wobbled, and the soul framework dimmed a little. He heard Woofie let out a little snore, already asleep and dead to the world. And he didn’t know why, but it reassured him, just a bit.
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	For the next few days, Martin waited for the tortures to start.

	“It doesn’t quite work like that, though,” said Woofie. “I’m not saying there aren’t tortures, but I’ve been here for ages and no one’s started on me yet. I don’t like to say anything in case it reminds them.”

	In the mean time there were the shopping malls to wander around. None of the shops were ever actually open, but Martin didn’t have money to buy anything anyway, and it was reasonably good fun to look through the windows. There was a nice local cinema which screened films every evening, some of them even only a few months after general release. And Woofie kindly invited Martin to join his bowling team. They’d all go bowling three or four nights a week, and some of the players were really rather good. They were all dogs, and seemed a little reserved around Martin because he was a human. Martin felt a bit offended by that—if there were any qualms to be had, he should be the one having them. But none of the dogs said anything for Woofie’s sake, and after Martin bowled his first strike, after a week of practice, all their congratulations seemed genuine enough.

	“It’s like the holiday village I once stayed at in Lanzarote,” said Martin. “Hell isn’t so bad.”

	But of course it was.

	“What are you in here for?” Martin asked his roommate once, as they were getting ready for bed. He wasn’t especially curious. Just making conversation.

	It was the first time he’d ever seen Woofie irritated. “That’s not a very polite thing to ask, Martin.”

	“Oh. I’m sorry.”

	“It’s okay.”

	But a few days later, as they were riding the mall escalator up and down for kicks, he asked him again.

	Woofie sighed. “Tell me what you’re in for first.”

	Martin was more than happy to do so—in fact, he’d just been waiting for the excuse to let it all out. “It’s because I don’t believe in God, apparently. They told me that when I arrived.”

	“Uh-hum.”

	“The thing is, I thought I did. I went to church most weeks, you know. Always thought there was some sort of higher presence or something.”

	“Uh-hum.”

	“Turns out I only believed I believed. But actually I didn’t.”

	“They hate it when you’re wishy-washy,” said the dog. “You’d have been better off not believing in God at all. They’d have respected that.”

	“I wouldn’t have gone to Hell?”

	“Oh yes. But you’d have been able to sleep in on Sundays.” And then Woofie told Martin the reason why he was in Hell.

	Martin was surprised and impressed.

	“Don’t be impressed,” said Woofie. “It’s nothing to be impressed about.”

	“It seems a bit unfair,” suggested Martin gently.

	“It is unfair. Most dogs go to Hell because they weren’t kind to their masters. They bit them. Or wouldn’t come when they called. Or wouldn’t chase the sticks they’d throw. Dogs not doing what dogs are meant to do.”

	“Yes, I can see that.”

	“And I’m here because I didn’t bite him. Frankly, I was damned right from the start. If I’d been lacking in my dogly duties, straight to Hell, no questions asked. But as a good dog, loving and patient to my master, I was serving Adolf Hitler.”

	“So, really,” said Martin, “it’s just guilt by association.”

	“Yeah,” said Woofie. “When he told me to fetch a stick, I was just following orders.”

	“Did you tell them that?”

	“Of course I did. They said that’s what everybody said. Throughout history, the same feeble excuse. So,” and he gestured with his paws at Hell, “this is where I finish up.” As it turned out, he was gesturing at the time towards a Virgin Megastore, but the point was still made.

	“I can see why you’d be bitter about that,” said Martin.

	“Oh, I don’t know,” said the dog, and he shrugged. “If I’m going to be damned anyway, it might as well be for something impressive. . . . It is impressive, isn’t it, really?” he asked shyly.

	“It is impressive.”

	“I said you looked impressed.”

	“You did and I was.”

	“You know Strudel the poodle, who won the bowling last night? He’d belonged to Goering. I mean, just think. Bloody Goering. How embarrassing.” Woofie allowed himself a proud smile. “If you’re going to be in Hell because you were once the prized pet of a Nazi, better to be Hitler’s than some jumped up SS Kommandant with ideas above his station.”

	“I take your point,” said Martin, and for a moment felt embarrassed that the evil which had sentenced him had been so banal in comparison.

	“I can’t stop looking back,” said Woofie. “I feel guilty. Of course I do. I think, if only I had been a better dog, maybe I’d have been a more calming influence.”

	“No,” said Martin.

	“If I’d distracted him for just one more hour with my squeaky toys, that would have been another hour he wasn’t dreaming up death camps . . .”

	“You can’t think like that,” said Martin. “What could you have done? Nothing, you could have done nothing.”

	“I hope this won’t make a difference between the two of us,” said Woofie. And he reached out for Martin’s hand with his paw.

	Without thinking twice, Martin squeezed it. “Of course not,” he said. “It doesn’t. Really, really.”

	Martin didn’t bring the matter up again. They bowled together as usual, watched the same movies, took turns to use the washbasin. And, if anything, Woofie seemed more relaxed around his roommate. The polite friendship was replaced by something warmer and more honest; Woofie let down his guard and beneath the affable doggy exterior there was a really sharp sense of humour. His mocking impersonations of the rest of the bowling team, all done behind their backs, used to have Martin in stitches—they were cruel, but so accurate, especially the way he imitated Rudolf’s stutter or Ludwig’s limp. And it all helped single Martin out as his special friend, the one he would never laugh at privately, the one that he truly took seriously. Martin felt quite proud of that.

	“You may as well get it over with,” said Woofie one night. The lights were out, but Martin couldn’t sleep, and he was pleased to hear the voice of his friend rise from the bunk beneath him. “Ask me what he was like.”

	“Who?”

	“Who do you think? Come on. Everyone always wants to ask. It’s all right.”

	“All right. What was Hitler like?”

	“He was okay,” said Woofie. “Quite generous with treats. Didn’t like me lying on the bed, but was usually good for the odd lap. Even as I got older and fatter, he never minded me climbing on to the lap for a cuddle. He wasn’t a bad master at all. Of course,” he added reflectively, “he had his bad days. When he got things on his mind, and he did a lot, actually, as time went on. Then sometimes he wouldn’t find the time for walkies. But, you know. He did his best.”

	There was silence.

	“And at this point everyone asks whether I knew I was being fed and petted by an evil man. Go on, ask it.”

	“I don’t want . . .”

	“It’s all right, really.”

	So Martin asked the obvious.

	“I was his first dog, his childhood pet. So you’ve got to bear in mind that when I came on the scene he hadn’t done anything yet. Well, anything that was particularly evil. He’d done a few things that were naughty, but really, refusing to eat your greens, or reading under the bed covers after lights out, or graffitiing over pictures of Otto von Bismarck . . . I mean, you wouldn’t say that was especially untoward. I know what you’re going to say. That surely I could have seen something there. The seeds of the man to come. Say it, you might as well.”

	“Did you see the seeds of the man to come?”

	Woofie paused. “Do you know, Martin, no one’s ever asked me that before?”

	“Really?”

	“I’ll have to think about that.” And so he did. And then, at last, the voice gentle in the darkness: 

	“It’s not as if he ever had the chance to discuss matters of state with me. But I don’t think he’d have been ashamed. I dare say he’d have explained the need to burn the Reichstag, or invade Czechoslovakia, he’d have explained the concentration camps. I’d have only had to ask. I honestly think he was just doing his best. Muddling through, like the rest of us. Trying to be a good person. I’m not saying all his decisions were good ones. And that he didn’t get carried away. Who wouldn’t, you or I in the same position, who wouldn’t? But people think of him as a demon. And he wasn’t. Well, we know what demons look like. And he was just a man, you know. Just a man with his dog. Like you and me. Well, like you, anyway. Yes,” Woofie said softly, as he thought about it, “Adolf Hitler was a lot like you.”

	“Thanks,” said Martin, and meant it.

	“Why didn’t you want to ask? No one else has left it for so long.”

	“I just supposed,” said Martin, “that it must get a bit irritating. Always being in his shadow. People never asking you about you, only the famous person you hung out with.”

	There was silence for a while.

	“But I was in his shadow,” said Woofie. “I was his dog.”

	More silence. For a while Martin thought Woofie had fallen asleep. And then:

	“Thanks, though. That’s really thoughtful of you. Thanks.”

	“That’s okay.”

	“You’re my best friend.”

	“You’re my best friend too, actually.”

	“We can cuddle if you like,” said Woofie. “I don’t mean anything funny,” he added hastily, “just cuddling. If you like. I mean, there’s nothing funny about a man and his dog sleeping together, is there? If you like.”

	“I’m not sure there’s room,” said Martin slowly.

	But there was room, if Martin leant into the wall a bit. And Woofie wasn’t very big, he curled into the spaces left by Martin’s body as if they’d always been designed to fit together like this. If Martin laid against Woofie sideways he was rubbing against his soul, but face on he could feel his fur, and the warmth of it was more comforting than he could have believed.

	“Good night, Martin,” said Woofie softly.

	“Night.” And within minutes Martin heard the snoring that told him his new best friend was asleep. And he had only a few moments to realize how reassuring that snoring was, how much gentler than Moira’s, how much more right, before he was fast asleep too.
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	“Good news,” boomed the demon. “You’re being transferred tomorrow morning.”

	Martin tried to work out how he should respond. “Oh,” he said eventually.

	“Well, don’t look too bloody grateful,” muttered the demon as he stomped off. He was having a rotten day already. Since he couldn’t shave the tufts of fur round his horns, he’d set about plucking them out with a pair of tweezers. This only succeeded in drawing attention to them still further, and the overall effect made him look a bit camp. He rather suspected—accurately, in fact—that behind his back in the staff room the piss was being ripped out of him quite mercilessly.

	Martin wondered how he should break the news to Woofie. But that was the one thing he needn’t have worried about. He was waiting for him when he got back, the body unnaturally tense. Martin thought he might have been crying.

	“Hello,” said Martin, for want of anything better to say. Then, “I’m sorry.”

	“Was it something I’ve done?”

	“No. No, that’s not it.”

	“What is it? Just tell me what I ever did that was wrong.”

	“It’s not you, Woofie. I’m sorry. It’s me. It’s my fault, it’s me, I’m sorry.”

	Woofie looked so sad, with his big dog watery eyes boring into him. Martin wished he’d be angry—bark at him, nip at his ankles, anything. Anything other than this quiet and this hurt.

	At last Woofie said, “Is it because of the whole Hitler thing?”

	“No,” Martin hastened to reassure him. “It’s because you’re a dog.”

	Silence.

	“It’s nothing personal.”

	Silence. For the first time since he’d met him, the dog made Martin itch.

	“So it’s not because of what I’ve done. It’s because of who I am.”

	“Well. Yes. Sort of.”

	Woofie stared at him. “That’s sick.”

	“Yes,” said Martin. “It is. I’m sorry. Is there . . . is there anything you’d like? Anything I can do, or . . .”

	“No,” said Woofie. And then he changed his mind. “Yes,” he said gently. “I’d like my bunk back. The top bunk. My favourite bunk. And all to myself. Please.”

	So that night Martin slept on the bottom bunk. Woofie hadn’t spoken again all evening, and he stared up at the little sagging mound from the bed above him, and he wanted to touch it, prod it, just to get some sort of reaction, even to have an argument, just so there could be an ending to this. But he didn’t dare. In the morning, Woofie seemed kinder, even to have forgiven him.

	“Best of luck, Martin,” he said, and offered him his paw. 

	“And best of luck to you too,” said Martin warmly. “And thank you for everything.” He made to give him a little pat on the head, but Woofie stepped backwards instinctively. He’d gone too far.

	Martin’s new roommate was a human called Steve. Steve was very polite and almost friendly. He didn’t give Martin the top bunk, but really, why should he have? It turned out that Steve was a rapist. But, as he told Martin, it had only been the once, and it was a long time ago, and he felt very sorry about it. And besides, Martin didn’t know the child in question, so he decided not to be bothered about it.

	And Steve let Martin hang out with his friends. At the shopping malls, at the cinema, at the bowling alley. It had been a long time since Martin had spent time in the company of humans, but he soon adjusted. Inevitably there were occasions when he’d almost run into Woofie: the first time was a bit awkward, and he could see that Strudel would happily have jumped at his throat. But Woofie barked something in his ear, and with bad grace Strudel turned his back on the fair weather human and got back to his ten pin bowling. And that was the worst of it. After that, whenever Woofie or Martin realized the other was near, they’d simply not make eye contact as discreetly as possible. It was never not embarrassing—but it was an embarrassment that Martin could handle with increasing ease as the years went by.

	It may have been on his third or fourth Christmas in Hell that Martin received a card. “Something addressed just to you,” said Steve with a sniff, as he handed it to him. Most of the cards would say “Steve and Martin,” and one or two might be for “Martin and Steve.” Never Martin on his own.

	“Dear Martin,” it said. “Long time no speak!” And the exclamation mark dot was a happy face, just trying a bit too hard.

	Martin took a breather from hanging the tinsel—Christmas decorations are always very popular in Hell—sat on the bunk, and read the card properly.

	
	Dear Martin,

	Long time no speak! How are you? It’s been ages.

	This is just to wish you a merry Christmas, and let you know an old friend is thinking of you. Because we are old friends, aren’t we? I know we’ve lost touch, but I didn’t want you to think there were any hard feelings. There really aren’t. I only want the best for you. I only ever did.

	I catch sight of you every once in a while, and I keep meaning to say hi. But either you look very busy, or I’m very busy, so it never happens. Which is so silly! We must catch up one day. That’d be lovely.

	All the old gang are well, and send you their best.

	Lots of love, Woofie.

	
	And the “love” had been written with a hesitancy that made it all the more emphatic. And then, in a different pen, there was a P.S.

	
	P.S. Look, if you’re up for it, and I’m sure you have other plans anyway—but still, no harm in asking. We’re thinking of having a party at New Year’s. Nothing very fancy. If you’ve nothing better to do, and I dare say you have, do come along!

	
	And then, same pen, but written later:

	
	I miss you.

	
	Martin reread it. He wondered if he should send a card back, but really, Steve took care of all that.

	“Shall I hang it with the others?” said Steve, reaching out for it.

	“Sure,” said Martin. “Why not?”

	And then, some time in January, the announcement came.

	Hell was getting too full. There simply wasn’t the space for many more damned souls. So someone had decided they had better send an emissary to God, and find out what should be done about it. And when he came back, the emissary said that he’d looked long and hard, and it turned out there wasn’t a God after all. He wasn’t sure there had never been one, but if there had, he certainly wasn’t around any longer. And this had caused a bit of consternation—who was going to solve the overcrowding problem now?—until it was realized that his non-existence solved the problem in itself. After all, it seemed hardly fair to be damned for not believing in God if it turned out you were, embarrassingly enough, absolutely right.

	Martin was told he could leave immediately.

	“Where am I going now?” he asked. “Heaven?”

	It turned out he was going to Surrey.
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	The day the dead came back to Earth was one of mixed emotion. Everyone seemed overjoyed to see their loved ones return; there were a lot of tearful reunions and a lot of street parties. The government weren’t really sure how to react until they realized that on the whole everyone was very happy about it, so decided in the end they were happy about it too, and acted as if it had been their idea somehow.

	But no one had quite anticipated that the dead weren’t going to go back again. Had it just been a flying visit, then fair enough. But by the end of the week most people really felt that they’d outstayed their welcome. The government picked up on the prevailing mood and quickly asserted that they’d never been happy about this, that they’d had nothing to do with it whatsoever. And even that new measures would soon be taken against this unwanted invasion of the immigrant dead.

	When Moira first saw Martin again, she hugged on to him so hard that he thought she’d never let go. She’d still kept all his clothes and belongings, suitcases full of old nick-knacks that she couldn’t bear to part with. She said everyone had told her to give them all to Oxfam, and when she’d refused well-meaning friends had got rather angry with her and worried about her mental health. “So I got rid of them. I’ve been very lonely. But I knew you’d come back for me.” Martin was touched. He didn’t want to point out he wasn’t back because of her at all but a bureaucratic quirk. “Thank God you came back.” And that there was no God to thank, and if there had been there wouldn’t have been the bureaucratic quirk in the first place. They made love that first night, and for several nights afterwards, something they hadn’t done much even when he’d been alive. And it was surprisingly nice, but not so nice that he minded when they sunk back into their usual platonic domesticity. Within a week he was lying in bed next to her, blocking out the snoring with ear plugs. And in the dead of night, when all was still, he could almost believe that he’d never died and been to Hell at all.

	At work, however, they weren’t so accommodating. For old time’s sake, the boss generously gave Martin ten minutes out of his hectic schedule. “And it is hectic at the moment!” he told Martin. “Busy, busy, busy! Well, I needn’t tell you. You know what this job’s like, you’ve lived it!” Martin was told that they would love to take him back, they really would, but they just couldn’t, not in the present climate. “You can hardly expect to take a leave of absence that long, without any warning, and expect your job waiting when you get back.” And besides, the boss admitted when pressed, not everyone felt very comfortable working alongside corpses. Not the boss himself, of course. But even Martin must admit, being one himself, there was something funny about the way they looked. Whereas once he’d been respected for being so reliable, so solid—now, in a very real sense, he wasn’t solid anymore.

	See the dead face on, and you could just about pretend they were normal—that they were living and breathing like all right-minded people. But turn your head to the side and you could see the soul, that all of this skin and bone and individuality was just a façade. It wasn’t a thing anyone liked to be reminded of. And it meant that the dead were instantly recognisable. By and large the living would ignore them, some would glare at them with obvious hostility; there were even incidents of target beatings by gangs, but outbreaks of violence became rarer when it was realized you couldn’t do anything to kill them. Within weeks the worst that a dead man walking the streets might expect was to be spat at.

	Once upon a time, if you’d wanted to separate a race from the rest of society, to make a people stand out and be judged, you’d bring out the yellow badges, you’d start shaving heads. Woofie’s masters had done it. But no one had to isolate the dead; with their souls flapping about for all to see, they’d done it to themselves. And the worst part of it was that they felt ashamed of each other too. A dead man seeing another dead man would turn his eyes in the same way as a living man would; once in a while there might pass a look of sympathy, of understanding, but they’d hurry on, not daring to talk to each other, not daring to reach out and say ‘I am one of you’. As if for fear that the vacancy in their eyes, the deadness that had so much more to do with the heart no longer beating and the lungs no longer filling, might be what you looked like too.

	Moira didn’t like to mention to Martin the fact that he was very nearly two-dimensional. But even her discretion used to irritate him. She’d try to ignore it at first, then to make it go away. She’d make him his favourite meals, fried and fatty, and she’d say it was because she loved him, that she’d missed cooking for him, that she just wanted him to be happy. But he saw the truth.

	“You’re trying to fatten me up!” he said.

	Moira blushed, and admitted that she thought he could do with a little padding out, his body might lose some of its flatness, if only if . . . 

	“But the food doesn’t go anywhere. I eat it, then it vanishes. It doesn’t stay in the stomach, I don’t have a stomach. For God’s sake, I can’t even shit.”

	Moira cried, and said he’d changed, he’d never used to be like this, he didn’t love her anymore since he’d changed.

	And he wanted to say of course he’d bloody changed, he’d died, hadn’t he? He’d died and gone to Hell, and she hadn’t died, she’d just stayed cosily alive, what had they got in common anymore? He’d gone to Hell and fallen in love with someone else, he’d fallen in love with Hitler’s dog. But he couldn’t say this, even Martin couldn’t be so cruel. It gave him no pleasure to see his widow crying all the time, it just revolted him. “I can’t even shit,” he repeated numbly. And then, as an afterthought, “I want a dog.”

	Moira pointed out he didn’t like dogs. He was allergic. They made him itch.

	“I want a bloody dog,” he said, “that’s all I bloody want. Get me a bloody dog.”
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	They called the new dog Wuffles. Martin had wanted to call it Woofie, but couldn’t quite do it, it was all a bit too raw. Maybe in time he’d rename it, he didn’t suppose the dog would mind. Moira had wanted to name him Snoopy, but Martin calmly pointed out that was a bloody stupid name, Snoopy was bloody stupid. Besides, Snoopy was a bloody beagle, wasn’t he, and this wasn’t a bloody beagle, it was a bloody dachshund, you stupid bitch, it was a bloody sodding buggering dachshund. And then he kissed her gently on the forehead and told her she’d done well, it was a lovely dog. And if she could now bloody well leave him alone to play with it.

	The thing was, Wuffles didn’t like Martin. He loved Moira—he’d wag even at the sound of her voice, wait outside the bedroom door for her, was never happier than when she was petting him or stroking him or touching him. From Martin he’d just recoil. Martin supposed he could see his soul, the same as everyone else. And he quite respected the dog for it—at least it wasn’t a hypocrite.

	Still, he’d try. He’d take Wuffles out for walks—drag Wuffles out for walks, pulling the resistant pet by the leash until it had no choice but to follow. They’d go to the woods. Martin would find a nice fat stick, and throw it.

	“Fetch,” he’d say.

	Wuffles would just stare at him blankly.

	“Fetch,” Martin would repeat. “Fetch the stick.”

	Wuffles would look to where he’d thrown it, look back at him, then lie down. He wasn’t going to chase after a stick. Not for him. For his mistress, anything. But for this flattened dead man, the dog refused to follow orders.

	One day Martin dragged the dog to the car instead. They drove far far away. He opened the passenger door. Threw the stick he’d brought with him.

	“Fetch,” he said.

	But Wuffles made it clear that if he wasn’t prepared to chase a stick in the woods, he certainly wasn’t inclined to do so on the hard shoulder of a motorway. So Martin pushed the dog out of the car anyway, and drove home without him.

	Moira was distraught. “It’s all right,” he reassured her. “He’ll be fine. There are lots of rabbits for him to chase out there, probably. And if he isn’t fine . . . He was a good dog, he never bit or scratched. He loved his mistress. So at least he can be sure he’s going to a happy place.”

	Martin never saw Wuffles again. But when a few weeks later he opened the door to a dachshund who had rung his doorbell, he thought that his unwanted pet had tracked him down. That he’d have to take him on an even longer journey up the M1.

	“No, no,” said the dog. “It’s Woofie. How are you, Martin?”

	“Woofie,” repeated Martin. “I didn’t recognize you.”

	“Well, it has been a long time. Can I come in?”

	Once inside, Martin asked his old friend whether he wanted anything to eat or drink, wanted to sit down, wanted anything, really. “No, I’m fine,” said Woofie. “Nice place you’ve got here. Very cosy.”

	“It’s not mine, it’s hers,” said Martin. “It’s nothing to do with me. How did you get out of Hell?”

	“Oh, they’re letting all sorts out now. I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole thing hasn’t shut down before too long.”

	“And how did you find me?”

	Woofie smiled. “A dog can always find his master. If he wants to hard enough.” He let his words sink in. “You do know you’re my master, don’t you?”

	“Yes,” said Martin.

	“I only think sometimes. That if I’d met you. Right from the start. If I could have given my love to you, and not to Hitler . . . I’d never have gone to Hell in the first place. I could have been great. And I think, too, that with me there beside you, you wouldn’t have gone to Hell either.”

	“No,” said Martin.

	“We could have been great, you and I. We could have been great.”

	And Martin kissed him. And he knew that what he was kissing was a dog, and that it was a dead dog, but it was all right, it didn’t matter, it was all all right.

	“Let’s get out of here,” said Martin. And he got his coat, locked the front door, and put the keys through the letterbox. He considered leaving a note for Moira—but really, what would he have said?

	And man and dog went out together. They had no money for food, but that was okay, they had each other. They’d sleep when they got tired, on park benches, in shop doorways, wherever they could cuddle up. And people would avoid their gaze on the street as always, and some would still spit at them. But together man and dog had a strength. They would stare down their persecutors. They showed they weren’t ashamed.

	Early one morning they were shaken awake by an angry farmer. They’d decided to spend the night in an empty barn—the straw was scratchy but warm.

	“Get out!” screamed the farmer, with a fury that was mostly fear. “Get off my property!” And he jabbed at them with the handle of his pitchfork.

	“There’s no need for that,” said Martin. “We’re going.”

	“You’re filth!” the farmer shouted after them, as Martin and Woofie walked to the door with as much dignity as they could. “You dead bastards. You dead perverted . . . and on my property! You’re filth!”

	And, quick as a flash, Woofie turned round, leaped up, and tore out his throat.

	Martin looked as surprised as the farmer, who, eyes bulged in shock, reached out for a neck that largely wasn’t there, before pitching forward on to his face. The blood sprayed across the straw.

	“Oh my God,” said Martin, bending down. “He’s dead.”

	“Good,” said Woofie. “Now he knows what it feels like.”

	“Oh God, oh shit,” said Martin.

	“Come on, let’s go,” said Woofie.
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	They walked in silence for a while. Martin kept looking at his hands, and every time he did—yes—they were still smeared with blood.

	“Oh God,” he said at last. “It was an accident. It was an accident.”

	“It wasn’t an accident,” said Woofie. “I all but bit his head off.”

	“Oh God.”

	Nothing more was said for a few minutes. A man walked towards the pair down the footpath. He gave them the customary glare of hatred and contempt. And then he saw Martin’s bloody hands, and the way Woofie openly snarled at him, and there was blood there too, right on the jaws—and he hurried on.

	“What’s going to happen to us?” Martin moaned.

	“What are they going to do? Send us to Hell? Been there, done that.”

	“Oh God.”

	“Hitler was like this, you know,” said Woofie. “The first time he had a Jew killed. Well, that’s it, Woofie, he said. If I’m right, then I have made a blow for justice and the common man. But if I’m wrong . . . If I’m wrong, I’m damned forever.

	“And do you know what I said? What I whispered into his ear. Oh, he couldn’t hear me, of course. Dogs can’t talk. But I whispered it anyway.

	“If you’re going to Hell for one Jew, then why not for a hundred? For a hundred thousand. For six million. If you’re going to be damned anyway, at least be damned for something impressive. I’d rather be damned for being Hitler’s dog than Goering’s. Do you understand?”

	“Yes,” said Martin. “Oh God. I understand. Oh God.”

	“There isn’t a God,” said Woofie. “Stop saying that.”

	“Sorry.”

	“Do you realize by how much the dead outnumber the living? Do you? Thirty to one. And yet we’re the outcasts. We’re the ones who are spat at. How long do you think that can go on for? How long should it go on? Martin?”

	“What?” said Martin weakly.

	“How long?” demanded Woofie.

	“I don’t know.”

	“Then think about it,” said Woofie sternly. “For once in your life, just think.” 

	And Martin thought.

	“But we mustn’t hurt them, Woofie,” he said eventually. “We can’t do that. We should just put them . . . I don’t know. Out of harm’s way.”

	“For their own good.”

	“For their own good, exactly. Somewhere safe. Promise me, Woofie. Promise me, whatever happens. That what we’ll be doing is good.”

	Woofie promised, Martin smiled, and on they walked. A man and his dog, making plans.

	
	

	SO
PROUD

	
	It had taken her long enough to get used to the idea he was her boyfriend. She kept on expecting him to open his eyes, realize there were other girls out there, prettier, smarter, go with them instead. And then that day he’d proposed, right out of the blue, and amid the excitement and the pride she’d also realized she’d have to start thinking of him as a fiancé now, it’d be another adjustment to make. But now here they were, they’d done the registry office, both families had got together without incident, there’d been none of the clashes they’d been expecting—hey, even the weather had stayed bright for the photographs. And as the cameras were trained on them, she looked at him, and thought, husband now, got to think of him as husband. That sounded good to her, the most right so far. He smiled at her, and she could see in that smile that he loved her; she’d got him now, husband, he wasn’t going to get away. And in the relief of that moment, in that triumph, she realized at last that she loved him too.

	There wasn’t to be a honeymoon, they couldn’t afford it. Maybe one day, he said, when they were rich. And she’d agreed, and pictured that in a few years’ time, in a hotel in Marbella, somewhere with a beach, they’d look back and say, this is our honeymoon, and laugh, because by then they’d be rolling in money, every holiday could be a honeymoon. But there was still a treat in store, far better than a honeymoon could offer. His parents had spoken to her parents, and together they’d bought them a flat. It was a small flat, there was no point in pretending otherwise, but it was theirs, and they wouldn’t be in anyone’s spare rooms anymore. They climbed the stairs, unlocked the door, and they stood on the threshold of their new home. He asked, jokingly, if she wanted to be carried over the threshold, and she, jokily, said yes. And because neither of them could quite be sure how much the other was joking, they did it anyway; she lay back in his arms, and he heaved her bulk into the tiny kitchen. They both felt a bit self-conscious afterwards.

	He said it really was very small, this place. Not enough room to swing a cat! And she laughed, and said they’d just have to make sure they didn’t get a cat then, and he laughed, and said he didn’t like cats anyway, he was allergic, and she laughed again, but realized with some little shock she’d never even known that, were there other things about him she didn’t know? He looked at the hand-me-down furniture and the hand-me-down wallpaper and said it would have to do for the moment, they’d do better later. And he took her to the hand-me-down bed, and there they made love. And it felt like making love, too, she’d always thought of it as just sex before, something you did guiltily in the spare room hoping the parents wouldn’t hear, but now he was her husband, wasn’t he, and this was their home, wasn’t it, this was Making Love. As he bounced around on her she imagined this was what Mummy and Daddy got up to, how they’d done it all these years, mature, legal, sanctified by wedding contract and local registrar. She squealed with pleasure throughout the whole thing, even when she really wasn’t feeling very much anymore, even when frankly it was all over and the two of them were spent.

	Maybe it was the squealing, or maybe the added frisson of being newly wed. But within a few days she realized she was pregnant. She called her mother to ask her advice, but her mother wasn’t much help—she said the whole wretched business had been rather a long time ago, and she was really doing her best to forget all about it, thank you. The wife didn’t mind; she liked the idea of another life inside her, and she wondered whom it would most look like, herself or her husband. The husband didn’t look too happy when she told him though. He pointed out there wasn’t even the room to swing a cat, hadn’t he said they couldn’t swing a cat? And a baby was even bigger than a cat, most likely. And the wife laughed and said they’d just have to take care not to swing the baby, and he sulked a bit and said it wasn’t funny. And he asked her whether she really intended to go through with this, to alter their marriage so drastically even before it had started. Wasn’t she thinking of aborting it? And she hadn’t been, actually, but now she did think of it. She made herself a cup of tea in their hand-me-down kitchen with the hand-me-down kettle, and applied her mind to the notion. And she concluded it’d be rather a shame, wouldn’t it?—and they’d never find out which of them the baby most looked like, she was looking forward to that, that would be the best bit. It’ll be all right, she assured him, trying to coax him out of his sulk, they had each other, and they loved each other, and this baby was a result of that love, they’d love it too and care for it and not swing it around the cramped flat. They made love again that night, and the wife had to give him credit, the husband certainly put in as much effort as he normally would, you would hardly guess he was so angry.

	The leaflet she got from the library was packed full of information and lots of colourful pictures. The wife thought the cartoon drawings made it all look very exciting, and could hardly wait to see what she was going to enjoy the most—the morning sickness, the strange hunger cravings, or watching her own belly button pop out. But she didn’t have to wait the nine months she’d been promised. That Friday evening, as the married couple sat in front of the portable television, her waters broke. She told her husband she felt the most extraordinary urge to push, but he told her she was being ridiculous and went into the kitchen for a Diet Coke. But she pushed anyway, she lay on the floor and pushed and pushed, and she did it all very quickly; he hadn’t made it back from the fridge before she gave birth. She felt it suck out from between her legs, and then the sort of physical relief she associated with having a really good belch. And she got to her feet to see what her new baby looked like. Her husband, on his return, almost dropped his Coke can.

	It wasn’t what either of them had expected. It wasn’t a baby, or not a human baby, at any rate—instead, they were looking at a Chesterfield sofa. The wife couldn’t help but wonder how something so big had been hiding in such a small place—because this wasn’t one of your small Chesterfield sofas, no, this one was at least six foot long and three foot tall. It was covered with some strange thin gloop, and the wife worried that it might stain the leather upholstery—but it was all right, it was like cellophane wrapping, it came off in one easy tug. Now both husband and wife could see that it was a very good sofa indeed, high quality stuff, that—and the leather was coloured a fashionable dark green. Neither of them quite knew what to say for a while, until the wife remembered the leaflet she’d been reading, and suggested they cut the umbilical cord. So the husband dutifully went back into the kitchen for the scissors. And as he cut away, the wife looked her new baby over, from every angle the cutting would allow, and couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. The Chesterfield sofa didn’t much look like either of its parents.

	At first it was pleasing to have such a fine quality piece of furniture. The hand-me-down pieces they’d been left by the flat’s previous owners were serviceable, but not at their best—the single armchair was fraying at the sides, and if you sat too close to the left armrest you risked being jabbed by a loose spring. The Chesterfield sofa, on the other hand, was luxury indeed. It was far more comfortable even than their bed, and one evening the husband began to make love to the wife on it, and only stopped when she pointed out it made her feel slightly weird having sex lying on her own offspring. But the richness of the green leather only showed up how drab everything else in the flat was by contrast—it looked strange and alien against the peeling pink wallpaper and the threadbare stained carpets. And it was clearly too big for the sitting room; the only way they could position it was diagonally from one corner to the other, and even then it was hard for the wife to see the television screen; it blocked so much light from the window it made the whole flat seem dark, small, and dingy, even more so than it really was. So the husband told her that they’d have to get rid of it, such class simply wasn’t for them, and the wife reluctantly agreed. Late one night he brought some of the lads home from work, and they heaved it out of the flat, down the stairs, and into a skip they’d found further up the road. The sofa all but filled the skip, but the lads had done it under cover of darkness, no one had seen them do it, so it was all right. And the wife noticed immediately that her husband’s mood lifted, he seemed more relaxed than before. They made love that night and it was passionate and it was good, she squealed for all the right reasons this time, and she thought as she lay in his arms afterwards that she could get used to this. She could get used to not having a baby after all if this is what marriage could be like. And she told him that, and he looked so pleased, and even though he was very drowsy he put his tongue in her mouth and they made love all over again.

	So when she found out she was pregnant once more he nearly hit the roof. He asked her what on earth she thought she was playing at. And she told him she hardly thought she was the only one responsible here, and burst into tears. And he said sorry, sorry, and put his arms around her, and said it was okay, it was nobody’s fault, they’d just have to take even more precautions in the future, that was all. And maybe it would be all right anyway, maybe it was just another bit of furniture they could chuck in the skip, they must keep their fingers crossed. And it was another bit of furniture. Some time on Wednesday, whilst her husband was at work, she became the proud mother of an escritoire. She didn’t know it was called an escritoire, mind you, so she had to be a bit vague when she called him on his mobile, and when he came home early he didn’t know it was called an escritoire either. The husband sighed, and asked what they could want with a writing desk, he never wrote anything anyway. And she showed him all the drawers, and the place you could put your pens, and the lovely design on the mahogany, but he wasn’t impressed. He said that if she was going to propagate furniture, couldn’t she at least come up with something that was actually useful? They needed so much stuff, why not just pop out a couple of chairs or a table? He said he thought it was embarrassing anyway, he’d better call the lads from work, see if they wouldn’t mind carrying the desk to the skip, but if they began to suspect all this unwanted furniture was coming from his wife’s belly he’d be a laughingstock. He went as far as to say that had he known he’d been marrying someone who was a bit abnormal in the baby department, he might have had second thoughts. She cried and said that maybe he was the abnormal one, not her, it might be his sperm not her eggs, and he said no, he knew perfectly well that he could produce babies, did she really think she’d been his first? There was tons she didn’t know about him, tons. And they both fell silent because they’d said too much, and then she asked him if he had a child she didn’t know about, and he reassured her that it hadn’t got as far as that, they’d dealt with it, it was okay—but he went on to mutter under his breath, just loud enough for her to hear, that he was pretty bloody sure all that palaver he’d been through hadn’t been for a king-size sofa or some fancy writing desk. And then the lads came.

	As the lads were about to lug the offending escritoire down the stairs, one of them asked the husband whether he’d be prepared to take twenty quid for it instead. The husband narrowed his eyes suspiciously. Why would a spot welder want a writing desk? What was in it for him? And the lad buckled and admitted he knew someone—not that well, mind, so this was a bit of a gamble—who liked to buy up posh furniture once in a while. The husband went very quiet. The lad asked if he wanted the twenty quid, and the husband said no, he didn’t want his twenty quid. And the lad said, all right, should they put the desk in the skip then, and the husband said no, he thought he’d hang on to it after all. And the lad said, sod you then, and that the husband mustn’t think he’d come out late at night again and have his time wasted like that, and the husband rudely assured him he wouldn’t want him to. There was a banging of doors as the lad left, taking all the other lads with him, and had the escritoire been a human baby it would undoubtedly have started crying—but, because it was an escritoire, it didn’t. The husband looked at the desk thoughtfully, as if for the first time. He pulled out the drawers one by one, turned them over, gave them a proper inspection. It almost made the wife tear up with joy to see him being so paternal at last. And then he said he was going to phone in sick for work the next day—he had things to do.

	When the wife woke the next morning the husband had already left—and the escritoire had gone too. But he didn’t bring it back with him. Instead he brought back a Chinese takeaway for them both. A bit of a treat, he called it, he thought they deserved to splash out. He announced that he’d sold the writing desk for three hundred pounds—three hundred!—and he beamed at her as if expecting a round of applause. The wife didn’t want to let him down, so gave as congratulatory a look as she could muster. Her husband explained that their son turned out to be a genuine antique from the reign of George III—that was the 1700s, you know—and the dealer had been very keen to get his hands on it. The wife asked how it was possible their son was from the 1700s when he’d only been born yesterday, but the husband huffily asked her what she thought he looked like, a furniture expert? After she’d polished off her sweet and sour prawn balls, the husband led her to the bedroom. She started to get out their precautions—one for him, one for her—and he shrugged, and said he didn’t think they needed to worry about precautions too much.

	The next time she fell pregnant he didn’t get angry at all. On the contrary. He brought her cups of tea, kept asking how she was, wanted to make sure she didn’t overexert herself. And he’d nuzzle her swelling belly, kiss it, and whisper to it—what are you going to be when you grow up? What are you going to be? Over the next few weeks she produced a grandfather clock, two sixteenth-century tea chests, and an ornate dining table designed to seat a party of twelve. Every time they’d appear, pushed and pushed, after so much pushing the wife thought she’d burst, he’d unwrap the covering gloop and snip the cord like a kid opening a Christmas present. There were manymore Chinese takeaways, and the wife began to associate the taste of sweet and sour with the nausea she always felt after giving birth. And it wasn’t just Chinese takeaways the husband would buy; bit by bit, the hand-me-down furniture was replaced with fresh items he’d get from Argos. But every new item she’d produce from her stomach still somehow made them look as drab as the hand-me-downs, and a bit more plasticky to boot. In the bedroom the husband would become more experimental—wonder if they’d produce different types of furniture if they had sex in different positions. They did it standing up and were soon blessed with a Victorian standing lamp. They did it on all fours, and out came a whimsical framed portrait of four dogs playing poker. He invested in a lavish edition of the Karma Sutra, and was delighted with the gold statuette of Vishnu she delivered, so very exotic.

	One evening, in a daze of sweet and sour, she told him that she missed the set of brass toasting forks he’d sold that day to buy their dinner. He looked perplexed. Told her patiently that they had no need for toasting forks, brass or otherwise. She agreed; but added softly that they were their children, weren’t they? Right down to their little brass handles they were their children, and she missed them. He told her that she couldn’t possibly miss something she hadn’t even had until one o’clock that afternoon; she was being illogical, it was just her post-natal depression playing up again. And she supposed that was true. In the same way that she couldn’t help but feel there was something different to their lovemaking now. She’d lie beneath him, watching as he bounced around on top—well, whenever the Karma Sutra allowed bouncing—and she’d zone out a little watching his face, the gritted teeth, the rolling eyes, the spit, all that effort, all that work. It didn’t seem like it had anything much to do with her anymore. She no longer felt the urge to squeal; if there was any squealing to be done, he’d be doing it, and it’d be a squeal of avarice. But when she tried to bring this up, as delicately as possible, she’d be told the same thing. Illogical. Post-natal Depression.

	And then, one day, something truly miraculous happened. She’d just given birth to a four-poster bed, and thought little of the fact—she coolly admired all the frills and drapes, but she’d long ago taught herself not to get too attached to things like that. It was a big bit of furniture, it all but filled the room, and the wife wasn’t sure how her husband could get it to the dealer. But, she considered wearily, that was his problem, his part of the job, let him deal with it. She tried to swallow down the inevitable taste of sweet and sour sickness that took her after a delivery, no matter what she ate before it. And was about to go into the kitchen, make herself a cup of tea, when she felt something fall out of her body and hit the floor with a dull clang.

	It was a kettle, she saw. Not an especially nice example of kettledom, the stainless steel a little rusted. Not antique either—her Mum’s one was just the same, and she doubted that predated the seventies. Under normal circumstances, the kettle would be a disappointment, you’d be lucky to get a fiver for it. But sitting on the floor next to the opulent bulk of the four-poster bed, it looked laughably banal. Probably no better than the hand-me-down kettle they had in their hand-me-down kitchen.

	But it looked like her.

	She’d all but given up looking at her children for any signs of resemblance, to see whether they took most after mummy or daddy. However impressive it might have been on its own terms, the four-poster bed was really just another four-poster bed; she knew intellectually it was of her flesh, but she felt no bond to it. But the kettle was something else. She couldn’t work out why they looked so similar; the spout didn’t look like her nose, the handles were nothing like her ears. Maybe it was just because it a bit tarnished, a bit dirty, and it wouldn’t go for much in Oxfam.

	“Peek-a-boo,” she said to the kettle, and smiled. “Peek-a-boo!”

	And she knew then that she was going to be all right. She could cope with all of this. Produce children who weren’t going to be her children. Live with a husband that she knew less and less day by day. Make love that wasn’t love at all. If she could just have her little daughter by her side, see her face whenever she needed to, remind herself what this whole family thing was supposed to be about. Was she a daughter, maybe he was a son . . . ? She picked up the kettle gently, ever so gently. Daughter. Definitely daughter. How lovely! Up to now all the furniture had been boys.

	She’d got her now, daughter, she told herself, daughter, and she wasn’t going to get away. She cradled her in her arms, and the baby kettle gave a sigh of calm that quite broke her heart. She wouldn’t tell the husband, this was all hers, she was all hers. And she took her into the kitchen, kissed her softly, and shut her in the cupboard.
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	He’d said he liked companionable silence, that was a sign of friendship. But when it came down to it, what they had was just silence, really, wasn’t it? As they sped down the motorway in the dark, no sound except the low roar of the engine and the occasional grunt of the windscreen wiper, she felt drowsy, she thought at least that she might get some sleep. But she didn’t dare—it’d seem rude—they weren’t companions, not really, in spite of what they’d done—and he kept on stealing little looks at her, throwing her awkward little smiles, and saying, “Sorry I’m being so quiet, sorry.” If he wanted the companionable silence then why did he keep popping up with such stuff as, “Oh, look, only twenty-two more miles to the nearest service station,” or “Oh, look, cows”? Always with that apologetic grin she’d found rather endearing only a day before.

	“Do you want some music?” he said at last, “would some music be nice?” He fished around for a wad of CDs with his spare hand, “I think some music would be nice,” he said, “I’ll see if I can find Elton John.” And then she didn’t so much hear it as feel it, there was a thud, and a quick streak of something very solid against the windscreen. “Jesus,” he said. He didn’t drop the CDs, she noted, he put them back safely into the glove compartment. “Jesus, what was that?”

	“Pull over,” she said. And he looked at her with bewilderment. “Pull over,” she said again, and he did so. The car stopped on the hard shoulder.

	“Jesus,” he said again. “We hit something.”

	You hit something, she thought. “Are you all right?” she asked.

	“I think so,” he said, “yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Are you all right? What do you think it was? I mean, it just came out of nowhere. You saw that, didn’t you? There was nothing I could have done. Jesus,” he looked up at the windscreen, “I hope it hasn’t damaged anything.”

	“You should check,” she said, and he just gave her that bewildered expression again, so she sighed, undid the seat belt, and opened the door. She wondered whether he might be in shock, but she’d seen him look bewildered a fair amount that weekend, and it couldn’t always have been shock. She wondered whether she might be in shock too. “Fuck,” she said, as she stepped out into the dark and the rain, “fuck fuck,” but actually she felt good, some fresh air at last, and something was happening, there’d be no need for a companionable silence now, she didn’t feel like saying ‘fuck’ at all. She gave the windscreen a cursory inspection, and from inside the car he gave her a hopeful thumbs up. She gave him a thumbs up back, but she hadn’t looked, not really, there could be shards of glass all round for all she cared. And then she turned and walked back down the hard shoulder to look for a body.

	It wasn’t rain, not really, just a bit of wetness in the air, and it was refreshing. She liked it out here in the black, on her own, and she wondered how long she could get away with it, with not returning to the car, returning to him—pretending instead to look for whatever it is they might have hit, she’d never find it now. And then she saw it, maybe about two hundred yards behind the car, a little mound that had been knocked into the middle lane. She stood parallel to it, but couldn’t make out what it was. She thought it might be moving. She waved back, indicating he should reverse the car. For a moment nothing happened and she thought she’d have to walk all the way back and tell him what to do, “fuck,” she said, and then, slowly, surely, the car began to back down the hard shoulder towards her, he’d got the message.

	“It’s just there,” she told him, as he wound down the window. “Try to angle the car a bit, so we can see what it is in the headlamps.”

	“What is it?” he asked her.

	“I don’t know,” she said. “Try to angle the car. You know. So we can see what it is in the lamps.”

	He did his best. She still couldn’t identify it, it was sprawled in such an odd position, she couldn’t even see if it had a head. But there had to be a head, because it was definitely alive, whatever it was it was twitching, you couldn’t twitch without a head, could you? “Probably a bird,” he said, and she jumped, she hadn’t heard him get out of the car, “you saw the way it flew at me, probably a bird.” And he sniffed. But it looked a bit large for a bird, and besides, surely that was fur? “We should go and get it,” she suggested, and he looked horrified. “It’s in the motorway,” he said, “we can’t walk out into the motorway.” But there were no cars coming, no headlights in the distance, and the creature twitched again, for God’s sake it was twitching. “It’s not as if we’ll be able to help,” he said, and she gave him a look, said a “Sod it” under her breath, and then ran out into the road.

	Up she scooped it into her arms, and she made to dash back, but as she did so she felt that the creature had been stuck down on to the tarmac, she fancied there was resistance as she pulled it up, and she was suddenly terrified that she’d left bits of the body behind, that she’d make it back to the safety of the hard shoulder with only half an animal and the rest of it trailing after her. “Are you all right?” he asked, and his arms were out wide, and for a moment she thought absurdly that he wanted to hug her, after all that had happened, and she thought, no, he wants to take the animal from me, he wants to share this—but not even that, now his arms had dropped uselessly to his sides, he was doing nothing to help, nothing. And as she reached him she had a sick urge to drop the creature to the ground, but what would be the point of that, why bother rescuing it in the first place? And though she suddenly felt such revulsion to it, she kept it in her arms those few seconds longer, she knelt down and laid it out gently on the hard shoulder. And she realized at last that it was fur, matted fur, and she wondered whether it was matted with blood or with rainfall. “There,” she said, as she pulled away from it at last, “there you go,” and, stupidly, “you’ll be all right now.” And it did have a head she saw, thank God, and it turned that head and fixed her with its eyes.

	“It’s a rabbit,” she said.

	“Yes,” he said. “Or a hare. I always get the two muddled up. Aren’t hares supposed to have longer ears? Or is that the other way round?” He thought for a bit. “Do you think those are long ears?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Nor me. If we had another rabbit here, you know, side by side. You know, we could compare.”

	They stood there for a good half minute, just looking down at it. And it lay there, for the same length of time, just looking back. “It’s not moving much,” he said.

	“No.”

	“Do you think it’s dying, or what? There isn’t much blood. I mean, unless there was in the road. Was there a lot in the road?” She didn’t answer. “What do we do now?”

	“I think,” she said heavily, “we have to put it out of its misery.”

	“Right,” he said, “right. And are you sure,” he went on, licking his lips, “that it’s actually in misery? I mean, it’s not making much noise. It’s not squealing or anything. Surely if there were misery, there’d be squealing and stuff.”

	“Help me find a rock,” she said. And they both went up to the embankment, scrabbled around in the grass. It didn’t have to be a rock, anything sharp or heavy would have done, but it was rocks that they found. Hers was better than his. When he saw that, he dropped his to the ground.

	“How are you going to do this?” he asked her.

	“I’m not going to do it,” she said, and she’d never been more sure of anything. “You’re going to do it.” And she gave him the rock.

	“You could have just left it in the road,” he said. “Why didn’t you just leave it in the road? Some car would have come eventually, squashed it, there’d be no need for rocks and shit.” And she felt such a flare of anger at that, but she didn’t raise her voice, “Go on,” she said. Go on, finish it. Finish what you’ve started.

	So he stood there, all five foot six of him, weighing the rock in his hands, aiming downwards. “You’re going to have to get closer than that,” she said. “Jesus,” he said. “What, right down in the, you want me on my, right, Jesus.” And he got down on his knees. “I hope you’re happy,” he said. “I hope this is what you want. Jesus.”

	“You’re going to have to hit it pretty hard,” she told him. And she almost laughed at the look he threw her then, and it wasn’t funny, not really, she really mustn’t laugh. But he’d tried so hard all weekend to accommodate her, to keep smiling no matter what, and here on his face at last was something like fury. “Go on,” she said. And he muttered something, and lined up the rock to the rabbit’s skull, as if he were taking a snooker stroke, for God’s sake, as if he were swinging a golf club. “You might want to hold its head,” she added.

	“I’m not touching it,” he said. “I’ll kill it, but I won’t touch it. Oh. Oh. Wait. Look.”

	And she’d had enough suddenly. “I’ll do it,” she said, “if you can’t.” I just want to get home, she thought.

	“No,” he said. “What’s this?”

	She stooped beside him.

	The rabbit had a wing. It was thick and black and leathery. And wide, it lay stretched out to the left, a wider span than the body from which it had unfurled. The rabbit blinked at them, as if it was as surprised as they were.

	“It can’t be real,” he said. “It must be stuck on.” And he hadn’t wanted to touch the creature before, but now his fingers were all over it, feeling the wing, prodding at where it met the fur. “I can’t see any join,” he said. “I thought it must have been stitched on or something, but it just comes out of the skin.” The rabbit gave a little cough, almost politely—and from out of its right side a second wing unfolded. It spread even wider, and it fluttered a little under the drizzle.

	The rabbit shuddered and gave a single grunt. It was only for a beat, it was very quiet, but they both heard it. “I don’t see what difference it makes,” she said.

	“Maybe there’s some sort of scientific base nearby,” he was saying. “You know, where they put ears on mice and things.” He was on his feet now, looking about, as if expecting to see a laboratory on the horizon. “Do you think that could be it? I mean, maybe it escaped. Maybe they want it back.”

	“Give me the rock,” she said.

	“What are you talking about?” And for a moment he genuinely didn’t know. Then he grinned at her, talked very slowly, very patiently. “But, no. But we can’t kill it now. That would be terrible. I mean, look at it,” although he was doing nothing of the sort himself, he was beaming with a big smile now and his eyes were bright. “I mean, what if this is even better than an experiment from a lab? I mean, this could be a new species. Can you just think of that?”

	“No,” she said.

	“Look,” he said. “Look.” And then he was silent for a moment, as if trying to work out what she should be looking at. “Okay, look. We came out here for something magical. Didn’t we? I mean, that was the whole point. And maybe this is it. This is something magical.”

	“It’s in pain,” she said.

	“We’ll get it a towel,” he said. “There’s one on the back seat, I think. Yeah, we’ll make it nice and comfortable. Go on,” he said. “Go and get the towel. Go on then,” and there was just a touch of impatience in his voice now, and as she looked at him his eyes were gleaming in the rain, it was raining for real now and it made his face look shiny and alive.

	And she fetched the towel, and he wrapped up the rabbit within it as gently as he could. Lovingly, she thought, almost lovingly. She tried to help, but he waved her away. He stroked the wings and he stroked the fur, and told the creature it was going to be okay. The creature looked at him a little doubtfully, but at least it didn’t make that grunt of pain again, that was something. And they carried it to the boot, they shut it in, and then they drove away.
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	And on the way up all they’d done was talk. After a few hours, halfway up the M5, he’d admitted to her he’d been a bit nervous, what if they hadn’t found things to chat about? And she’d laughed, and said fat chance! The words had just spilled out of both of them, sometimes there were about three different conversations going on at once—she thought it was rather exhilarating and laughed every time she lost her train of thought only to find another altogether. First off, of course, they’d talked about work—he’d only been at the office for a few weeks, whereas she’d been there for years, she could tell him all the gossip—and he said he was relieved, that the people he thought he was beginning to like were the ones it was safe to like, and those he hadn’t taken to were precisely the ones to steer clear of. It was good to get such inside information! And they’d discussed their family, why it was he didn’t get on with his mum, why she didn’t get on with her dad. “It’s the same sort of thing,” he told her sympathetically, “but in reverse. Jesus, what’s wrong with our parents anyway?” They’d even touched on politics, and although she rather suspected the views he held were just watered down versions of her own, at least they weren’t going to argue, at least they were in the same general ballpark. He’d picked her up from the top of her road first thing that morning; as it turned out, he could have done so from the house, she’d sorted everything out, but he said it might be safer his way. “Is that all your luggage?” he’d said, and she’d smiled, and said she didn’t think she’d need much. And she’d sat in the passenger seat beside him, and there wasn’t any crap lying on the floor, and there was a smell of lemon. She thought he must have cleaned the car especially—and then thought, why not just ask him? So did. And he blushed and said he had, actually, was that really pathetic? “No, no,” she said, “it’s nice, it’s nice.” And meant it.

	She navigated. He told her he didn’t have a satnav. “Well, I do,” he said, “but I don’t like it, I think the voice is a bit creepy.” And she’d laughed, and agreed, those voices were a bit creepy, weren’t they? Although she didn’t find her satnav creepy in the slightest. And he’d said that maybe they only hired actors to record those satnav things if they had creepy voices, and he’d tried to picture the auditions involved, even acting it out, turning down Mel Gibson, Jack Nicholson, because they didn’t sound enough like axe murderers, and the joke must have been run on for over half an hour, and somehow never quite stopped being funny. She was pleased to see he didn’t mind when she gave the wrong directions, when they came off the motorway at the wrong junction. “It’s a holiday!” he said, “it’s not as if we’re in any hurry!” They pulled into a service station, and he bought them both a coffee. He noted how she insisted it come with soya milk, he told her with mock grimness that was important knowledge he would store away for future reference, and then grinned.

	“Look,” he said. “Silly to ask. But just so I’m sure. What we’re doing is what I think we’re doing, isn’t it?” And he played with his plastic stirrer. “You know. We are shagging, aren’t we?”

	“Yes,” she said.

	“Oh, good,” he said. “Oh, that’s what I thought. But it’d have been embarrassing if . . . I mean, I only got us the one room. Good.”

	She leaned forward across the coffee and the soya milk. And the detritus of how many other travellers, maybe they were all going down the M5 for a spot of shagging, why not. He looked surprised, and it took him a few moments to realize he should lean in too. And she kissed him on the lips. He responded very well, actually. There was a bit of movement on his part, a sort of nibbling, but not too much, he didn’t get carried away. And although the tongue did make an appearance, it didn’t hog the party the way it sometimes could, it was just a push against her teeth, a quick hello and goodbye, a quick see you later maybe.

	“You’ve done this before,” she said.

	“What, kiss?” he said, and was puzzled. Then he realized she was teasing, and said, “Oh yes, kissing, I’ve kissed a few times, yeah.”

	“Good to know,” she said.

	“But never,” he added, as they got up and put on their coats, “someone who tasted of soya. That was a new one on me.”

	“It’s a lovely part of the country,” he told her as they drove on. “I grew up there as a kid. And I hope you like the hotel. It had a nice website. It’s a family hotel, you know, nothing posh, but I don’t like those posh hotels much, do you? They’re not very personal. I like personal, personal’s nice. This one looks nice, the pictures are nice, it has off street parking.”

	“So long as it has a bed,” she said, “we’ll be fine.”

	The landlady was waving at them from the front window. “This must be it,” he said, and they pulled up in the driveway. “Hello, hello!” said the landlady, opening the door to them. “And welcome! We spoke on the phone, yes? I’m Marcia. I hope you’ll be very happy here.” Marcia was fiftyish and grey haired, with arms thick enough to churn butter.

	They introduced themselves. “Married?” asked Marcia. “Yes,” she said. “No,” he said. “Only the one of us,” she said. Marcia laughed. “Say no more!” He looked embarrassed, but she didn’t mind—she’d rather he’d been mistaken for her husband than her son. Marcia led them through to the back of the house. “And here’s your little part of our home,” she said. “Here’s the key, and there’s a separate door through the garden, you see, if you want to come in late at night. Just so you won’t worry about disturbing me or my husband.” She watched them take in the room, the wardrobe, the TV mounted in the corner, the bathroom door, for some reason a painting of a goose. And the double bed, big, bold, bloody unignorable, right there in the centre. “Have fun!” she said, and left them.

	“I like her,” he said, “she seems nice.” She put down her bag on the bed, kissed him from behind on his neck. “Oh!” he said. “What are you doing? We haven’t even unpacked yet.”

	“I’m sorry,” she said. 

	“No,” he said, “I’m sorry. Sorry.” He opened his arms, and she thought, a hug, he wants a hug. She stepped into the embrace anyway, and he held on to her gingerly as if she were cut crystal, and he rubbed his cheek against hers, and gave her a peck. Then he thought about it for a moment, grinned, what the hell, and kissed her full on the lips. It was for longer this time, and the tongue gave more than its cameo performance. “Okay?” he asked.

	“Oh yes,” she said. “It’s very nice here.”

	“It is, isn’t it? I love hotels!” He released her, went to open drawers, cupboards. “There’s a kettle here! And an ironing board. And look!” He’d found a little folder, right by the Gideon Bible. “They do room service. Just like a proper hotel. Shall we order something?” She assured him she was fine. “Oh, it’ll be fun. We can have breakfast in bed! I think we should! Hang on,” he said, winked at her, and lifted the receiver. Dialled a number. Waited. “It’s ringing,” he told her. And then, “Hello! Yes, we thought we’d order breakfast in bed for tomorrow! We thought, why not, it’s a holiday, if you can’t do it on a holiday . . . ! . . . 
No, we’re staying in your house. Yes. In the guest room. Yes. Yes, at the back.” She lay down on the bed and waited for him to stop talking. “Yes, then would be fine. Looking forward to it. Thank you.” He hung up, smiled at her. “Breakfast in bed, what a treat!” And she smiled back. “Come here,” she said to him.

	He lay on the bed next to her. “Okay if I take this side?”

	“You’re fine.”

	“It’s quite soft, isn’t it?”

	She made to shrug, but she was supported by one of her shoulders, so it came out as a twitch. They snogged for a while. “You’re really special,” he told her at one point. “Whatever happens this weekend, I want you to know, it’s just great to have such a good friend at the office.” They snogged a bit longer. “I should unpack,” he said. “Do you want to unpack?”

	“We’re only here the one night,” she told him.

	“I know,” he said. He got up, unzipped his suitcase. Took out three, maybe four, shirts, and a spare pair of trousers. He opened the wardrobe. “Okay if I take this side?”

	Marcia recommended them a restaurant in town. They wouldn’t need the car, it was only ten minutes’ walk, and besides, the weather was lovely. “Neil swears by the crab,” she told them, “you must try the crab!” They found the place easily enough, it wasn’t too busy, they got a table for two, and a waiter lit a candle for them. 

	“I don’t like crab,” he confided to her, and she agreed, she couldn’t abide shellfish, so they giggled, ordered a steak and a lasagne, and joked that they’d tell Marcia they’d had crab when they saw her. The house red had no label, but was rather good, and they got through two bottles of it. 

	“Coffee?” asked the waiter. 

	“I won’t, but my girlfriend here will, but the milk has to be soya.” Girlfriend, she thought with surprise, it almost sobered her up. 

	“I’m not sure we have soya milk, sir, I’ll check.” “It has to be soya, that’s what she drinks.” 

	“Listen,” she said to him, and touched his hand gently, “I can have other milks, it’s just soya for preference.” But no, no, he was adamant, it’d be soya or nothing, only the best for her, for his girlfriend—if there was no soya milk to be had he’d bloody well go out and get some, leave the restaurant, find some supermarket, and bring back his own. 

	And fortunately the waiter returned and said there was soya milk, so no one had to find out whether he’d back down or not. Mind you, she thought as she sipped at the coffee, it didn’t taste like soya. By the time he’d paid—his treat, he insisted—it had begun to rain. Just a drizzle, really, they were both so hot after the wine it was welcome. And he told her he’d protect her, and did his best to hold his hand flat over her head as they walked back to the hotel. It did nothing to keep her dry, of course, but it made them both laugh.

	When they got back they snogged again for a little while. As soon as she’d stepped into the room he whirled her around, and caught her mouth with his. It was quite nice, but as she stood there straining her face up to meet his, she couldn’t help feel there were more comfortable ways to do this. “I’m going to get ready for bed,” she said gently, and indicated the bathroom, “all right?” Of course, he said, did she want him to come with her . . . ? No, no, she assured him, she just wanted to clean herself up a bit, nothing sexy or complicated like that. He said okay, and she thought he looked a little relieved. “I’ll only be a minute,” she said, kissed him again, stepped into the bathroom, and closed the door behind her. As she washed her face she noticed that he’d carefully laid out all his toiletries side by side at the top of the sink, toothbrush, toothpaste, shampoo, a pair of tweezers.

	She opened the door, and nearly laughed. He was standing there naked. Arms to one side, as if presenting. It wasn’t that there was anything funny about his body, not in the slightest, it all seemed to be present and in roughly the correct dimensions. It was just the surprise at the whole reality of it. He looked down, smiled a little awkwardly. “Sorry about him, he’s got a bit excited.”

	“So I can see,” she said. “No, it’s very flattering.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Do you want me to strip off, or . . . ?”

	“Oh, absolutely. Yes.”

	“Okay,” she said, and did so.

	“Wow,” he said. “You’re really beautiful.”

	“Thanks.”

	“No, really,” he said, with utter sincerity, his face was frowning with so much sincerity. “Really beautiful.”

	“Well,” she said. “That makes two of us.”

	He smiled at that. “Look,” he said. “This is the sort of last chance to turn back, isn’t it? I just want you to know that’s an option. We don’t have to do this if you’re not ready . . .”

	“Oh, shut up,” she said, kindly. “We might as well, I’m here now.”

	“I think I’ll just use the bathroom myself,” he said. He wasn’t in there for long, she heard a couple of bursts of deodorant, and he was out again. “Right,” he said, with an entirely new confidence. There was a ribbed condom slightly weighing down his penis. “You lie on the bed. I’m going to make love to you as you’ve never been made love to before.”

	“Okay,” she said.

	He knelt at the foot of the bed, looked at her feet, narrowed his eyes, inspected them. And then, with a suddenness that was probably meant to look very dramatic, but came across as just a bit too deliberate, he darted his head forward. And began to suck at her toes.

	“What are you doing?” she asked.

	“I’m going to lick you all over,” he told her, very earnestly. “Every single inch of you, you’re going to be kissed on every inch. From head to foot.” He corrected himself. “Foot to head, I’m working upwards.”

	It was quite a pleasant sensation, she found. And, thank God, mostly dry. He only dabbed at her with the tongue, and then any little spittle he left was hoovered up by his lips. That was fine, actually, she wasn’t quite sure how well she’d have suffered lying there glistening and soggy. As he poked his tongue between her toes, she actually allowed herself to be aroused. “You’ve done this before,” she teased him.

	He stopped, looked shocked, serious. “No,” he said. “No, really. All of this . . . this is inspired by you. This is what you bring out in me.”

	“Okay,” she said, and closed her eyes. She lay back and blissed out, as she felt his tongue climb ever higher up her body. “It’s okay,” she breathed at last, “that’s lovely. You can enter me now.”

	“But I’ve only reached the knees.”

	“It doesn’t matter, I’m ready.” And she pulled him up closer, and looked him full in the face, and it wasn’t a bad face, she thought, a little bewildered but it was trying hard. And she fed him inside of her.

	“Jesus,” he said. “Oh, Jesus.” “Yes, I’m Jesus, baby, I’m Jesus,” she said to him, “now keep going. Go on. . . . Oh.”

	“Oh,” he said. And then, “wow.” And then, “I’m sorry, I got a bit overexcited.”

	“That’s okay,” she said. “I was excited too.”

	“Did you come?” And however politely he asked, the question sounded so blunt that she wasn’t quite prepared for it. She had to hesitate before saying yes. “You didn’t, did you? I’m sorry.”

	“I’m pretty sure I did,” she said.

	“I’ll stay inside. He’s been hard all day, I know he’ll wake up again.”

	“If you like,” she said, and they both lay there, not saying anything for a while. He smiled down at her. She smiled back. It was all very friendly, really. And then he began to start thrusting again. “Look,” she said gently, “if you’re not ready . . .”

	“No, something’s happening down there,” he assured her. And then began to grunt along with each thrust. Come on, he seemed to be saying with those grunts. Wake up. Wake up. And she thought she should do her best to help, she began grunting too, just to chivvy him on. The grunting got louder and louder, it was like some caveman metronome, his light boyish voice given up as he growled ever lower in pitch. Her own grunts sounded embarrassingly tinny beside his, she thought, and she tried to deepen her voice too. And then, “Can you hear that?” he panted.

	“Don’t stop,” she said.

	“Next door,” he said, “listen!” And he was right, through the thin walls she could hear their hosts having sex too, Marcia and Whatsisname. Neil. “Don’t stop,” she said, “use them. Use them to help you keep time.” And on they grunted, all four of them, until at last with a sigh of relief and an exhausted gasp of “Jesus” it was all over and he was able to roll off her.

	“Well done,” she said, sincerely.

	“Thank you.” He looked very pleased with himself.

	Next door the grunting went on. Her lover smiled indulgently. “Listen to that,” he said. “We probably inspired them. Do you think?”

	“Maybe,” she said.

	“Old married couple like that. We probably reminded them what it was all about.”

	“Yeah,” she said, “look, I’m quite tired now, do you think we could get some sleep?”

	“Sure,” he said, and he seemed so serenely smug, she could probably have requested anything, he’d have said yes. “I’ll just pop to the bathroom, be with you in a tick.” She was asleep before he came back.

	A few hours later—the neon alarm said it was gone two—she stirred. For a moment she forgot where she was. Then she saw the picture of the goose, and she saw him too, sitting on a chair in the corner, right beneath the TV set. She saw the red glow of a cigarette. She didn’t even know he smoked.

	“What’s wrong?” she said.

	“I’m surprised you can sleep,” he said softly. “They’re still at it. It’s been going on for hours.” And she hadn’t noticed it, it’d been so regular that she’d screened out somehow, but now she could hear it. The same grunts from next door. Keeping rhythm, keeping time.

	“Jesus,” he added, and sucked on his cigarette.

	“I don’t think you’re supposed to do that in here,” she told him.

	“Sorry,” he whispered, and stubbed it out.
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	They didn’t talk about the grunts. She might even have thought he couldn’t hear them over the burble of his own chatter, but she watched his face, when there was a grunt she could see him flinch, he could hear them all right. They were very erratic. At one point there wasn’t a grunt for a good three or four miles, and she thought, it’s dead, it must be dead now, and thank God—but then it came again, just as clear as before. It’s still hanging on, she thought. What’s it hanging on for?

	He’d given up any pretence at companionable silence. He was lively, told jokes even. She didn’t have to pretend to respond, he kept talking anyway, she could have been in the trunk as well for what difference it made. “We ought to think of a name for it,” he said suddenly. “Scientific discovery like this, it’ll have to have a name. Won’t it?” He paused for a moment. “They don’t name animals after the people who discover them, do they?”

	“I think that’s inventions.”

	“Yeah,” he said, and was disappointed for a while. But he quickly perked up. “Half bat, half rabbit. What about ‘babbit’?” They drove in silence for a few seconds, then he laughed. “Even better! ‘Rabbat’. I like that, what do you think?”

	“You said it could be a hare.”

	“Oh yes.” He thought about this, weighed up the permutations of syllables. “I hope it’s not half hare,” he said. “Let’s keep our fingers crossed.”

	He’d already rhapsodized about the legacy of their achievement, the great worth of what they’d found. Not that he meant financial worth, he quickly assured her, although actually, why not, why shouldn’t there be a bit of money in it? The two of them would be famous. They’d be on the news, and in programmes for the Discovery Channel. That had made him pause for thought. That could be a bit complicated, he’d realized. You know, considering what they’d been up to.

	“Oh,” she’d said. “I suppose.”

	Maybe, he’d gone on, only one of them should step forward. One of them should get the attention, the media coverage, whatever. And the other one, of course, wouldn’t be left out. The other one would be fine. Any money that came his way, he’d split it with her fifty-fifty.

	“I wouldn’t worry about it,” she’d said.

	No, no, straight down the middle. He wouldn’t cheat her. They were friends, weren’t they? Good friends. Look, it was up to her. I mean, she could be the one. If she really wanted to be. She could be the one to step into the limelight. . . . 

	“No,” she’d said. “I think this is your discovery. You’re the one who ran it over.”

	He’d laughed at that and said, yes, he had, hadn’t he? He’d been the one. He’d do all right by her, though, she’d see. He’d take care of her. And he’d reached for her with his spare hand, tried to give her a friendly squeeze. And she hadn’t been sure what part of her body he’d been aiming for, but what he’d found was her knee, he was at it for what seemed like ages, squeezing away down there like there was no tomorrow. She’d felt her flesh crawl.

	“Oh, look,” he said eventually. “Eighteen miles to the next service station.” About six miles from it, he said, “What do we reckon? We could stop for a coffee. Stretch our legs.”

	“I’m fine,” she said.

	“Okay,” he said.

	Three miles from the service station he said, “I might get myself a coffee, though. Stretch my legs.”

	They pulled into the car park. It was mostly empty, just a few overnight lorries over in the corner. “Last chance,” he said. “Can I get you anything?”

	“I’ll just stay here,” she said.

	“I won’t be long.”

	“Okay.”

	He disappeared into the darkness. She sighed with relief. And for a couple of minutes she just sat there and enjoyed it all. The peace of the car. The rain against the windscreen. The grunting from the trunk. Then she opened the glove compartment, rummaged inside. Travel sweets, a few CD cases, they weren’t much use. She picked up instead the book from which she’d been navigating, a hardback road atlas to Great Britain. Not perfect, but the best there was. She reached under the steering wheel, felt the trunk door release. She hesitated, then got out of the car.

	She swung open the trunk. “I’m sorry,” she said, she was apologizing already and she hadn’t even seen it yet, she couldn’t have told you what she was sorry for, for what she was about to do or that it had taken her this long to do it. For a moment she thought it wasn’t even there—the towel was empty, it had been scuffed aside. And then she saw it, hiding in the corner. It shuffled forwards, to the light, to the rain, and to her. “Hello,” she said, and felt a bit stupid.

	It gave another grunt—quieter this time, as if it knew it no longer had to make itself heard through layers of aluminium and plastic. It blinked, and fluttered its wings uselessly. She looked for a wound. The stomach was all but bare, the rabbit had nibbled away at its fur, and the skin beneath looked thin, like cellophane. Something moved beneath it, bulged.

	“Oh God,” she said. Warily she put her fingers to the belly. And then she was ashamed of herself somehow, that she was being so squeamish, this poor animal wouldn’t even be in a Welcome Break car park if it wasn’t for her, she put her fingers to the belly and pressed. And the belly pressed back against her, a kick, just a little kick.

	The rabbit grunted again. And then it just lay back, its distended stomach waving up at the woman brandishing the atlas. It almost made her laugh. Go on, the rabbit seemed to be saying, displaying itself. I’m ready, love, take me. She got a sudden insane urge to lick at the rabbit’s toes, I’m going to lick you all over. And then she really did laugh, out loud and barking, and the rabbit tutted impatiently.

	The skin was so thin, it just needed the littlest help to break. She wasn’t one to grow long fingernails, they were a bugger to type with at work, but they were sharp enough anyway. Just one little slit, and that was it, there was something a little wet running over her fingers which she supposed might have been blood but felt different somehow—and the skin pulled back of its own accord from the puncture, opening out into two flaps. And poking free, a little nose, no, several noses behind it, all trying to jump the queue. They were all pushing through the open door at the same time, if they were only that little more patient there’d have been plenty of room, but the babies were blind and stupid. So she put down the atlas, and with both hands held open the flaps a bit wider. And flop—out came the first. And then there was more space, out came all the others, mewing and cooing as they hit the bottom of the car trunk with a bump.

	Five came out altogether. She waited for a sixth, wondered if she should pick up the rabbit, try to squeeze one out. But at last the mother relaxed, it was all over. Her head lolled back against her own fur pluckings and a couple of empty crisp packets. Her babies kept bouncing around, into each other, into her, chattering away for all they were worth, but she didn’t seem to mind. The eyes stared upwards, fixed upon her human midwife. One of the children took a jump right over her head, but she didn’t break focus, it didn’t distract the severity of that look. Well, lady, the eyes said, what now?

	The first baby out, clearly the most entrepreneurial of the bunch, took the leap to jump back over its mother. It jumped higher this time, and as the woman watched, she could see a tentative flap of something small and leathery. A tiny wing slid out from the baby rabbit’s side, then back in again, as if it didn’t know whether it belonged on a rabbit or not.

	And as the rabbit mother stared at her, so she stared at the babies, all of them starting to stretch their wings, to realize they had wings in the first place. And they, of course, didn’t stare at anything, their eyes still sealed tight, crying out not in distress but obvious bewilderment.

	The expression on their faces reminded her that her lover would be back soon.

	“Come on!” she urged them, out loud. “Come on, quickly!” And she flapped her arms by her sides. They couldn’t see her, of course, and even if they could have done, and had had even a glimmering of what she was trying to encourage them to do, they’d have found the demonstration somewhat impractical. The mother rabbit grunted at her, and even seemed to roll its eyes. 

	She picked up one of the babies, the one that seemed to be the genius of the litter. It was soft and wet and seemed composed of nothing but clay skin and those ridiculous tiny wings, she felt its little heart beat as it sat confused in the very palm of her hand. “Come on,” she said to it again, “please,” and it bounced around as if summoning up the nerve for a test flight. And then it did it, it did, it actually flew, it made the jump out of her hand—and she thought it would simply drop to the ground, and it did drop, that’s true—but before it hit the surface it rallied, steadied itself, gained height again. She watched it fly, it was flying, not in a straight line, with no confidence, it was like a drunkard tripping his way home, but flying all the same.

	And she turned back to the trunk, and saw its siblings, all of them too, jumping about, taking experimental little hops into the air. “Please,” she said again, as if that would do any good—and then, one by one, each of them rose up out of the car, and took to the night sky. They soared. Only a minute old, two minutes, out in the wet, and the cold, and with no mother to suckle them: what chance could they have? And for God’s sake, they were blind, they were flying blind at a motorway. Their eyes were still glued tight, she ought to get them back, she could catch them and stick them back in the boot, anything would be better, surely? But she couldn’t see them anywhere. She looked up at the lamp post, there were creatures buzzing around the light—but they’d never have made it that high, they must be gnats.

	She looked back to the mother. She couldn’t see the wings, they must have slipped back inside the body, it didn’t look special anymore. She knew it was silly, but she couldn’t help it, she studied that rabbit face for something—gratitude? blame? But there wasn’t anything to be seen, it was just a rabbit, that’s all. She supposed she should finish what she’d started. She ought to bludgeon it with the hard spine edge of the A to Z Great Britain Road Atlas (2002 edition). But as she picked up the book the rabbit closed its eyes, gave one shuddering breath, and was still.

	She got back into the car.

	She really thought she’d like to cry now. She really thought that would be nice. She gave it a good go, too; she scrunched up her eyes, tried hard to force something out. The effort made her head smart. It was no good. She clearly wasn’t the crying type.

	There was a knock at the glass, and she started. He was there, grinning, motioning for her to wind down the window. She did.

	“Sorry I’ve been so long,” he babbled, “I made a couple of phone calls, they were very excited. Don’t think they minded I woke them up.” He passed her a plastic cup, she accepted it dumbly. “And I got you some coffee anyway. And yes,” he laughed, “I know, I know, it’s soya milk, don’t you worry, I got you the soya, don’t you worry about that.”

	And she told him she didn’t want any fucking coffee, if she’d wanted any coffee she’d have fucking got some for herself, what did he think she was, an idiot? What did he think she was? Because he didn’t know her, he didn’t have a clue, he didn’t have the faintest fucking idea. And how dare he talk to her about soya milk, as if it were some private fucking joke between the two of them, he hadn’t earned the right for that, he hadn’t earned the right for anything—some joke about soya milk they could be nostalgic about one day, do you remember the time we first met and you’d only drink soya milk, blah blah, that was the same weekend he’d run over the rabbit, how hilarious, she liked soya milk, that was all, okay, and it hadn’t got the slightest fucking thing to do with him.

	And they drove off. If he noticed the fact the grunting had stopped he didn’t say anything, but then he hadn’t bothered to react when there had been grunting, so there was no surprise there. In fact, he didn’t say very much at all, and if it wasn’t companionable silence, it was at least silence, so thank God for small fucking mercies.
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	He’d clearly gone to bed eventually, because when she was woken up at half past eight by a knock at the door he was fast asleep next to her. He wasn’t exactly at the far end of the bed, he could have moved further away from her had he really put some effort in, but there was still an appreciable gap between her naked body and his. In sleep his face was utterly without expression, turned towards her. He was cuddling a pillow tightly.

	“Just a second,” she called out, and got out of bed. She looked for her nightie, then remembered she hadn’t actually packed one. She thought to get a towel from the bathroom instead.

	He stirred. “What is it?” There was another knock at the door. “Oh!” he said, and his eyes were open, he was wide awake, and he bounded to his feet. “You go back to bed,” he told her, “my treat, this is my treat. . . . 
Just a second!” he called out, and hurried over to the wardrobe. He took out an ironed pair of pyjama trousers, struggled into them.

	“Good morning,” he said, as he opened the door. “Is it breakfast?”

	“Breakfast ready,” said a man.

	“Do you want me to take it from you, or do you . . . ?”

	The man came in, pushing a little trolley in front of him. On it was a couple of plates of steaming food, she thought she could smell bacon, and a mound of toast. “I’ll leave it here,” said the man. He was short and ugly and had a sort of beard, although she couldn’t be sure whether that was intentional or simply because he hadn’t bothered to shave for a few days. He looked across at her, now safely back under the duvet, nodded. “Morning,” he said.

	“This looks nice,” said the vision in pyjama trousers, flapping after him. “Lovely. Are you Neil?”

	“Yes.”

	“You’re married to Marcia?”

	“Yes,” said Neil.

	“Your bedroom is just through there,” and he pointed at the wall. It wasn’t really a question, and Neil could have ignored it, but he confirmed that this was the case. “And you were there last night.” Neil didn’t reply. “Nice.”

	“Enjoy your breakfasts,” said Neil. Formal to the end, no hint of a smile, he gave another nod at them both, first to him, then to her. Then left.

	“So,” he said. “That was Neil.”

	“Yes,” she said.

	He looked over the trolley. “Quite a feast here,” he said. “Sausages, baked beans, mushrooms, egg, fried tomato. Are you hungry?”

	“I don’t really do breakfasts,” she said.

	“No,” he said, “nor me. But breakfast in bed. How could we not?” He brought her over a plate. “There you go,” he said. She held it in both hands, it was uncomfortably warm. “Oh,” he said, “and you’ll be needing . . .” and went to fetch her a knife and fork. “There you go,” he said. He went to get his own plate, got into bed beside her.

	It was hard to eat without a surface to lean on. She’d have rested the plate on the duvet, but she’d have worried the tomato sauce from the beans would have washed over the side. She speared anything that was small, she made short work of the mushrooms. “Do you want my sausage?” he asked her, and she said no, she hadn’t even started thinking about the mechanics of eating the one she already had. “Fair enough,” he said.

	They ate there in silence for a while. She wished she could turn the television on, just for a bit of company.

	“What do you want to do today?” he asked her. “We’re on holiday, it’s up to you. There are some quite nice things around here. I was looking at some of the leaflets last night. There are some underground caves, not a million miles away. There’s a gorge. Do you like gorges?”

	“I don’t know. What’s it like? You grew up here, didn’t you?”

	“I’ve never been. You know what it’s like. You don’t do gorges on your own doorstep. Thank you for last night,” he said, suddenly and seriously. Oh God, she thought. “I couldn’t sleep, you know what it’s like. I just sat there and felt, well. So lonely, actually.” Oh God. “But you were so lovely. I came to bed, and you opened your arms, and I thought, she wants to hug me, she wants a hug. She wants to look after me. And you held me. It was really nice.”

	“That’s okay,” she said, and remembered nothing.

	“No, it really meant a lot. And I felt so at peace. Peace I haven’t felt 
for . . . well, quite a while. You know what I’ve been through recently, well, you can guess, you know what it’s like. I could have slept like a baby. I didn’t actually, ha! I was enjoying it too much, your arms around me, I just kept myself awake. Ha! And you smelled so nice. Quite tired now, actually.”

	“Well,” she said.

	“And I thought, she’s one in a million, she’s really special. A great friend, whatever else happens. Thank you,” and he leaned across to kiss her. She wasn’t sure if it was meant for the lips or not, she wasn’t sure even what she wanted this kiss to be, and she was pretty sure he didn’t know either, his mouth hovered in front of her face for a bit. Then it made a decision, fell upon the forehead, and she blinked under the earnest pressure of it, and thought, well, that’s it then, that’s the choice he’s made. And she felt oddly relieved and oddly saddened, and she splashed some tomato sauce on the duvet anyway.

	“Come on!” he said, and laughed. “We’ve a whole day ahead of us. It’s a holiday!”

	They never saw Neil again; they found Marcia in the kitchen, and paid her. “My treat,” he said, although she tried to pay half, “no, my treat, you get next time.” “You two have a lovely holiday,” said Marcia, “nice couple like yourselves.” They asked her about the gorge, and she said, yes, it was very beautiful, well worth a visit—no, she hadn’t been herself, but the leaflets made it look very nice indeed. But they didn’t visit the gorge—next time, he said, if we come back—it was a longer drive than he’d thought, and there was a long drive back ahead of him, he didn’t want to spend all his holiday driving. “There’s a twelfth century church,” he said, “we could pop inside for a bit.” So that’s what they did, and wandered around for a good twenty minutes—a woman asked if they wanted a guided tour, and they really didn’t, but it felt rude to say no. So she bought them a tour for a fiver, he tried to pay, and she said, no, her treat, her treat. As they stood there, listening to a treatise on medieval pulpitmaking, he tried to hold her hand, and for a while she even let him do so. “That was very nice,” he said, when they came out, “I liked that,” and he went on to say that religion wasn’t really his thing, how anybody could believe in religion in this day and age was beyond him. He walked on, just solving the mysteries of life and death so glibly, and she felt the urge to say she was a devout Christian, to take offence, but she couldn’t quite be bothered, and besides, she didn’t believe in God. She never had before, and she certainly wouldn’t now, she had no reason to believe in God; she had a few Christian friends and after all that had happened she was deluged with sympathy cards and maudlin emails and best wishes on the answering machine, for Christ’s sake, and all of them assuring her that the pain would pass, the pain would pass if only she could give up her troubles to God, she had to put her strength in God. And her husband had said, well, maybe that isn’t such a bad idea, and she’d been utterly floored by that, he’d never believed in anything, he’d been the one who insisted they get married in a registry office, he’d been the one who’d upset her parents because he said he couldn’t go through the whole hypocrisy of pretending to believe when he just, frankly, couldn’t. It really pissed her off, this sudden turnabout on his part, the way a tragedy could turn him into someone so patient and caring and sanctimonious; he said they had to find faith in something, otherwise how could they go on, how could they go on?

	They walked one end of the town to the other. A stretch of road had been pedestrianized, and now had cobble stones everywhere. “Very olde world,” he said, and he pronounced the ‘e’ on the end of ‘olde,’ and she supposed that was correct, but it still made him sound a bit of a tit. It began to drizzle, and they took shelter in a WHSmith’s. It was a very nice WHSmith’s, he said. She bought herself a copy of the Radio Times.

	“Do you fancy some lunch?” he said to her at last.

	“I’ve only just had breakfast,” she said.

	“I know.” But it was still raining, so they went into a café anyway. They ordered toasted sandwiches.

	“You can talk about your husband if you want.”

	She thanked him politely, and asked him exactly why she would want to do that.

	“I don’t mind,” he said kindly. “I’ll tell you about my girlfriend. If you’d like me to.” He breathed in, smiled bravely. “Okay, I’m ready,” he said. “Now, this is a bit complicated.” And he told her just about the least complicated thing she’d ever heard.

	“It’s not fair,” he said eventually. “She seems so sure. How can she be so sure? Love, it’s a complicated thing, isn’t it? How do I know that what she feels is the same thing I feel?”

	Quite, she said.

	“I mean,” he went on, “I’d have thought you could only love one person. Or what’s it all about? What can it mean otherwise? But now. I can’t be so sure. She’d like us to get married. She’d like us to have kids. Can you see me as a father?” He laughed. “I mean, can you?”

	She couldn’t see why not, lots of people were having kids, there were kids running about all over the place. They had to come from somewhere. “I suppose not,” she said.

	He smiled at her. Tilted his head. “Why is that, do you think?”

	“What?”

	“I mean, you know me. What is it about me, what makes you think I couldn’t be a father?” He sat a bit closer to her. “Please tell me. I’d really appreciate your insight.”

	“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe you’d make a great father. I bet you would.” His face fell a bit. “Yeah,” she went on, “I can see you doing it all, the school run, changing nappies, everything. Yeah.” By now he looked thoroughly wretched. “I bet you’re very fertile, why not?” He perked up at this, supposed he might be.

	“But what sort of role model would I be?” he asked her seriously. “I mean, I don’t think I’m a bad man. I wouldn’t, you know, hurt anyone. But what sort of man would betray . . . I mean, here we are. And what we’ve done is bad, isn’t it? All that stuff in bed. I mean, it was very nice, but really, come on, let’s be honest, it’s filthy. It’s a filthy thing to do. Isn’t it?”

	“Yes,” she said.

	He let her pay for the sandwiches, they went out on to the cobbles again. The rain had stopped. They did a bit of window shopping.

	“Look,” he said. “I’m sorry. This was supposed to be a magical weekend for you. I wanted this to be really magic. And it hasn’t been.”

	She assured him it’d been fine. It certainly beat being at home on a Sunday afternoon.

	“And last night should have been magical too. I think . . . I just wanted it too much. It felt like all or nothing. Which is silly, because we’re friends, aren’t we, you’re not going anywhere.” He took her hand. “We shouldn’t be here, looking in Marks and Spencer. We won’t get much chance to do it, we should be shagging, we should be shagging each other’s brains out. That would be good.”

	“Oh, I don’t know,” she said.

	“Please,” he said. “Please. Let me try again. Let me finish what I started.”

	She checked her watch. It was only quarter past three.

	They drove back to the hotel. Marcia was surprised to see them, wasn’t nearly as welcoming. “Did you leave something behind?” He asked her if they could have their room again. Not for a whole night, just for a few hours. She looked unhappy about this. “I haven’t made up the bed yet,” she said. He told her that was no problem. She said okay, but she’d need to be paid a full night. He said fine. And she’d need to be paid now, if they were just going to take off when they felt like it. Fine, he said, and gave her the money right there and then.

	The room was just as they’d left it. The stains of red she’d made on the duvet looked rather lurid. He’d brought his suitcase in from the car, she couldn’t see why, and he started to unpack. “For God’s sake,” she said, and he explained it was just for the toiletries, he had to be clean, she’d want him clean, wouldn’t she? And he went to line them all up in the bathroom.

	“Let’s make magic,” he said. He asked if he could undress her, and she said she couldn’t really see the point, there was no magic in getting undressed. But he pleaded, he promised it would be fun, so she let him, and it wasn’t. “You’re beautiful,” he said, at last, looking at her naked body. She told him she already knew. “You don’t want me to undress you, do you?” she asked, rather sternly, and he said that on balance that wouldn’t be necessary.

	“Lie on the bed,” he told her, and she did. “I’m going to lick you on every inch of your body. I’m going to do it properly this time. You’ll see.”

	“No,” she told him. “Enough of that. If you want to fuck me, you fuck me. All right?”

	He looked as if she’d broken his favourite toy.

	“Listen,” she went on. “You want this. Do you hear me? You’re the one who wants this. I don’t want this. I don’t need this. It’s you who wants a fuck. In which case, for God’s sake, for God’s sake, just get on and do it.”

	“You don’t want this?” he asked.

	“No,” she said. “You want it. I want to make that very clear.” She looked at his penis, and it didn’t even have the decency to wilt a little.

	“Okay,” he said softly. And struggled with a condom wrapper.

	“You’re not listening,” she said. “No fucking condoms. No nothing. Fuck me now, fuck me right this second. Or fuck off. Don’t you see?” He stared at her. “I don’t care. I just don’t care.”

	So he fucked her. It was tight, and it hurt, but at least it felt like something. And he began to grunt, and she joined in too, one grunt from him, one from her—utterly out of time now, but it was honest, the grunts just came out the way they wanted to.

	And from next door, too, the grunts began in earnest.

	“I don’t believe it,” he said, and froze.

	But there they were. Louder than theirs. Bolder. And much much happier.

	He pulled away—she tried to hold him back, keep him inside, but he had rolled off her now, his face a picture of fury, his penis already dropping and giving up the ghost. “Shut up!” he cried, and banged on the wall.

	“Come back to bed,” she said.

	But he was having none of it. His fists pounded against the homely wallpaper. The goose picture jumped at the impact each time, as if in surprise. “What are you doing?” he screamed. “What’s in it for you? Have you even looked at each other? She’s a tub of lard, he’s . . . he’s a fucking dwarf . . . ! Why are you doing this to us?”

	“It’s funny,” she told him. “Can’t you see it’s funny?”

	And he began to howl a little, as he kept those fists banging uselessly against the wall. Because they didn’t care next door, they must have heard him, of course they had, but the grunting didn’t even pause a beat, on and on it drove, and he was crying now, actually crying, angry tears, every which way. She watched with utter fascination as he at last lost the energy to rail anymore, and sat down on the edge of the bed, sobbing and bawling like a baby.

	What it must be like to cry like that, she wondered coolly. She hadn’t cried for such a long time. She hadn’t even tried for a while. She should, sometime, she decided then and there, she’d give it a bash, see if anything came out.

	“She doesn’t deserve this,” he was saying, “I mean, yeah, she pisses me off, she’s such a child, I’m so sick of being the adult all the time . . .” And this was so funny, she had to laugh out loud.

	He stared at her, surprised, his face wet and red. “Don’t you feel any guilt at all?” 

	“No,” she said.

	“Jesus,” he said. “What’s the matter with you?”

	“I’m dead inside,” she told him. She said it very simply, but the words still sounded gloriously melodramatic, she just had to say it again. “I’m dead inside, that’s how they put it,” she said. She laughed at that, and his face was such a picture of horror and confusion that she laughed at that too.

	They didn’t speak for a while. He sobbed a little more, then was still. The grunting next door just went on.

	“I’m very tired,” he said at last. “I didn’t sleep much last night.”

	“You should get some rest,” she said.

	He nodded, lay out on the bed. She got up. “Just shut my eyes for a while,” he said. “Might as well, the room’s paid for.” He cuddled up 
to a pillow. She drew the curtains. “Thank you,” he said.

	She got dressed. It was still light enough that she could read the Radio Times. She sat on the chair under the TV, read the listings, found out what programmes she’d been missing. There was an old film she quite liked playing on BBC2; she switched on the set, but turned the sound off, followed the last half hour on subtitles.

	And a little while after that she climbed into bed next to him. He didn’t wake, but moved to her anyway; she opened her arms, and in he came, and she held him. And she even gave him a kiss—just the once, mind, and gently, and on the forehead. And at some point the grunting must have stopped—she didn’t notice it anymore, anyway.
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	He said he’d drop her off at the top of the road. It’d be safer that way, and the rain had stopped, she wouldn’t get wet walking home. She said she didn’t care. Then he thought, and said, no, he’d drop her outside the house. Why not, he wasn’t ashamed. And it was so late at night, surely that’d be okay, unless—and he laughed—her husband was given to staring out of the window at four thirty in the morning. If he was, he’d be very odd! If he was odd like that, no wonder she was having an affair! And she said she’d meant it the first time, drop her where he liked, she really didn’t care.

	He parked the car, looked at her. “Well,” he said. And smiled.

	“Well,” she said.

	“I know that wasn’t quite the weekend we’d been looking forward to. But I want you to know, most sincerely. I had a really good time.”

	She nodded. Fumbled for the door handle.

	“We’re okay, aren’t we?” he said. “We’re still friends. We’re still going to have those gossips by the third floor lift at lunchtime?”

	“Why not?” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“I love you,” he said.

	And there was nothing to say to that. He broke into a shy grin.

	“Well, it’s out there now,” he said. “That’s put my foot in it!”

	She pulled at the door handle. And forgot she was still wearing her seat belt. She sighed.

	“I didn’t know you could love two people at once,” he said. “It’s a funny thing, this love thing. And I do still love Alice,” and it took her a moment to puzzle out who Alice was, “but, you know, if I have to choose between the two of you, I’ll go with you. I will. It’ll break Alice’s heart,” and she now just pictured poor Alice, lying on a bed somewhere, glistening with his spit as he licked every inch of her body, wet and sticky and bored out of her tiny fucking mind, “but if that’s the way it has to be, then. . . . You don’t have to leave your husband,” he added helpfully. “You know. I’m not asking for any sacrifice on your part.”

	“Thanks.”

	“I’ll just fit right in.”

	“I get it. Thanks.”

	“You want to go, don’t you? Sorry.” And he undid her seat belt for her. She pulled it away gratefully. “I just think. What you said. You’re a very unhappy person, I think. And that just breaks my heart. Because I know I can make you happy. I can fill you with happiness, if you just let me.” He opened his arms out for a hug.

	She looked at him. She supposed a hug wasn’t worth much, not after what she’d given him already. But she was damned if she was going to feel his body around hers again.

	He frowned, waiting. “I’ll take care of you,” he said.

	And then, from the trunk, she heard a grunt. She checked his face. No doubt about it, he’d heard it too. 

	It broke the moment. He lowered his arms. They both looked behind them, even though obviously there’d be nothing to see. 

	“No,” she breathed.

	His silly boyish face broke into a beaming smile. “He’s all right!” he said. “What a relief! Isn’t that a relief?”

	“Yes,” she said, softly.

	“Do you know, I thought he’d died on me. I thought he was back there, you know, already rotting away. I thought I was going to have to slap him straight in the freezer!”

	And all she could think of were the babies. The mother hadn’t finished giving birth to her babies—there’d been others inside her broken body, needing to be rescued. She had failed them.

	“I’ve changed my mind,” she said. “I’d like to look after it.”

	“What,” he said, “the rabbat?”

	She had failed them. She should have picked up the mother, she should have checked. She should have picked her up, put her fingers between those flaps of skin, her whole hand if need be. She should have rummaged around, found whatever else was incubating inside, should have pulled them free.

	“You said I could,” she said. “You said it could be my discovery. And I want it to be. I’ve got the perfect room to keep it in. It’s like a little nursery, it’d be lovely. It’d be happy with me. She’ll be happy.”

	“Yes,” he said doubtfully. “I’m sure. But I’ve got a nice room too. I’m sure we’ve both got nice rooms.”

	“You love me,” she said. “Give me the rabbit.”

	There was another grunt.

	He licked his lips. She didn’t take his eyes off him.

	“It is ours,” he agreed. “I said it was ours. We’ve so much to share. But I’m going to be the one who cares for it.”

	And she could have insisted, maybe. She could have fought him, she could even have offered to hug him, to accept his love, to go on as many weekend shag sessions as he liked. But it was half four in the morning, and she was tired, and the seat belt was off now, wasn’t it, and the door was open too—and she got out of the car.

	“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll take care of everything.”

	And as she walked up the road, she thought she could hear the grunting from the boot—louder, more desperate. It was calling for her, she knew that, the grunts were for her, where are you going, and she kept walking, and she didn’t look back.

	There was a note from her husband waiting for her on the kitchen table. It told her that he loved her and that he hoped she’d had a good weekend and hadn’t worked too hard at the conference, and that he’d had to go to bed, he couldn’t wait up any longer. It wasn’t that long a note, but her husband had appalling handwriting, and she was only halfway through deciphering it when he quietly entered the kitchen.

	“Hey,” he said softly.

	“Hey,” she said. “Why aren’t you in bed?”

	“I was,” he said. “But I don’t know. I suppose I was waiting for you to get in.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek. “How was it?”

	“Oh, you know,” she said. “I’ll tell you tomorrow.”

	He nodded.

	“Go on,” she said, “you go back to bed.” Please. “I’ll be up in a minute, I’ll just have a cup of tea, then I’ll join you.”

	“I’ll make you some tea, I don’t mind.”

	“It’s okay,” she told him, firmly but gently, the way she’d been advised, the way they’d both been advised, “I can make tea.” And he smiled, and agreed, and they both knew he’d been told not to fuss her, they mustn’t fuss each other, and then one day everything would be magically back to normal.

	The kettle took a while to boil. She walked into the sitting room, turned the lights on, just looked at it pointlessly. Then she turned the lights off, and closed the door behind her. Then she went into the dining room—well, they called it a dining room, they ate in the kitchen mostly—and she turned the lights on there, she looked at that too. Then she turned the lights off, and closed the door behind her. The kettle still hadn’t boiled, so she went upstairs, very quietly. And she opened the door to the nursery. Their useless little nursery. They’d even stripped the wallpaper, just to put up something more colourful and childlike. She turned the lights on, looked at this room as well. They should turn it into a spare bedroom, she thought, be useful for when guests stayed over. Assuming guests would want to stay over anymore. And maybe that boy had been right, maybe loving two people at once would be a bit complicated, maybe it was for the best. And she pulled at a hanging flap of wallpaper, and turned off the lights. 

	She went downstairs, and drank a cup of tea.

	Then she went up the stairs to bed. Her husband was already asleep, just this mound in the darkness. She quickly got undressed—she was getting used to that, she thought, and then it was gone, that really was the last attention she gave that weekend, it was now behind her. She slipped in beside him. He grunted a little, nuzzled against her. And then didn’t make another noise, all they had was this companionable silence. She felt warm and safe and utterly unreal.

	“Listen,” she said, softly. “I don’t love you anymore.”

	He didn’t reply. But his breathing became less regular.

	“Listen,” she said again. “I did love you. Oh, God, I loved you so much. And I wish I loved you now. But I don’t. I want to end this, whatever it is we’ve got. Listen. I want to put it out of its misery.”

	She wished she could cry. That would be so great, right now. Make the whole thing so much more momentous. But no, dead inside was all she felt.

	She had an idea. She turned on the bedside lamp. She wanted to see the expression on her husband’s face. And, more importantly, if it made any difference. She studied it carefully for a good few seconds. “That’s what I thought,” she said at last, then rolled over, and turned out the light.
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	Craig Boardman’s dad has joined the circus. Craig Boardman told my son all about it in the playground. My son came home in tears, apparently Craig had been boasting about it rather. “I thought you were friends with Craig,” I said, and my son sulked, and said, “Not anymore,” and I’m not sure who he was most angry with, Craig Boardman, or me, for not understanding why.

	I’d only met Craig Boardman’s dad once, after I picked up my son from Craig’s birthday party. He seemed all right, he worked in the city, he was a bit full of himself, actually. I couldn’t imagine why he’d have thrown away a career like that to go and work in a circus. “He’s a clown,” said my son, as if that explained everything. “The clowns are the best.” He asked me whether I would go and work in a circus—preferably as a clown, but it was up to me, whatever suited. I explained I had a job already. I worked in a bank. My son said that wasn’t as much fun as working in a circus, and I thought about it for a while, and I said he was probably right.

	My wife made us his favourite meal, and I let him play an extra hour on the X-box, but my son refused to be cheered up. I admit, I thought it would soon blow over. Craig Boardman had always seemed like quite a nice kid whenever he’d popped round to play, he always spoke to me politely and ate with his mouth closed; to be honest, he always seemed a rather better catch than my own son; to be honest, taking into account all the sulkings and temper tantrums and refusals to go to bed, there were times I rather envied Craig Boardman’s dad. But it didn’t blow over. If anything, the situation got worse. My son came home with news that other school friends’ parents had all followed Craig Boardman’s dad’s lead, and they’d all joined the circus too. Andy Wyman’s dad had become a clown, Rachel Pinnocker’s dad had become a lion tamer, and in year four Tommy Puce’s dad now every night took his life into his own hands and allowed himself to be fired out of a cannon. And their kids had all formed a gang, with Craig Boardman at its head, and they went around the place lording it over the other kids, and bullying those that got in their way. One day my son came home and there were Chinese burns all over his arms, and my wife and I agreed that this had to stop.

	I went round to Craig Boardman’s dad’s house right away. I rang the doorbell. Craig Boardman answered. “Hello, Craig,” I said, “I’d like to speak to your father.” As I’ve said, I’d always got on quite well with Craig, he seemed to be a well-brought-up sort of boy, but now he smirked at me insolently before going inside to fetch him. I suppose if you’re the son of a clown you don’t need to defer to anyone, but I think that’s rather a shame. And then Craig Boardman’s dad came to the doorstep. He was wearing a white face, and thick painted lips, and he had a red shining plastic nose that flashed every few seconds or so. I presumed he was on his way to work. I told him that my son and his son had had a bit of a falling out, and that I knew boys could be boys, and they’d be friends again soon—but would he speak to Craig about the Chinese burns, because that really wasn’t on. And Craig Boardman’s dad didn’t say a word. His painted lips curved downwards, dramatically, to show me he was sad. He rubbed away mimed tears with his fists. And he indicated I should smell the flower in his buttonhole. I thought it was a peace offering, so I leaned forward as bidden. He squirted water in my face. Then he laughed—but silently, it was a mimed laugh, which seemed all the merrier somehow—and he honked his nose, and he closed the door.

	My son didn’t seem surprised when I returned home. “He’s a clown, Dad,” he said, “why would he talk to the likes of you?” And the worst of it was that my wife seemed disappointed in me too, disapproving even. That night in bed she put down her Mills and Boon and fixed me with a serious look. “I don’t see why you can’t join the circus,” she said. “It’s not as if there’s not part time work going as well.” My wife, who had always said she’d loved me for me, banker and all. I asked her whether she’d really rather I worked in a circus than in the third most solvent banking conglomerate in Western Europe, and she said, “If you won’t do it for your family, at least do it for yourself,” and I wasn’t sure what she meant by that. Our lovemaking seemed pointedly pedestrian, and I wondered whether my wearing a red plastic nose would have put a bit more life into her. I agreed to go to a circus audition. She smiled at last, made something approaching the right sort of sexual effort. And for my part, I rued the day we had let the council tear down the local library and erect that big top in its place.

	I put on my best suit, I went to the circus. There was a line outside. It was composed of nervous middle-aged men all trying to look entertaining, I recognized a lot of them from school Parents’ Evenings. We were auditioned in groups of six. The man in charge asked us one by one to explain what we thought we could offer a circus; I assumed he was the ringmaster, but he wasn’t wearing a red suit or a top hat, and his T-shirt was stained and he kept picking at it. I told him I wanted to be a clown to impress my son, and he said that, yeah, they got a lot of that.

	He led us out into the circus ring. I gazed up at the seats all around, and imagined they were full of paying customers demanding to be amused, and at the thought butterflies started swirling round my stomach most unhelpfully. My feet sank deep into the sawdust, and I looked down, and saw that it was fake and plastic. “Let’s see what you can do,” the ringmaster said.

	First, he had us juggling. I had never juggled before, I didn’t think I could. But it was easier than it looked, or maybe I had a natural proclivity for it, I don’t know—the three balls were soon dancing through the air, and I knew really that I was the one making it happen, I knew I was catching them and throwing them, but it seemed to me that it was all taking place independently of me, without any effort, the way I keep my heart beating or my lungs heaving without having to think about it, all I was doing was patting the balls on the back in friendly encouragement and sending them on their way. “More balls, more balls!” called the ringmaster, and then I was thrown a fourth ball, then a fifth, a sixth; then he threw in a glass of water, a plastic spoon, a brick—and still I could do it, still I could keep them all in the air, in one increasing circle, as if they were all cars on some invisible Ferris wheel and my hands were the fulcrum, no, not so much science, as if it were magic. And I dared to believe that I was good at this, and I dared to believe that my son and my wife would be proud of me. I stole a glance at all the other dads. And they were juggling too. And they were juggling a dozen balls each, maybe two dozen even, it was hard to see because they were spinning through the air so fast, so much faster than mine, my balls now seemed to me to be meandering through the air as if stunted by arthritis and wheezing for breath. And some of the dads were juggling knives and chainsaws and burning torches, and was that a grenade, was the man next to me really juggling a grenade? They were better than me. They were all better than me. And I lost control, I admit it, I lost confidence, so did the balls, everything came crashing down. The ringmaster looked at me, frowned, didn’t say a word, and made a little mark upon his clipboard.

	He made us try all sorts of things. Custard pies, collapsing cars, pratfalls—oh, I tell you, I pratted my very hardest, I tried to be the best prat I could be. And at the end of every test he would take out that clipboard, make more marks against it, and at the end of the final test he made the biggest marks on his clipboard of all. “Right,” he said, looking through the results, and then looking at us, through us, as if he could see our very clowning souls. “Right, I’ve reached my decision. You,” and he pointed at me, “yes, you, one pace forward.” And I couldn’t believe it, and I burned with pride, and I knew I would never go back to the bank again, and I knew this was what I had been born for, after all, to do stunts and japes, and make silly noises, to make people happy, to be spectacular. I began to thank him. “You can go home,” he said to me. “The rest of you, welcome aboard. Go through that door, you’ll find your barracks. You’re in the circus now.”

	I begged the ringmaster to reconsider. And he listened to me, and his face softened, he seemed even quite kindly. But I knew he’d had men beg in front of him before. “It’s not your fault,” he said. “It’s your face. The whole point of comedy is that we can laugh at another’s suffering without feeling guilty about it. These other guys, life shits on them, and their faces puff out so amusingly, there’s nothing you can do but laugh! But you. There’s something tragic about you.” To illustrate his point he poured water down my trousers and hit me round the head with a frying pan. “You see?” he said. “The way you look now, so humiliated and pathetic, it makes me want to cry.” And indeed he wept then, tears rolled down his cheeks, and he asked me to leave.

	I got home, and my son was so excited; he was bouncing around the room, singing, “My Daddy’s joined the circus, my Daddy’s joined the circus!” My wife looked excited too. And I had come up with all sorts of excuses why I hadn’t got the job, racism, sexism, flat feet—but when it came to it, I just told them the truth. “I wasn’t good enough,” I said. And I thought my son would throw one of his tantrums, but he didn’t; he looked at me soberly, even touched my shoulder, and said, “That’s all right, Dad.” And I saw that a certain light had gone from his eyes. He went to his room. My wife said, “Oh, for Heaven’s sake,” and put on her coat. I asked her where she was going, but she didn’t reply. About an hour later she was back; “There!” she said, rather smugly really, and dropped a sequined dress upon the kitchen table. She’d got herself a job as a trapeze artist, and I must admit I was surprised—my wife had never been what you’d call svelte, not even when we’d first met, and that was years and years ago.

	The next Saturday I took my son to see his mother perform at the circus. I hadn’t seen a circus show since I was small, and I felt very excited in spite of myself. I bought us some tickets, and some hot dogs, and we took our seats. There wasn’t much of an audience, just little patches of sad looking men like me sitting with their kids, and I was disappointed, I thought the circus would have been more popular than this. Then the lights on the ring went up, and on to the fake sawdust bounded every one of our friends and neighbours. Near us, all alone, sat Craig Boardman. He looked rather lost. My son told me he didn’t think Craig Boardman’s dad had much time for Craig Boardman anymore. I asked my son whether we should invite Craig to sit with us, and my son shrugged, said why not? Craig seemed pleased, and said thank you very politely. I gave him a hot dog, and he ate every last bit of it with his mouth closed.

	The ringmaster looked so much more impressive with a hat on his head and a whip in his hand. He brought out the first act. It was the clowns. Craig Boardman’s dad was the chief clown, and he was ribticklingly funny. He was also very good when he came back later to lift weights, and he rode a horse standing upright, and he spun plates on sticks, I must admit I began to fall a little in love with Craig Boardman’s dad. “Do you see your mother?” I asked, and my son said he did, and pointed—and there she was, at the very top of the tent, climbing on to a swing, squeezed tight into that sequined dress so that all her bits were bulging. We applauded her. She looked so graceful up there, and my heart swelled large and proud. She leaped from the swing, arms stretched out, aiming herself right where Craig Boardman’s dad was waiting to catch her, and she missed, and she plummeted to her death fifty feet below.

	They said afterwards she wouldn’t have felt much, it must have been very quick—though I’m not sure, that fake sawdust was awfully sharp, and it impaled her body in a thousand different places. But at that moment I’m afraid I leaped to my feet. And I cried out, and even to me the cry didn’t sound quite human, it was so full of grief, I think, or maybe it was just shock. To think that at one moment my wife had been in the circus, and the next she was lying flat on the ground before us like a squashed jam doughnut. I cried out against the world. I cried so hard. And they turned the lights on me. And everybody began to laugh. The audience, the performers, even my son, even Craig Boardman, even Craig Boardman’s dad. Because somehow, in that epiphany of suffering, I had accidentally pulled the right face. A face for comedy, a face everyone could laugh at guilt-free. And I saw the ringmaster, and he was clapping me, and nodding, as if to say, “Fair play, sir, fair play.”

	That night I made my son his favourite dinner. He helped me, quietly, in the kitchen. I wondered whether he felt ashamed that his mania for the circus had pushed his mother to her death. He said he didn’t. He said he felt a certain ennui. He recognized that at some point in any child’s life one has to accept the fallibility of one’s parents. With me, it was my failure to get a job at the circus, with his mother, it was when she so ineptly made a pig’s ear of an elementary trapeze act. “But,” he said to me, “with you, at least you tried. But Mum? I’m sorry, but she didn’t just miss Craig Boardman’s dad, she was nowhere even near.” He did seem more adult, and I asked him if he was all right, and he said he was, and I think he was lying, but that’s the adult thing to do. I was proud of him, but I didn’t say. And we sat down to eat.

	
	

	ELEMENTARY PROBLEMS
OF PHOTOGRAPHY
NUMBER THREE):
AN ANALYSIS, AND
PROFERRED SOLUTION


	A basic problem with early photography was its inability to hold the image of cats. Nicephore Niepce’s process of taking a metal plate coated with bitumen and bombarding it with light was quite the discovery, of course, and the further pioneering efforts by Daguerre and Talbot to develop this technique were of huge influence. For the first time in history there really was the sense that a moment in time could be frozen forever, that people and places and events could be preserved accurately. It gave us a glimpse of something godlike, something immortal. We drew a blank with cats, though.

	Dogs were all right. There was something so essentially noble and straightforward about a dog, it would have been an offence to the sensibilities had dogs not been photographed. And, although it took a bit of fiddling with the lenses, by the late 1870s it had become increasingly easy to capture the likeness of horses as well. But no one had successfully managed to hold a cat upon film; there were various (unsubstantiated) reports from experimental ’graphers that they had done so (and on the continent, always on the continent!)—only for a little while, and blurred maybe, not a good likeness, though quite definitely feline. But the image never held long enough for anyone to verify these claims, the cats faded away from the pictures within seconds.

	Some said it was because the cat had no soul. Others, that it was simply too minor a life form, too low down upon the table of creation for the camera to recognize. And some people—the ones who actually owned cats, who knew what they were about, knew their moods and their characters, said that the cats were doing it deliberately. Cats had no interest in their images being preserved on paper via a collusion of light and oil. What was in it for them?

	For the sake of simplicity we had long claimed that the photography of cats was impossible, but that didn’t mean we thought it was actually, genuinely impossible; no one believed that, I think, except perhaps Gerard Pomfrey, but his fustian ideas about the photosciences had long since been discredited. I was certain that the solution was out there, somewhere. It would be a long voyage of discovery for someone. That someone was not going to be me. I don’t like cats. I was not prepared to devote my hard-earned photoscopic skills to them.

	I still don’t know why it was me that Simon Harries contacted. We had both studied at Oxford together, and I remember that back then his views on the inconstancy of calotypes from silver salt solutions were regarded as mildly controversial. But Harries was not the man for controversy, he had neither the charisma nor the gall to carry it off. I had had respect for Harries, I could see there was talent within him, and I think maybe I was the closest he had to a friend—but, still, we were not friends, not by any stretch of the definition, and I had neither heard from him nor of him since we’d graduated fifteen years before. I can hardly describe the surprise I felt when I received a telegram from him, let alone my surprise at the contents of that message.

	He asked me to visit him at his house in South London that very evening—promptly, at half past eleven. He had something of vital importance to show me. There was no hint in his words that we had had no communication for so long, there was no greeting or attempt at reintroduction, it was as if we had been working side by side in the same laboratory every day. I was half inclined to ignore the thing, but for the urgency of the final sentence. He urged me to come alone, and to tell no one—and I confess, I was intrigued.

	I had a light supper, and then caught a hansom cab to Streatham. I hadn’t been south of the Thames for a while, and I had forgotten just how much poverty there was to the place. I don’t know how man can live in such slum conditions. Still, I was surprised when the cab dropped me off , the driver himself looking eager to get back to the civilizing areas of the city and only too relieved when I told him he had no reason to wait. I had thought that Harries must have found some decent lodgings here, however cheap; but this was not a house, this was a hovel, there wasn’t even a doorknocker, I had to beat on the door with my fists. Photography was a science studied by gentlemen; this was not a place where a gentleman could live; what had happened to Harries to bring him so low?

	Harries opened the door and showed me in. I would not have recognized him. He had aged. His hair was grey. He had not shaven. His cravat was askew. “What is all this about, Harries?” I asked. I felt I had the right to be a little abrupt.

	His eyes wouldn’t settle on me, they darted about nervously. “You came alone?”

	“As you can see.”

	“And you have spoken to no one?”

	“You try my patience, man.”

	“Forgive me,” he said, and he smiled, and he grasped my hands in his, and shook them briefly, and he began to giggle. “I see so few people nowadays. Oh! but I have done it. I have done it! It is the discovery of the age!”

	He lived in one room, I could see, and that a small one; over the floor were papers; over the papers were sheets of acetate, broken or chipped lenses, dyes, gels, scraps of stale food. “I have ‘graphed a cat,” he whispered to me, eyes shining.

	I felt no personal affection for Harries, but I was nonetheless sorry that a man of such potential had gone down such a scientific blind alley. He could see the disappointment on my face; I confess, I did not try to disguise it; he grabbed on to my arm, tight. He said, “I’ve done it, I tell you!”

	“Then let me see,” I said.

	And then he was smiling again, a crafty little smile, I did not like that smile much. “Oho, not yet! Not yet! Not until midnight! The cats only come out at the witching hour, you’ll see, you’ll see.” And he cleared the debris off the only chair, and invited me to sit down.

	A little before twelve, he fetched for me a ‘graph. He’d taken a picture of the room. He had taken it from the chair, I think, from the exact place I was sitting. The books were in slightly different positions, maybe, I saw a pile of photoscientific treatises that had since then toppled over. “There’s nothing here,” I said—”Not yet, not yet,” he insisted, “I tell you, midnight!” And I looked hard at the picture, and so did he, and that’s how we spent the next few minutes. I felt ridiculous.

	The clock struck. Loud, too loud. “Sorry, sorry,” said Harries, “I make sure I can never sleep through it. But look, look, on the ‘graph!” And I was looking at the ‘graph, and of course, I expected to see nothing, and there would be an end to this. I even opened my mouth to say so; I shut it again.

	For wasn’t there something swimming into focus? Wasn’t there a blur, and the blur was taking on a more rigid outline, and then a solid shape. “My God,” I said, and I apologise, but I was that surprised. Because there, looking out of the picture, indubitably, was a cat. Looking out at me. It looked as shocked as I was. Its eyes were wide in the flash light, its ears were pricked, its fur was standing on edge.

	“But it must be a trick,” I said. “Simon? Is this not some small child you have dressed up as a cat, or . . . ?”

	“I have the proof!” he laughed. “Ha ha, I have proof!” And at that he threw aside a few more papers, and lifted from the floor the cat itself. He picked it up by the tail. Its face was set in the exact same expression I saw in the ‘graph, its fur still set fast and rigid.

	“Dead,” I said, uselessly.

	“Dead, yes, ha ha, it always kills ‘em, don’t know why!” said Harries. “Normally they just die, ha ha, and there’s nothing to show for it. But this time I set the exposure right! I got the picture! The cat didn’t die in vain!”

	“And how long have you been doing this?” I asked.

	He waved his hand as if it were a matter of utter irrelevance; and, I suppose, to him it was. “There are lots of cats on the streets, sniffing around the waste is a good place to find ‘em. Sometimes they claw and bite,” and I could see now, yes, there were marks all over his arms, little scars on his cheeks, “but I’m bigger than ‘em, ha ha, they’re no match for me! I take ‘em here, and I ‘graph ‘em, and I get rid of ‘em, and their bodies end up so frozen hard they sink straight to the bottom of the river! But I kept this one, he’s my little pet, my little boy. I’m proud of him. He’s made me a success, yes, he has, he’s made me all proper and worthwhile.” And he actually stroked at the dead cat’s stiffened fur.

	“And what do you want of me?” I asked. And I felt a chill, as if I thought he might want to take a photograph of me, he would rob the life from me and set me down on film—but that was silly, no harm had ever come to a human being from being ‘graphed, I was not an animal.

	“You have a Reputation,” said Harries, and he said it like that, with a capital R. “You are a good man. People will listen to you. I charge you to bring my discovery to the world.”

	“No,” I said. I didn’t even know I was going to refuse him until I spoke, but the refusal came out immediately, as if all my instincts were revolting against him, as if my intellect knew I wanted no part of this before my mouth did.

	“Why not?” he said, and for a second he scrunched his hands into fists and something dark passed over his face—then he relaxed, his face slumped back into the same failed despondency I had known from Oxford. “Why not?” he said again, meek and defeated.

	“I am a man of science,” I said, “and I duly believe that the purpose of science is to better mankind. And I can see no betterment that comes from the photography of cats, not whether they are alive or dead.”

	I did not want to leave on such a terse note, and so endeavoured to make some light talk with Harries about his health and the weather, but neither of our hearts were in it, and I soon gave up and took a cab home.

	
	Three weeks later Simon Harries was dead. The police came to my house and asked whether I could help them with their enquiries, and at first I thought they meant I was implicated, and I was fully prepared to get quite angry about the matter. But they assured me that wasn’t the case, and made apologies, and spoke to me with such due deference that I fetched my coat and my hat and agreed to go with them.

	They took me to Harries’ lodgings. In the middle of the room, spread over his papers, was a body, I presumed Harries’, covered with a sheet. I recoiled at that, but not at the sight of death, just at the insensitive way in which I’d been allowed to see it.

	“Sorry, sir,” said the constable on duty. “We’ve tried to move it, but it weighs a ton, and that’s a fact.” He showed me a box. He told me it had been left for me, and indeed, it had my name and address written upon the side.

	“Would you like me to open this?” I asked, and the policeman said it would be a blessing for ‘em if I didn’t mind.

	I could not imagine why Harries would leave me anything. Inside the box I found his camera, and a dozen or so photographs. The camera was old and outmoded, I dare say he’d never had the funds to purchase a better one; I had no need of it, I had several cameras of my own at home. The photographs were an odd mix; some of them, I assume, had been taken by Harries; some of them, like the portrait of Queen Victoria, no doubt rescued from a newspaper, definitely weren’t.

	At the bottom of the box I found an envelope. I opened it.

	“Can’t Stop Them Now,” was all it said.

	It was an unhelpful note, one of vagueness and imprecision, and unworthy of an Oxford graduate. And I understood why Simon Harries had managed no better than a lower second.

	The constable said, “Begging your pardon, would you look at the body, sir? It’s got us properly stumped, and you’re a man of science and all.” I pointed out that my science was photography not medicine, but accepted after further pleading that I was still the best qualified scientist there, and permitted them to present me the corpse.

	The sheet was removed. In death Harries looked larger, swollen somehow, as if he’d been the victim of drowning—though his body, naturally enough, was perfectly dry. That he was peculiarly bloated was not the most disturbing thing about him—it was more that his mouth was open, wide open, opened wider than I thought a mouth could stretch.

	“For heaven’s sake,” I said, “give the man some dignity. At least shut the mouth!” And the constable said to me his men had tried to do just that, but the mouth wouldn’t shut; “The jaws have got stuck somehow, sir.” So I had a go. I put on my gloves, and reached out to Harries’ face. I saw as I neared it there were fresh scratches upon his cheeks. I pulled on the chin, but it was indeed stiff. For a moment I thought his body had frozen hard like the carcass of the cat he had shown me—but no, I pulled harder, and I could feel some give—I admit, I was none too gentle about it, and at last the hinges of the jaws gave way to my bidding and the mouth snapped tight shut.

	“Thanking you, sir,” said the constable.

	“That’s all I can do, I’m afraid,” I said. “This death goes beyond the knowledge afforded me by photoscopic theory. I’d say he didn’t die easily, though. Poor devil.”

	
	Back home I perused the contents of the box once more.

	There was nothing new to be gleaned from the enigmatic letter, so I destroyed it. I checked the camera; it had no film. I left it in the kitchen. It was junk, but I thought I might cannibalize it for parts.

	I took the photographs up to my study. I sat in my favourite chair, drank a brandy.

	Yes, some of them had clearly been taken by Harries. Two of them were of his own lodgings for a start, and I assumed they were failures from his cat experiments. But others seemed to be not of his hand at all, the style was wrong, the composition. There were pictures of empty anonymous streets. There were pictures of famous London landmarks, the one of St Paul’s Cathedral at dusk was especially striking. There was a man and a woman outside a church, all dressed up in their best—was it their wedding day? Or was it nothing of the sort? 
They looked uncomfortable, was that at the prospect of spending the rest of their lives together, or that someone was aiming a camera at them and stealing the moment and freezing it for his own ends and committing it to film and making it possible that strangers like me could finger at it and paw at it and stare at it without shame? There was Queen Victoria. She didn’t seem amused.

	I could see nothing to connect the pictures whatsoever. I tried to puzzle it over, but not too seriously; it wasn’t my mystery, after all, I didn’t have to care. I felt drowsy. I raised a glass to Harries, and toasted him. I meant it respectfully enough, but quite see it may have come out wrong.

	I dozed.

	And when I woke up, the fire was nearly out, and there was a crick in my neck, and I’d dropped the photographs all over the floor. I looked at the time—and it was on the verge of midnight—and then, soon enough, the grandfather clock downstairs began to chime. But that wasn’t what had stirred me, that started after I had woken, and it was as if there was a little alarm inside my head and it had gone off, it had made sure I was able to see all the fun. . . . 

	The top photograph was of Harries’ room. And I stared at it. I didn’t want to stare at it. I didn’t want to see a dead cat shimmer into view. But I couldn’t take my eyes off it—and yes—soon enough—there it was, the outline, then filling in with more clarity, more depth—there was the cat, sure enough, its ‘graph taken at the very point of death. The previous cat had looked merely surprised. This one was angry.

	And it wasn’t alone.

	Because the picture continued to blur, now all around the fringes of it, I could see the blurring ripple beneath my fingers and I all but dropped the photograph, it buzzed to the touch. And there was a sound to it now, a whispering? A hissing. And more cats began to appear.

	How many cats had Harries squeezed into his studio? What had he done?

	There were a dozen—then there were more—then the picture was full of them, a hundred cats, a hundred and one, who could say?—big cats, kittens too, and all spilling out over each other, jostling for space, cramming themselves into every last crevice of space the picture could afford, blotting out the background of the room until all that could be seen was wall to wall cat.

	And even though the picture was full, I could see that the ‘graph was blurring still, and the hissing was louder now, it was a seething—
and there were still more cats being born, but there was no space for them, they were crushing the other cats now, they were bending themselves out of shape too, they were distorting, they were making themselves anew.

	And still, still, the cats wouldn’t stop. And there was no light to the picture now, it was all just a mass of black, and the black was crying out, I knew that black wasn’t a void, it was anything but, it was the weight of all the cats in the world stuffed into an area no more than a few inches square, and still, still the cats wouldn’t stop.

	And the other pictures.

	There were cats piled up as high as St Paul’s Cathedral, they were choking up the River Thames. There were cats in the wedding dress, there were cats perched on top of the bridegroom’s hat, and pouring out from under his hat, and pouring out from under him. There was Queen Victoria, regal, unsmiling, and the cats were prodding at her face, they were prodding at her cheeks, they were forcing a smile out of her whether she liked it or not.

	And I knew they were here. That the world was full of ghosts, stuffed together tight, and that we couldn’t see. But the camera could see. The camera could see the cats, at least. At least it could only see the cats.

	I wanted to throw the photographs from me, get them away as far as I could. But I couldn’t move. And I felt something so heavy on my chest—and I knew they were there, all of them, all the cats who had ever died, all of them were sitting on me and crawling over me and trying to find somewhere warm to shelter away from the cold of extinction. I thought I couldn’t breathe. I thought I couldn’t breathe. Then, then I forced myself to my feet. And, of course, there was nothing pinning me down, of course there was no weight to shift—and, of course, nothing kicked and wailed and howled as it scattered to the floor.

	I lit a candle. I went downstairs.

	I had to get to the camera. To destroy it? I don’t know. To take pictures, lots of pictures, to fill the world with cats, say to everybody, look! look! this is where the dead go!

	Film that doesn’t show us what is really there, that gives us stories and fantasies instead, what use could that ever be?

	And as I went down the stairs I imagined the cats beneath my feet would trip me up, and I held on to the banister rail so tightly. And I imagined my stepping on their tails, my treading down on their backs, the crunch of their bones breaking underfoot, the howls, the mews, the pitiful mews.

	I entered the kitchen.

	The camera was where I’d left it, on the table.

	Wrapped around it—licking it, even?—was a cat. The fattest cat I had ever seen. Greasy too, its fur looked slick and oily and wet.

	It bared its teeth at me.

	“Get away!” I cried. “Get out of here!”

	It wouldn’t take its eyes off me. It wouldn’t move from the camera.

	“Didn’t you hear what I said? What do you want? Tell me what you want!” I was ready to bargain with a cat. And I threw the candle at it.

	I didn’t aim at the cat directly. I think it knew that. I think that’s why it didn’t even flinch. The candlestick passed harmlessly overhead.

	“Get out!” I said, and I mimed throwing something else, although I had nothing left to throw, and of course the cat could see that. But it yawned, it stretched. It gave me a look that I can only describe as reproachful. And then, slowly, in its own time, it slinked away from the camera. It dropped off the table, and for all its bulk landed lightly on its feet.

	“You get away!” I said. But it was ignoring me now. I backed away as it trotted towards me, out of the door, out of the room.

	I looked for it in the corridor, but it was dark now without the candle. I couldn’t see it.

	I went to the camera.

	I was going to destroy it. But now I picked it up, I felt the urge to take photographs with it. What else is a camera for? No, I was going to destroy it. I was going to smash it down upon the table, now, hard, the glass would shatter, and all the ghosts would be locked away forever somewhere we couldn’t see.

	And I saw there was film in it. There hadn’t been film earlier. I had checked. Who had put the film in?

	I hesitated.

	I took out the film, and had it developed.

	
	I haven’t destroyed the camera.

	I’ve told Cook to keep it in the kitchen. And if the cats get in, and sometimes they do, she is to remove them from the house. But she must be gentle with them. She must give them milk first, and treat them with respect.

	I haven’t used the camera, either. Though one night I woke up, and I was downstairs, in the kitchen, and I was holding the camera with both hands. And I had never walked in my sleep before. I woke up in time, I went back upstairs, I locked my bedroom door. I keep the door locked every night now.

	Maybe I’ll destroy the camera anyway. One day. We’ll see. I just don’t think that would make the cats very happy.

	There are African tribes I’ve heard of, savages really, who don’t like the white man taking photographs of them. They fear that it takes their souls. But I worry that the reverse may be true. What if the camera brings a dead soul back? What if every picture confers a little immortality, and the world simply cannot support the weight of all those never-to-be-forgotten memories?

	I destroyed the photograph that I had found in the camera. No one else need ever see that. For my part, though, it might as well still exist. For my part, I might as well have framed it, and hung it over my bed. It’s not as if I’ll ever forget what was in that photograph, not one single detail of it.

	The picture was of Simon Harries. And I now know how he died. And I now know why his mouth was open so unnaturally wide, because there was something forcing the bulk of its entire body in. It knew what it was doing, too—the photograph had caught a little jaunty wave of the tail. And I don’t think it was the first that had crawled inside Harries’ mouth, I think that Harries’ bloated body was full of them.

	And I remember how I had forced his jaws shut, and the resistance I felt, and I think I must have had that ghost body bitten clean through.

	I’ll destroy the camera one day. I will. But for now, I treat all cats well, and I sleep with the door locked, and my mouth taped up.

	
	No one can take photographs of babies either. Babies have no souls. But no one wants a picture of a baby.

	
	

	GOOD
GRIEF


	Once in a while, for a joke, they’d talk about what they’d do if the other died. They’d be lying in bed together, dozing, cuddling, they might even just have made love—and it was so warm in there, and death seemed so very far away. Janet would say, “I’m going to get you to scatter my ashes, somewhere really obscure,” and he’d ask her how obscure, and she’d laugh, and say, “I don’t know, the top of Mount Everest.” And David would say, “I’m going to leave you everything in my will, but only on condition you stay the night in a haunted house,” and she’d ask where he might find this haunted house, and he’d tell her he’d Google one on the internet—”don’t you  worry, missie, you’re not getting out of it that easily!” She’d tell him that if he died she’d never marry again—and she’d keep his head in a box, or on display on the mantelpiece, to ward off potential suitors. And he told her that he would marry again, in unseemly haste that would shock the in-laws, someone young and pretty, and bring her to his wife’s own funeral. She kicked him for that. And then they’d doze some more, or cuddle some more—or maybe even make love again, there was plenty of lovemaking to be had back then.

	What actually happened, when he found out his wife was dead, was that he went quite numb. He felt sorry for the policewoman who brought him the bad news: she was so upset, she was so young, she probably hadn’t done this much before. But only vaguely sorry, he wasn’t sure how to express himself. And when he thanked her for her time and wished her a nice day he hoped it had come out right.

	And it was while numb that he accepted condolences, opened greetings cards telling him “sorry for your loss,” received flowers. That he phoned Janet’s parents, first to tell them their daughter was dead, the words slipped out more easily than he expected, too easily—and then on each night thereafter to see how they were, how they were holding up, whether they were doing okay—and he heard their numbness too, the way that the voices became ever softer, their words large and round and bland—and he thought, I’m doing this to them, I’m infecting them with numbness. It was while numbed that he had to take his sister’s phone calls, because she’d phone him every night too—”to see how you are, how you’re holding up, are you okay”—and she was crying, sometimes she’d be unable to speak through the tears, “oh, God, I’ve lost a sister, I always wanted a proper sister of my own,”—and he felt annoyed at that, that her grief was better than his. Especially when she hadn’t even known Janet that well, she had never once given a Christmas present Janet had wanted, Janet had never liked his sister much. He prepared the funeral numbed, was numbed as he organized flowers and arranged a nice buffet for the wake; he was really quite spectacularly numb as he wrote a eulogy to Janet, he wanted to tell the world how he felt now she’d gone forever, but he didn’t know how he felt, that was what he was still trying to work out; “I’m in shock,” he said, to reassure himself, “it has to be expected, I’m in shock,” but it had been days now, how long could you be ‘in shock’ for?

	The words of his eulogy did the right things on the page, all sad and regretful, but even as he plucked them out of his brain (from God knows which part) they didn’t seem much to do with him, or with Janet, or their seven-year marriage, or their however-many-years-long marriage that they ought to have had. I’m a fraud, he thought. Friends said he shouldn’t deliver the eulogy himself, he’d be too upset, let the minister do it. And the minister was a nice old man, and he talked a lot about God, and he had a kind face and kind eyes and a white beard, he was pretty much what David thought God looked like, maybe he was God—except David didn’t believe in God, and neither had Janet, so wasn’t this all a bit pointless? Wasn’t it pointless? With her there in the coffin (and the coffin was so expensive, and they were only going to use it the once!), and he couldn’t even see Janet inside, it might have been stuffed with old newspaper. And David looked at Janet’s parents, and they were crying now, their numbness had broken, they’d snapped right out of it, “why not me?” I’m a fraud, I feel nothing, shout it out, dare you, maybe I never loved her enough to feel, I’m a fraud. The minister read the eulogy, and he got the emphasis wrong, he made all the funny bits too serious, and all the serious bits, the bits about loss and pain and whatever else David had managed to dredge up, all the serious bits just sounded trivial. And David thought, it should have been me after all. And he supposed that meant, I should have been the one who read the eulogy, but now the thought was in his head, he thought, I should have been the one in the car crash. It should have been me. It should have been me.—But not hysterical, not upset. No. Numb.

	The collision had been head on. Both drivers were killed. The other woman had been drinking. They told him Janet wouldn’t have known anything about it, she’d have died instantly. David supposed that was better, right? To die in ignorance.

	She hadn’t left a will, and so hadn’t put any funny conditions in it. He didn’t know where to scatter her ashes. He did it in the park. It wasn’t especially obscure, but, so.

	
	At the wake he was told, by a series of well-meaning but irritating people, that he should see the doctor and get himself some sleeping pills. “Why?” So he could sleep, of course! But sleeping really hadn’t been a problem, there was so much to do, so much to plan—so many well-meaning people to navigate—that he’d fall asleep the moment his head hit the pillow.

	He didn’t have nightmares. He didn’t have dreams, actually, when he slept he was (ho ho) dead to the world. In fact, David was only ever going to have two more dreams, and only the first he thought of as a nightmare. It happened just a couple of days after the funeral was done and there wasn’t anything to plan anymore—and David welcomed it, he’d been expecting something, this would be a release—and annoyed too, because it turned out to be entirely the wrong sort of nightmare altogether. No dead wife. No car crash. Nothing like grief at all, no grief in which his unconscious state could relax, and kick back, and say, yes, this, this, is what I’ve been waiting for.

	This is what he dreamed.

	He couldn’t close his eyes.

	It wasn’t even interesting at first, and hardly distressing, and it took him quite a while to work out anything was wrong at all. He was—somewhere, anywhere. He was—standing, sitting, it didn’t matter. Nothing was going on. There was nothing to be concerned about. He was just himself, his ordinary self, who else might he be, and he was content, and a little bored perhaps, waiting for the action to start.

	It occurred to him that he hadn’t blinked for a while. That was just how engaging this dream was—it gave him time to count his blinks.

	And now he registered it, of course, he decided he wanted to blink. That would feel good. Just a little blink, thank you, he deserved one of those. And he wasn’t able to.

	This was silly. The brain wasn’t sending the right message to the eyes. He sent a message to his brain, from another part of his brain, telling it to pull its socks up. The brain told the eyes to close. To do one of those blink things they were so expert at. David felt the muscles at the sides of his eyes squeeze—just a little, complacently, this wasn’t a problem, the eyes knew they could do this (ho ho again) in their sleep. And then, when that didn’t work out, the muscles putting a little more effort in, straining.

	Nothing. The eyes stared open, resolutely fixed.

	David was quite surprised by this. So much so that he raised his eyebrows, and the brows pulled the eyelids ever upwards. David couldn’t relax his face from that surprise. He now found he couldn’t even lower the eyelids back to where they’d been before, back to where this whole stupid non-blinking problem had started.

	“It’s all right,” he told himself, but it wasn’t all right, it was a nightmare, and his eyes were stuck, and he’d forever look like an idiot, some stupid boggle-eyed staring idiot. And where the hell was Janet, shouldn’t she be showing up soon, wouldn’t dealing with that particular trauma be a bit more useful?

	Now he thought of blinking, naturally enough, there was nothing he more wanted to do. His body was screaming at him to blink. It was like thinking of an itch, and then in the thought of it needing to scratch—except, no, don’t think of itching, keep away from that.

	Too late. Because now David was beginning to panic. And panic over such a ridiculous thing—and he felt that itch now, his eyes were itching. They were tingling, God, he’d have to scratch them, he’d have to reach up his hand, reach out his nails, and scratch them, hard, scratch away that itch, scratch until the eyeballs were shreds.

	And he knew the eyelids wouldn’t even shut down, the little bits of protection those fragile flaps of skin could offer wouldn’t be there. Because the eyelids only moved upwards now, didn’t they? And at that, oops, he raised them further, he opened his eyes as wide as they would go, and they locked tight into that position. Fixed, bulging, and so very, very ticklish.

	David knew he was asleep. And because of that he knew that in real life his eyes must be closed. He wanted to wake up, get out of the dream. Before he did something terrible, before the fingernails did their work. But he couldn’t. He felt himself hit out at the bed, he was struggling, he was crying out. This other self of his, the one he could detect faintly in the waking world, he was useless, wasn’t he? If only he could get his eyes opened for real, he could shut the ones in his fantasy. But neither of his eyes was willing to help. Staying right where we are, said the dream eyes. So are we, said the ones sleeping in David’s bed. And he thought for one merciful moment, it’ll be okay, with all this commotion I’ll wake Janet, and she’ll wake me, she’ll look after me, I’ll be safe—but, oh—shit—and he could feel he was really screaming out now, no one beside him could have slept through that, but there was no one beside him to hear.

	He tried to remember what blinking was supposed to achieve. It was to moisturise the eyeball, wasn’t it? Give it a little spray of water. Why would the eye need that? Why would we need to blink so often, did we need that water so very urgently? He thought perhaps we did. He thought perhaps it was essential. And they were raging with itches now, his eyes were blazing raw in their sockets—give us some water, we’re parched!—and his brain was sending down messages to the fingernails, go to it, lads, scratch away, scratch hard until the eyeballs pop—but (thank God) it seemed the fingernails weren’t listening, they stayed right were they were, it seemed no one was taking orders from brain tonight. David’s eyes were so large now, so wide open, he could feel the pressure on his forehead. And they were hardening too, all the water was gone, they were tightening up like old mud, and then the cracks would appear, and the cracks would break into bigger fissures, and his eyeballs would splinter, wouldn’t they, they’d shatter all over his stupid stupefied stupid face.

	And he was sweating with fear, and he suspected this was both in the dream and out of it, and maybe that’d be good, all that sweat might run into his eyes and give it the liquid refreshment it needed—except, wait—wouldn’t it be very salty—that’d sting, that’d burn—and he was screaming different messages at his eyes, no wonder they were getting confused—”Open up!” “Shut down!” and no one was obeying him, someone else was in control, someone else giving instructions to both eyes inner and outer, someone wanted him to hurt.

	He threw himself out of bed. His eyes snapped open in shock. He fought off the duvet, still wrapped around him, and yes, he had been sweating, the duvet was drenched. In his panic he thought that even in real life he wouldn’t be able to close his eyes, that he’d be trapped forever looking at this poor empty bedroom that ought to have had two people in it and now only had one—but no, they closed, and again, and again, and again.

	He went to the bathroom. Stared in the mirror. Already he was calming down, it was all right, he was all right. He saw reflected back at him not the terrified man of the dream, but someone who was tired, and confused, and so sad, and slumping back into the numbness. But he watched himself blink some thirty or forty times, one blink after the other. Deliberately, enjoying it. Enjoying the sweet sensation of it, and the freedom that he could do as he wished. Enjoying himself, so it seemed, for the first time since Janet had died.

	His lips felt a bit thick. He’d probably hurt them when he fell out of bed, maybe he’d bitten them or something. He prodded at them, but they stayed rubbery to the touch. It took him going downstairs and making himself a hot cup of coffee before he got any proper feeling back.

	
	Pretty soon, David realized, people were getting bored with him. This struck him as rather unfair. He wasn’t the one who kept on talking about the death, he mentioned it as little as possible. Everyone was sympathetic, but sympathy was so tiring.

	He’d gone back to work, but the boss soon called him into his office. “I don’t think you should be here yet,” he said. “I think you should take all the time you need.”

	“I want to be busy,” said David.

	“And you can be busy at home, I’m sure. Don’t you worry, we can survive without you!” And then the boss looked embarrassed, looked away; people kept doing that.

	So by the time the man from British Gas knocked on the door David hadn’t seen a living soul for three days. “Suspected gas leak,” he said. “I’ve come to check your meter.”

	“Oh, all right,” said David.

	“I’m not disturbing you, then?”

	David thought that maybe he was still in his pyjamas, sometimes he didn’t get out of his pyjamas all day, it depended on whether he’d remembered to get dressed. He looked down, and saw that he was actually pretty smart today, presentable. “No, no.”

	“I’ll come in then.”

	David showed the man where the meter was.

	“Nice house,” said the meter reader.

	“Thank you.”

	“Big.”

	“Yes.”

	“You live with someone else, a wife, perhaps, or . . . ?”

	“No, no, it’s just me.”

	“Pretty big, just for you on your own.”

	“Yes,” said David. He watched the man take the meter reading. He showed him out.

	About half an hour later, the phone rang. David answered it. On the other end he heard someone in tears.

	“Hello?” he said. “Hello, who is this? Are you all right?”

	“I’m sorry,” said the voice. It was a man’s voice. He didn’t recognize it.

	“Who is this?”

	“I didn’t need to read your meter. I just wanted to see you.”

	“Hello?” said David. He didn’t know why, it just seemed as if the conversation might make more sense started from scratch.

	“I’m so sorry for your loss,” said the voice. It stuttered in between the sobs. “You must hate me. I’m sorry. It was. My wife, she. She was the one in the car. In the crash.”

	“Oh,” said David. “I don’t . . .”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Yes.”

	“I just had to . . . oh, shit, can’t . . . The words won’t. Sorry. See you. See you were okay.”

	“I’m okay.”

	“See what I’d done.”

	“That’s okay,” said David. “Really.”

	“Could we meet?”

	“What, you mean, come here? I . . .”

	And the voice sounded shocked, angry. “To your house? I wouldn’t presume. That I should . . . I wouldn’t deserve it. No.”

	“Okay.”

	“But in a pub? I’m in a phone box. Just down the road from you. There’s a pub opposite, do you know it?”

	“Well, yes, but . . .”

	“The King’s Arms.”

	“Yes, I know.”

	“I’ll be there. Thank you. You’ve no idea how much this means to me.” And the man hung up.

	Had David still been in pyjamas, he might not have bothered going out. But all he had to do was put on a pair of shoes, a coat. They’re such easy things, shoes and coats.

	He’d never been inside the pub before, though he passed it most days on his way to work. There wasn’t much of an afternoon trade, and the woman behind the bar raised her head to him in dull acknowledgement. The man in the British Gas uniform wasn’t crying anymore; he sat on his own, nursing a pint of thick dark beer, and when he saw David he smiled as if recognizing an old friend. He stood up to greet him, and it struck David how short he was, all bullish and tightly squeezed into those blue overalls. “Can I get you a pint?” he said.

	“Well, it’s a bit early.”

	“Please, a pint, it’s the least I can do.”

	He bought David a pint, as thick and dark as his own.

	“I’m sorry about that stunt with the meter,” said the man.

	“It’s okay.”

	“Bit of a mad thing to do.”

	“It’s okay.” There was a pause. The man wouldn’t look at David, stared at his pint instead. David said, “So, what do you really do? You know, for a living?”

	“I work for British Gas. I read meters.”

	“Oh, right. I thought that . . .”

	“You thought I was in disguise? That I’d, what, rent a costume as a meter reader, and come to your house under false pretences?” And for a moment David thought the man was angry, but he wasn’t, he was just appalled at the idea; he laughed at the absurdity of it. “Disguise,” he chuckled. “That’s a good one. That really would make me mad, wouldn’t it? How’s the drink?”

	“Okay.” David sipped at it. It was too hoppy for his taste. He hadn’t had beer in years. He and Janet had never bothered with pubs, their perfect evening would be a bottle of nice wine in front of the telly.

	“Good. Well, there’s more where that came from. I owe you. I don’t drink much either. Just so you know. I mean, under the circumstances. Inappropriate. But we couldn’t just sit in the pub together without a pint. That’d be gay.”

	David supposed that it would.

	“How are you feeling? How are you holding up?” The man looked him directly in the face, and it was the first time he had. David tried to frame the usual bland reply, but the man continued. “Bet you get a lot of that. I do. Gets pretty annoying, doesn’t it?”

	“Yes,” said David.

	“They should mind their own fucking business.”

	“Yes,” said David, with feeling. “They should.”

	“God knows how I feel,” said the man. “I keep crying. In front of strangers. I mean, it’s bad enough Tracey’s dead. But knowing she took someone with her, that’s what makes it hard. You’re lucky. You’ve no idea how lucky. I mean, not that lucky, of course, sorry.”

	“Well, no,” said David.

	“D’you bury or cremate her?”

	“Oh,” said David. “Cremate.”

	“Tracey didn’t want to go with cremate,” said the man. “She didn’t like getting burned. And besides, she’d say, what if they found a cure? Afterwards we could just dig her up. Couldn’t be brought back if she were just ashes. Mind you, I don’t suppose they’ll ever find a cure for car crashes, but you know, it’s what she wanted.”

	“I never knew what Janet really wanted,” said David.

	“She drank a lot, Mr Reynolds. I won’t tell a lie. I used to ask her to stop. And over the years, I just gave up. And I think, if I hadn’t, maybe she’d be alive today. Maybe you’d still have your Janet. Maybe she wouldn’t have suffered.”

	“They say that she died instantly, she wouldn’t have felt a thing.”

	“Yeah, they always say that. But how do they know, eh? I mean, when Janet’s head smashed through that sheet of glass. At forty miles an hour. And, what, her skull got pulped. How could they know?”

	“Well,” said David. “I ought to be going.”

	“Let me get you another pint.”

	“I haven’t finished this one.”

	“Tracey didn’t drink in the beginning,” said the man. “So I wonder. Did I drive her to it? Was it something about me? Because I loved her, you know, I really did. But maybe my love wasn’t enough? Or too much? I drove her to suicide, because that’s what it was, wasn’t it? It’s my fault. And murder, I killed your wife, it was down to me.”

	“Not murder,” said David. “If anything, manslaughter.”

	“Yeah,” said the man, “I manslaughtered Janet. I’m sorry.” He took a long pull at his beer, and David thought this pause in the conversation might give him a second chance to flee, but no, too late, he was off again. “I’m a bad man. I think I was better with Tracey, you know, in spite of everything, we were a unit. Do you know what I mean? Together, we made sense.”

	“I do know what you mean,” said David.

	“And now I’ve lost her. And I’ve lost myself too, because she was the best part of me. I don’t have any friends. Can you forgive me?”

	“I forgive you,” said David.

	“Can you find it in your heart to forgive me?”

	“I do forgive you,” said David.

	“I won’t ask you to be a friend. I don’t deserve your friendship. Just your forgiveness.”

	“I do, I forgive you,” said David.

	“Thank you,” said the man. “Thank you. I feel. Whew. I feel at peace.” He smiled, stuck out his hand. It was big and meaty, at odds with how small his body was. David took it. “I’m Alex,” said the man.

	“David,” said David.

	“I know.”

	
	The numbness kept returning to his lips, and David didn’t know what he should do about that. He’d wake in the morning and feel them with his fingers and they didn’t seem to belong to him; he had to smack them together for a couple of minutes just to get some life back into them. When he ate his breakfast cereal the spoon would feel strange in his mouth, the flakes would feel strange, the strangeness made him a bit nauseous. One breakfast they felt so thick and swollen it was as if he’d been anaesthetized at a dentist’s. It made him drool. He’d bite his tongue.

	David didn’t want to go to a doctor, and nearly cancelled the appoint-ment at the last minute. The doctor didn’t even want to examine the lips, which was annoying. Was David diabetic? David said that he wasn’t. Had he an allergy to shellfish? David assured the doctor he’d been nowhere near a shellfish. Sometimes numb lips, the doctor said, were the first symptoms of migraine headaches, had he had any migraines? No. “Hmm,” said the doctor. Then he asked the clincher. He asked if there’d been any trauma in his life recently, any reason he might feel depressed. David admitted his wife had just been killed. “Aha!” said the doctor, and he actually looked pleased. He told David that numb lips were a classic form of stress, of panic attack, of something psychosomatic—he had really nothing to worry about, it’d all come out in the wash when he cheered up. David asked if from now on every single little ailment he ever felt was in some way going to be related to the death of his wife, and the doctor just sort of blinked. “Watch and see if it spreads to other parts of your face,” the doctor said. “If it does, I’ll put you down for a CAT scan.”

	One night the numbness of his lips woke David up. He’d been woken by pain before—never by the opposite of it, by pure lack of sensation. He lay there. He ran his tongue over the lips and felt nothing. Smacked them together, nothing.

	But no, not nothing.

	He felt himself lean forward, just a little—he twitched the lips, he puckered. And there it was. Right next to them. And it was soft and yielding. It was fleshy. It was another pair of lips.

	At this he started; he jolted forward in alarm, and thought suddenly that by doing so he’d headbang whoever was kissing him, and he cried out in expectation of the pain. But there wasn’t any, and there was no head to collide with—and his own head kept on rocketing forward at great speed and there was nothing there to stop it, until his own spine yanked it back like a seatbelt—and he was breathing fast, panicked—and he slowed that breath down, swallowed, lay his head back upon the pillow. Relaxed. Relaxed. . . . Twitched those lips forward again.

	He was kissed for his effort.

	It was very gentle, very sweet, and there was just the faint taste of lipstick.

	“Janet?” he whispered, and wished he hadn’t, because he’d chased her away, the spell was broken.

	He spent the next hour or so trying to chase those lips, puckering out at the darkened room to no avail. He must have fallen asleep at some point.

	The next morning his lips were numb again, but this time he didn’t much try to get the feeling back. So he’d drool during breakfast, so what? And during the day he’d keep prodding at the lips, pressing down on them with his fingers hard—staring at them in the mirror and flexing them slowly. He’d close his eyes and make little moues towards a lover who wasn’t there.

	He went to bed early that night. “Janet,” he said to the darkness. He didn’t know how to summon her. He didn’t know how to let her know he was ready.

	Beneath the sheets his hands balled up into tight fists of frustration.

	He dozed, slept in fits and starts. And she came to him at last; he woke and she was there, he could feel her, her breath against his mouth, she was so very very close—and he wasn’t going to say a word, he’d learned his lesson, he wasn’t going to move a muscle. Or not just any muscle, he’d choose the muscle carefully—and he pressed his lips forward. Pressed them on to hers. And he couldn’t be sure at first, but there, there was that taste of lipstick, a little bit of something sweet and slippery—and Janet had never been much of one for make-up, but he was glad of it now, just so he could taste something and be sure he wasn’t pretending.

	He extended his tongue—very slowly, carefully. And it went into a place that was warmer and wetter. Pushed it out as far as it would go—it quivered in the hot breath of his dead lover.

	She stayed all night. Sometimes he’d sleep, just for a while—and he’d wake with a start, with the certainty that she’d have crept away, that he’d have lost her once more. But she was always there, that softness, that tickle close to his skin, that body heat, those lips, those lips.

	The next morning he found the numbness had spread. It was no longer just his lips, the chin had no feeling, his cheeks felt odd and tingling. He called the doctor for an appointment. This time he did cancel at the last minute.

	Because he realized she didn’t come to him at all—no—she never left—she was always there, she was always just a few delicate millimetres away from his face. He could smell her, and taste, and touch, and feel, God, and all it required was concentration and just a little bit of forward momentum. And he went to bed with her. He’d cuddle the pillow and pretend his arms were around her body, and he’d make love to her, and he’d make love to himself.

	It took three days of this sort of thing before he began to think that this might be unhealthy. And he determined he had to get out of the house, interact with the living again. Alex had left four messages on the answering machine, asking him to call. So he did.

	
	“I’m glad you came,” said Alex. “I wasn’t sure you would. But this means that we’re friends now, right? We’re proper friends.”

	He’d bought them both a glass of house red. “Because I could tell you weren’t really enjoying the beer, I’m not entirely insensitive!” The pub was quiet; nothing but Alex’s voice and the occasional burp from the fruit machine. Alex wasn’t dressed in uniform now, and he’d lost any authority it might have given him; he just looked like a small sad man with a paunch.

	“How are you holding up?” he asked.

	“I’m doing okay. I think I’m doing better,” said David. “I think I’m adjusting.”

	“Adjusting. Yeah. Good for you. Yeah, we should all be adjusting, yeah.”

	Alex finished his drink. David offered to buy him another. There was still time for one more round before they had to get to the cinema.

	“No, no,” said Alex. “I’m not letting you put your hand in your pocket. All the drinks are on me. I owe you, remember?”

	David hadn’t been out to see a movie in years. The last time had been with Janet in Marbella. It had been a fantastic holiday, they’d laughed so much. And the weather had been mostly glorious. But the sudden downpour had taken them by surprise, and they had taken refuge in the cinema. They arrived in the middle of an action movie in which Bruce Willis killed lots of people, his wisecracks were dubbed into Spanish. They could just about follow the plot, it wasn’t too difficult, and David would whisper to Janet his own suggestions for what an English translation of the dialogue might be, and sometimes they were very funny, and even when they weren’t Janet would laugh.

	Alex insisted on paying for the tickets. It was for some romcom, David hadn’t thought it’d be to Alex’s taste. Alex said, “Do you want some popcorn?”, and David didn’t. “You’ve got to have popcorn!” said Alex, “my treat!” and bought David a big tub overflowing with the stuff. David picked at it through the trailers, but it didn’t taste of anything. “You probably need more salt,” said Alan, “here, we’ll swap.” He gave David his popcorn. But it didn’t make any difference, David still couldn’t taste a thing.

	The movie had lots of jokes, but they weren’t necessarily very good jokes. Alex would lean across to David and tell him his own punchlines. He’d lean in very close, and David could smell the hot breath on his face—but for all that, he still wouldn’t whisper quietly enough. People kept on glaring at Alex and shushing him. He ignored them.

	After the movie Alex suggested they should go off for another drink; David said he was tired; Alex wouldn’t hear of it.

	The pub was much busier now, and Alex had to shout for David to hear him over the noise. Alex brought to the table an entire bottle of wine, and poured glasses for himself and his friend. It wasn’t an especially nice wine, normally it’d have been too acidic for David, he preferred something smooth. But he drank it anyway, and he could barely taste it.

	“That stuff you were saying,” shouted Alex, “about adjusting. Yeah. I can see the value in it. Because, what do they say? Because life goes on. They do say that, don’t they?”

	“Cheers,” said David.

	“It’s funny how things work out,” shouted Alex. “Because we wouldn’t even be friends. If our wives hadn’t killed each other. But you’re a great friend. I think you’re the best friend I’ve ever had!”

	“Thanks,” said David.

	“It wasn’t such a tragedy. If it brought us together.”

	“No.”

	“And with no blame on either side! And why should there be? Just a, just an accident of circumstance. My wife killed your wife. But then again, your wife killed my wife, didn’t she?”

	“Wait a moment,” said David.

	“I’m just saying. There had to be a car for Tracey to hit. And your wife was the one driving it. And yeah, my wife is a little more to blame than your wife. I don’t dispute that. But accident of circumstance, yeah? That day, my wife was the one who happened to be drunk driving. The next day, it might have been yours drunk driving. Let’s not get too fussed about blame.”

	“My wife didn’t ever go drunk driving,” said David.

	“No, I know, hey, I’m just saying. What I’m saying is, we’re the same. Right? Right!” He clinked his glass against David’s, frowned. “No need to get nasty about it.”

	“Sorry.”

	“Is this seat taken?” said one girl, and “is it taken?” said her prettier friend. “Do you mind if we join you?” The pub was heaving now, there were no spare tables.

	“No, that’s fine,” said David.

	“Fine,” said Alex.

	The girls’ presence seemed to throw Alex off his stride; they chattered together for a minute or so, and then he said, “We went to the cinema.”

	“Oh . . . yes?” ventured a girl.

	“We saw this movie. It wasn’t very good.”

	“It was all right,” said David.

	“Oh, you say it’s all right now, but you were sighing and humphing all the way through it,” said Alex.

	“Goodness,” said a girl. And, “What was it?” said the other.

	David told them.

	“It hasn’t had very good reviews,” said the uglier girl to David. “And it’s a shame, because I think she was very funny when she was in Friends, I just don’t know whether she’s choosing the right projects, and of course she’s getting older now, so maybe she’s not getting the offers she once had . . .”

	“He is taken, you know,” said Alex.

	“Sorry?”

	“My friend. He is taken.”

	“I didn’t mean to . . .”

	“Oh, we’re not gay,” sneered Alex. “I bet you think we are. But we were married to women. They’re dead now. But we still keep them in our hearts, we’ll never betray them. We’d do anything for them! Show us some fucking respect, we’re fucking mourning!”

	By now Alex was on his feet, and the girls were backing into the crowd, and David was dragging his friend out of the pub.

	“Get your hands off me, David, I swear to God, I’ll fucking glass them, what do they think, they think we can’t find wives as good as ours?”

	“Now calm down,” said David. “Come on.” 

	Alex threw him off; David flinched. And Alex looked at him in surprise. “I’d never hurt you,” he said. “I’m hurt you think I would.”

	“All right,” said David. “Just breathe.”

	Alex took a couple of gulps of night air, and began to sob. Dry sobs, they made his little fat body heave with the effort. “I’ve ruined the evening,” he said. “And we were having a brilliant evening. It’s the drink. I shouldn’t, for her sake, I mean, when you bear in mind. What she. But I’ve been so down, mate. I miss her. I miss her really bad.”

	“I know,” said David.

	“I don’t want to be out with you. I don’t know you. I want to be with her.”

	“I understand,” said David.

	And a look of relief washed over Alex’s face, and his eyes lit up, and even his tongue came out for a second, he looked like a little puppy dog so eager to please. “Next time I won’t drink. Promise. Just fizzy water. Yeah?” David didn’t say anything. Alex’s face creased up. “I need her,” he said. “And you understand.”

	And his breath was all over David again, and it made him think of Janet, and how close her breath could be, that he wanted to be home with her right now. And he didn’t agree to see Alex again, but he nodded, and that was enough.

	
	The trick, David soon realized, was not to think about it too much.

	Someone had told him once—it may have been a medical student, someone he met in the university bar—about the way the brain can screen out unwanted objects it doesn’t want us to see. The nose is the best example. We all see the nose—he told David, and David thought he was very drunk, and wondered why he was bothering him—we all see the nose all the time. It’s a big pointy thing sticking straight out the centre of our face, of course we can see it. And if we think about it too much, this permanent obstruction getting in the way of what we want to look at, always there in our peripheral vision, it’d make us feel claustrophobic. It’d drive us nuts. So the brain refuses to acknowledge it. Ignores it, tries to make us look through it, makes it seem transparent. David assumed he was a medical student, but he supposed that was just because he was talking about brains and noses and body parts, he supposed he could have been anyone really. And he really wished the student had shut up, he hadn’t wanted to think about such things, now he’d been alerted to it he couldn’t stop seeing his own nose for days.

	And David now had to play the same game with Janet. Because it was obvious to him now—she wasn’t just in front of his face, she was growing herself on to his face. She was there all the time, always in his peripheral vision, just like a nose—but now there was another nose to contend with, and much more besides. Staring out at her as she stared back at him. He could feel the bristles on his chin flattened against her chin. Her hair tickling his cheeks. Her lipsticked lips. When he breathed, he did so first through his mouth and then through her mouth and then out through the back of her head. Sometimes, when he tried to focus upon any specific object, when he really had to sharpen his eyes and concentrate, he fancied he was having to do so by peering through her forehead, her skull, her very brain. But, like the nose, he tried not to think about it, he didn’t think about it; like the nose, he found a way of keeping the obstruction in the corner of his eye. Or else, he knew, he really would go nuts.

	He wondered why she was there. He wondered why he was so special. And then he wondered whether maybe he wasn’t special at all—maybe this is what happened to all the poor widowers, maybe they all ended up haunted by a dead wife’s face. Maybe they just chose never to talk about it.

	Her company made him happy, most of the time. Sometimes the claustrophobia would be too much. Her head right against his head, no room, no space of his own, a wife always there bearing down on him, he couldn’t breathe. That’s when she would help him. She’d suck in big lungfuls of air, then blow them back into his mouth. She’d give him what he needed. She’d take care of him. She’d breathe for both of them.

	It did occur to him that those lungfuls of air she was sucking must have been his air to begin with. But that made him feel a little churlish.

	Her mouth would move against his perfectly; when he yawned, she yawned in unison; when he chewed, she chewed; when he forced his mouth into a scowl, a grimace, an artificial grin, just to see, just to test her, yes, she’d do it too. He’d say, “I love you,” when he went to sleep at night, and her lips would whisper back the same words to him, in an instant, he didn’t even have to wait.

	Having her this way was better than nothing.

	He didn’t like to eat much. He didn’t like the way it looked, the concentration he needed to change the way it looked: he had to take his fork and push the food through the back of her head, past her tongue, past her teeth, past her lips, before it could reach his own. Everything he ate seemed now second hand. She’d sucked all the taste out of it all. Sometimes the food was merely stale. Sometimes it seemed like dirt. Like earth.

	All he could really taste properly was that lipstick, her lipstick, creamy and gloopy and clamping down on him hard.

	One night, as he was brushing his teeth, he felt something wriggling in his mouth. He assumed it was Janet’s tongue, it often found its way in there. But out with the gobbet of soil-mint toothpaste he also spat out a worm. It wasn’t a very big worm, to be fair, but seeing it there in the sink was still alarming. David stared at it. He gave it a jab with the end of his toothbrush, and it writhed at the touch. “But what are you doing there?” he said. And, “But she was cremated!” The worm looked at him, or so David thought, it was frankly rather hard to tell; it twitched, and that might have been a shrug—hey, I’m a worm, what would I know? And then it slid itself down the plughole.

	
	He dreamed of Janet at last. And it was the last dream he ever had, or, at least, the last dream that was truly his.

	She was wearing her favourite summer dress, the one she’d wear even when it was cold and raining because she’d say it made her feel better.

	“I’ve been waiting for you,” he said, “and for such a long time!” And she kissed him, but as her face leaned in to his she changed direction, she avoided the lips altogether and plumped for the cheek. And what was the good of that, he couldn’t taste it at all?

	“Should we eat?” she said, and they took their places in the restaurant. It was the same restaurant at which they’d had their first date. Where he’d first dared use the “love” word on her. Where he’d proposed. And it was odd, because they had all been different restaurants.

	“How have you been?” she asked. “How have you been holding up?”

	“I miss you,” he said.

	It took a couple of hours for the waiter to take their order, but that didn’t matter, and they swapped stories of old adventures together, two lives well led. And after a while David realized he was the only one doing the talking, and Janet was just sitting there, listening, smiling, drinking his memories in, drinking in his happiness.

	The food arrived, and it wasn’t what David had ordered; he’d thought they were somewhere Italian, but now it was all Chinese. And he didn’t expect he’d be able to taste his meal, but it was good, it was so good, that sweet and sour sauce was simply to die for, he cried at how good it was.

	They ate their fill. Once in a while David would have to turn his head away, spit out a few worms here and there. And Janet would tut amiably, and say, “David, I thought I was the one who’s dead!” They’d laugh a lot about that.

	It was the same restaurant in their honeymoon hotel. It was the restaurant of every birthday and anniversary. It was the restaurant to which he’d take her to say sorry after they’d had a fight, and where, by accepting the invitation, she was assuring him it was all right, everything was all right, she still loved him.

	“I didn’t know where to scatter your ashes,” he said. 

	“That’s okay.”

	“I scattered them in the park. I’m sorry.”

	“But it’s a nice park,” she said.

	“I can’t remember,” he said. “I keep trying to remember. What the last thing I ever said to you was. Do you know? Can you tell me? Tell me it was something nice. Tell me I said I loved you. Please. I loved you.”

	It was the restaurant where she’d told him she was pregnant. It was the restaurant to which he’d taken her once she lost the child, because they couldn’t face being at home, they didn’t want to eat at all.

	“Why do you haunt my face?” he asked her. She looked a bit hurt at that.

	“You need to move on,” said Janet, at last.

	“I can’t move on.”

	She paused. “I’ve moved on.”

	He took this in.

	“Are you breaking up with me?” he asked.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Is it something I’ve done?”

	“No,” she said. “No. It was just. An accident of circumstance. Oh, baby, please. Please don’t cry.”

	“But I love you,” he said, and the tears were flowing now, why was he crying now and ruining the date, why now when he’d all those weeks of numbness to get through? “I love you,” he said, as if that solved a blind thing, as if that did even the slightest bit of good.

	“I know,” she said. And she took his hand. And she squeezed it. And she let it go.

	It was the restaurant in which he had the dream his dead wife didn’t want him anymore.

	They talked a bit more after that. Other adventures they’d had, some of them just the same adventures as before. He repeated his anecdotes a little.

	“Save me,” David said, but it was so quiet he didn’t think she heard.

	The waiter brought them the bill. “I’ve got this,” said Janet, “it’s on me.” She took money from her purse, lots of money, and gave the waiter a generous tip. He bowed his thanks. 

	“Well,” she said.

	“Well,” said David.

	“Well,” she said, “this has been fun. We should do it again some time.”

	“Yes,” said David, and he knew they wouldn’t. And he got up from the table to get her chair, and she thanked him, and let him give her a peck goodbye.

	When he woke up he wasn’t crying, his face was still dry, he’d wanted to cry, but only in the dream, just the bloody dream. And he thought that he’d lost her, he patted at his face, tried to find some trace of her—and part of him wanted her gone, wanted that freedom, his face back to normal—and another part was terrified she’d kept her promise and had gone for good, and then what would he do, who would he even be? And she was still there—she was still there—she hadn’t deserted him—still the numbness—still numb. And he laughed and she laughed in unison and he gulped for air and she gulped too, and he went back to sleep wrapping his arms around himself in a tight hug.

	
	“Look, fizzy water!” said Alex, as he opened the front door, and he laughed, and he waved the bottle about like it was some sort of trophy. He showed David into the house. It was quite a small house; David still felt his own was conspicuously designed for two people, and rattling about there on his own was awkward and embarrassing—but it was hard to believe that Alex had shared this house with his wife, there surely wasn’t the space to keep her anywhere. “Nice place, isn’t it?” asked Alex, and David agreed. Alex was in a good mood. He seemed very proud of whatever he was concocting in the kitchen, he kept on winking and going back in there to stir it and telling David it’d be a surprise. And, “It’s just so nice to have you here, mate,” he said. “It’s just so nice to have company.”

	They settled down in the sitting room together for a little while—Alex told David that this stage of the cooking could take care of itself. There wasn’t much room, David and Alex sat close side by side on the sofa. “So,” said Alex, “how are you holding up?”

	“I’m not sure,” said David, honestly.

	Alex nodded at that, as if it were the wisest thing he had ever heard. “Not still adjusting, then?”

	“What?”

	“You said you were ‘adjusting.’”

	“Oh. Yes. Yes, I don’t know.”

	Alex nodded again. “As for me, I took your advice. Knocked the booze on the head. Thanks. Thank you for looking out for me.” He waggled the bottle of water again. “Refill?”

	“Why not?” said David.

	“It’s helped me to clear my head a bit. Know where I stand with this whole death thing. The drink, it was keeping me away from those important decisions. But now I know what’s going on. What we both need to do.”

	“Oh?”

	“But there’s time enough for that,” said Alex, as a timer went in the kitchen. “And I think dinner is served!”

	“I hope you like this,” said Alex, as he brought over to the table a steaming saucepan. “Tracey’s the real cook. Well. But I’ve been practising. Got a book and everything.” He tipped on to David’s plate a pile of spaghetti bolognaise. “Enjoy!”

	Each time David lifted his fork he saw worms wriggle on the end of it. Each time he lifted the fork near his mouth, he at first had to pass it through the back of Janet’s skull, and he didn’t know why, he thought that as the worms brushed against her brain they became her brain somehow, that her brain was unravelling into these flapping tendrils, that in death the brain was finally rotting to these thin white ribbons. In his mouth the brain tasted of soil, and he was used to that, but it was a squirming soil, if he didn’t gulp it down quickly it’d try to escape back into Janet’s head, and he couldn’t have that, you couldn’t go home again. So he sucked in those earthworms, and those strands of his dead wife’s mind too, he stuffed them in his mouth, he swallowed, swallowed hard so they couldn’t come up again and beat a path to freedom, he did it again, the same mechanical exercise, gulping down, trying to gulp all the food away. It took him a minute or two to realize that Alex was looking at him, hard.

	“You’re not enjoying that, are you?”

	“It’s fine.”

	“Fucking typical. Well, then.” And Alex got up, and he took David’s plate away, and he slammed it into the sink.

	David said weakly, “I don’t like pasta very much.”

	“Right,” said Alex. “Of course not. You know, I don’t think you’re putting much effort into this relationship. I’m the one who’s doing all the running. Aren’t I? I buy the drinks, the cinema tickets, it’s me that cooks dinner. You didn’t even bring any wine, did you?”

	“You told me you weren’t drinking.”

	“Always some excuse with you. Is this what you were like with Janet? Christ. No wonder she drank. No wonder the poor bitch killed herself.”

	David started to explain that Janet hadn’t killed herself. Had she? She’d been happy with him. Wasn’t that the case? It’d been an accident, a tragic accident of circumstance.

	“Upstairs,” said Alex.

	“What? No.”

	“Upstairs, to the bedroom.”

	“No way.”

	“Upstairs,” said Alex, picking up a knife. “Or I’ll fucking cut you. I will. I’ll cut you, you bastard. Upstairs. Now.”

	So they went upstairs.

	“The problem with you,” said Alex. “Is you don’t know what love is.” And he opened the bedroom door, pushed David inside.

	It was like a shrine. The walls were covered with hundreds of photographs, and all of the same woman. Some were posed for, some caught unawares. But either way, whether ready for the camera or not, in each picture she had the same expression, the same smile, and that struck David as odd, how could she always make her face the same, so fixed and unmoving? She wasn’t a pretty woman, her head was too round—but she wasn’t ugly, had you seen a single picture of her you wouldn’t have given her a second glance. But the whole array of these pictures, this presentation of her entire facial repertoire—and she had one smile, just one—and it made David feel suddenly sick, as if he were looking upon something that wasn’t quite human, just something slightly off, something that his brain would have normally have consigned to his peripheral vision. Her nostrils always flared, her eyes so wide and unblinking, and that mouth in each picture contorted into an identical smile, the smile so big and broad and covered with thick gloopy lipstick.

	“I’ve had a bad time,” said Alex. “I’ve had a very bad time. But do you see? Do you see how much I love her?”

	“Yes, I see,” croaked David through the nausea.

	“No, really. Look. Look.” And Alex grabbed David’s hair, and dragged him to the wall, and forced his face hard against a patch of photos—and all David could think of was what this would do to his invisible wife, he’ll squash Janet over all the pictures, he’ll squash my wife all over his wife, how’s that going to look?

	Close up, of course, with Tracey’s face against his, David couldn’t make out any identifying features at all.

	“I went to your house,” said Alex. “I looked for photos. Just some evidence that you were missing your wife the way I missed mine. But there’s nothing, is there? I thought maybe you’d done what I did, put all her things in one room so you could see them better. I believed that of you. But you haven’t.”

	“No,” said David.

	“She gave you all that love. And you gave none back. You can’t even feel anything now she’s dead. Can you? You’re a fraud. Aren’t you?”

	“I’m a fraud,” said David.

	“Your problem is,” repeated Alex, “you don’t know what love is. It’s not a little thing. It’s life and death. You don’t give someone your heart one day, make them the centre of your life. Become a unit. And then adjust when they die. Well, I’m better than you. I’m not going to adjust. I’ll never adjust. You’ll see.”

	And he gave David the knife. David stared down at it, blankly. As ever, numb.

	“You’ve always had such contempt for me,” said Alex, gentler somehow. “Right from the start. Do you think I’m that stupid? Do you think I couldn’t see? But ask yourself. You kept coming back to me. Why did you do that?”

	“I honestly don’t know,” said David.

	“I know,” said Alex. “Because you have a job to do.” He got on to his knees. “Kill me,” he said.

	David slowly registered what Alex had said. Looked down at the knife again, then across to Alex, waiting, unafraid, even smiling—smiling like his dead wife in all the pictures about them, it was as if he were trying to parrot her. 

	“I can’t,” said David, but his hand was grasping on to that knife, it was getting the feel for it.

	“And I can’t go on without her. And if you had any fucking balls, you’d feel the same way about your wife. But now. Now. Your wife killed my wife. And now you kill me. It’s fitting. It’s simple.”

	And it was simple, David could see that, any fool could see that. The hand was stroking the knife, it liked this knife. The brain didn’t like it, told the hand to stop, but no one listened to David’s brain anymore. He couldn’t even feel the blade against his fingers, he was oh so numb.

	He bent down to Alex. Lifted the knife, right up to his face, right up to his eyes. And Alex flinched in spite of himself. 

	“No,” David breathed on him, and his breath was hot, but it wasn’t his breath, it was hers, it was hers.

	“Why not?” said Alex, and he looked like a child, a sad spent little child.

	“Because I don’t care. I don’t care.” He dropped the knife to the carpet. Got to his feet. And smiled such a broad smile, and blew him a little kiss. “And I never did.”

	David left the room, left the house, left Alex weeping on his bedroom floor.

	
	David went home.

	He went to every desk drawer, every cupboard. He took from them all the photographs of Janet. He couldn’t even remember why he had done that now. He couldn’t remember why he wouldn’t want to see her face. He looked at that face now. He looked at every single one of those photographs, and studied her face each time. He found her diary, and it wasn’t a diary, really, just a notebook of birthdays and doctor’s appointments, but nevertheless he read it from cover to cover.

	Then he went upstairs to her wardrobe, and pulled out all of Janet’s clothes. He didn’t smell many, he didn’t stroke them—well, maybe one or two. He pulled out her favourite summer dress.

	He put all her belongings into a big heap on the sitting room floor. Like a funeral pyre, waiting for a light.

	And then he said goodbye to his wife. And he cried. Without sound, but it was real, and it was long, and it hurt. 

	He hurt. And he grieved. And he let Janet go. He let every trace of her go.

	He went to the bathroom mirror to wash his face. He knew now it wouldn’t be his face looking back at him. He knew, too, that it wouldn’t be his wife’s. And he was so tired, so very tired.

	He looked at her. He tried to look away. Tried to blink, even—but he wasn’t able to blink, he wasn’t able to close his eyes, and they opened wide and large and sore. 

	She wouldn’t let him close his eyes. She wanted him to see her at last. She wouldn’t let him not see.

	He felt his eyes harden from lack of moisture. Felt little cracks appear in them. There was no water in his head left, he’d wasted it all, he’d wept it all away. She’d taken Janet’s life, and now she was taking his, and she didn’t care, she didn’t care, she never had, and he wanted his eyes to crack, let them fissure, let them pop. But they didn’t, they didn’t.

	“And now,” he said, and he smiled, and the smile was big and broad and sticky. “Now, let’s have some fun.”

	
	

	CUSTARD
CREAM


	She said that she didn’t love you anymore, and this time you actually believed her. For once it had the whiff of truth to it—because oh, yes, she’d often say she didn’t love you, but you’d always known better; she’d shout it out sometimes, loud so the neighbours could hear—though she didn’t care, why should she care about such stuff when she had a strop on?—at the very top of her voice she’d scream that she didn’t love you and that she’d never loved you and that she just wished you’d go away. You’d beat a retreat then. Of course you would. You might nip to the pub for a pint or three, wait until she’d simmered down. And by the time you’d come back home, opening the front door very softly and creeping about on tiptoes—yes, you know the drill!—she’d be sobbing in the kitchen, so much easier to reason with, so much more pliable—all the venom out of her now, all that’s left the tears and snot. And you’d take her hand and squeeze it, but gently this time, you didn’t want to hurt her, and she might even squeeze back—but even if she didn’t, even if she didn’t, it was okay, you’d know it was okay, the shouting had stopped, you’d already won.

	But there’d been no shouting this time. “Steve, I don’t love you anymore,” she said, as calmly as you like, as if she’d been practising, as if she’d been taking lessons, and then she was the one holding your hand, giving your hand a squeeze, and looking so sympathetic you thought it might make you puke. And it wasn’t the quietness that alarmed you, sincere though it made it sound—it was the ‘anymore’, I don’t love you ‘anymore’, not pretending that she’d never loved you at all, in fact suggesting that there had been love once, accepting the basic fact of her love from the get go, accepting that all those other times she’d wanted you out of her life were just melodramatic freak-outs. But now it was real. This time it was real. It was real. And it was the ‘anymore’ that clinched it and finally did your marriage in.

	But “Why?” you couldn’t help but ask. And she said you were useless. You were good for nothing. And there was no blame to it, she wasn’t accusing you, and so there was no way you could defend yourself. “Not useless at everything, surely?” you said, and you waggled your eyebrows at her, that would surely make her laugh, it always did, your little jokey attempts at seduction, it was only by joking you’d ever got her into bed. The way you’d pull your kissy face. Now she just stared at the kissy face as if she’d never seen it before, as if it were, what, something horrible like a stroke symptom. She conceded that you weren’t useless at everything. She’d been a little unfair. She thought for a moment, and said you were good at getting rid of the spiders.

	You actually laughed at that. Just a bit. But she wasn’t joking.

	And later that evening, staring up at the hotel room ceiling before turning out the light, and replaying the conversation in your head, and trying to work out what you should have said to make it end better, later on, you thought, well, fair enough—fair enough, you are good at getting rid of spiders. There’s a certain elegance to it even. The way you can sweep them up into a glass, quickly, without fuss, without snapping off any of their legs. Keeping your hand flat over the mouth of the glass so the spider can’t escape. Tipping the spider into the toilet bowl and flushing it away. You don’t think the spider ever suffered much—it looked only a bit bemused as it bobbed about treading water, then a good yank at the chain and it was sucked down the whirlpool and it was gone forever—and you’d tried to be kinder still, you used to tip the spider out of the window so it could live on in peace in the garden, but Sheila hadn’t liked that, she said the spider would find a way back in, the spider had to die—flush it away so there’d not even be a body. Because Sheila was scared of spiders, properly scared, and it was a real fear, you know, pretty phobic. 

	And you hadn’t even noticed it when you were courting, maybe she was just braver then, maybe she was keeping it a secret—and as you stood at the altar, the vicar talking, “Do you, Steven Edward Baird,” and asking the congregation whether there was any just cause or impediment, not one of your in-laws raised their hands, not one said, “Don’t go through with it, mate, she’s mental for spiders!” Mental for spiders indeed; after you’d used a glass to scoop the spider up she’d throw the glass away so she’d never run the risk of drinking from it, of her lips touching where a spider’s body had been—you’d get through a lot of glasses that way, she bought them in bulk cheap at the discount store in town. Because your house certainly did seem to attract a lot of spiders; more than your fair share, surely; every morning, more or less, you’d find one or two of the buggers in the bath or the sink, and there’d be telltale traces of cobwebs in the corners of the rooms and Sheila would just stare at them in dread until you’d get a broom and brush them away—and, oh, Sheila couldn’t sleep in a room that had a spider in it, there was no telling what a spider might get up to in the dark. Sometimes, you have to admit, that was when you could lose your temper. Sometimes, when it was late at night, and you were tired. Sometimes, but you could hardly be blamed for that.

	Especially when the rest of the time you were good, you’d get rid of the spiders for her, you’d be her knight in shining armour. Even if you were her knight for only a couple of minutes each day. Or rather, you had been her knight in shining armour; but now she preferred you disposed of them without her knowing, she didn’t want to know a thing about it, you had to enter rooms and check them in advance, and subtly too, she needed you to check them but needed you to never to acknowledge you were, even mentioning the word ‘spider’ was enough to set her off itching. It was no good telling her that spiders couldn’t hurt her. No good saying they were more scared of her than she was of them—particularly this last, “Well, why do the bastards keep following me around then?” And it really wasn’t a clever idea chasing her around with a spider in your hands, just for fun—”look, it’s only a little one!”—telling her you were going to put it down her neck. That had been on the honeymoon. She’d hit you with a bottle. You’d needed stitches. It had been so awkward explaining what had happened to that clinic in Marbella.

	But since she’d brought it up, you said to her, “Well, if I go, what will you do about the spiders?” And she said that Laura would have to get rid of them—and that was a joke, Laura, your four year old daughter, on her way to becoming an arachnophobe as bad as her mother—and little surprise of that the way Sheila carried on. You’d told Sheila that once, you told Sheila she was going to give Laura a complex, she already refused to sleep with the lights off in case the spiders came to get her—”you’re damaging our daughter!”—and you thought Sheila would be so angry, you thought she might hit you, or at least try to hit you, but instead it was worse. It was worse, she just sat down and cried. Oh, she must have recognized the truth of it. And now, as soon as Laura was mentioned, Sheila could tell she’d made a mistake—”It doesn’t matter, does it, we’ll sort it out,” she said, and waved her hand at you dismissively—as if you were the one making a fuss about spiders, as if it were your insanity, not hers—”Laura and I will cope without you, we’ll cope better without you.”

	She told you she didn’t love you anymore, and this time she made you believe her. And that’s why you straightaway go and pack your suitcase, numb as you are, and embarrassed too—putting in the clothes you thought you’ll need, shirts, trousers, socks, what else? Underpants. She tells you there’s no rush, in that sympathetic way of hers, but there is a rush, you want to get out of the house as soon as possible, you think the faster you go the more sorry she’ll feel for you, the quicker she’ll tell you she wants you back. You carry the suitcase out to the car, and you’ve perhaps packed too much, what did you think you were doing, you’re not going on holiday!—and you should have used the new suitcase, the one with the wheels, but it’s too late now. And maybe you actually enjoy staggering under the weight of the case, maybe that feels good. You see she’s looking out of the window at you, and you pretend you haven’t noticed, she actually waves at you, and you don’t respond—where’s Laura? Couldn’t Laura have come to wave you off too? And you suppose there’ll be solicitors and things to deal with now, there’ll be all sorts of shit to arrange, but there’s a part of you that knows too, isn’t there, that you’ll never see your family again? That this is it? Which is stupid, because you’ll probably see them tomorrow, maybe you’ll pop back, you can at least swap suitcases. But as you pull off the drive, as you hit the main road, still not looking at Sheila, seeing through Sheila, you know this’ll be the last glimpse of your wife you’ll ever get and it isn’t nearly good enough.

	You’ve never needed to look for hotels near your house before, and suddenly they seem to be everywhere. And you wonder why, who would want to holiday in a town like yours? You could stop right away, but you want to drive for a bit, and you put on the radio, and you listen to a song, and you say you won’t stop the car, you won’t even consider a hotel, not ’til the radio plays a song you like. And after an Elton John and something by a girl group you’ve never heard of you say that’s enough, that’s enough, the very next hotel you see. And there’s one, and it looks fine, it even has a nice gravel driveway that makes that nice crunching sound when your car drives over it, it’ll do.

	The girl at reception seems to be too young to be working there. She asks you how long you want to stay. You say you don’t know. You say just one night, then you’ll see how it goes. She tells you there’s a special off-season discount, four nights for the price of three. She doesn’t make it sound special, not with that bored voice she’s got, she doesn’t care whether you take the discount or not. You take it. She gives you a key. It’s not like one of those swish electronic keys from that posh hotel you went to with Sheila on that last holiday of yours—and that was a good holiday, remember, you didn’t argue once, no one got angry—and when was that anyway, it must have been before Laura, that was years ago—sorry, no, the receptionist is still talking, but it’s just about what time dinner is served, and you don’t care, you’re not hungry and you may never eat again, and you turn the key over in your hand and it’s just an ordinary Yale key, old-fashioned, and old-fashioned feels reassuring somehow, and you like the feel of the key’s teeth biting into your skin. The receptionist tells you you’re in room five, you say that’s fine, she tells you it’s right down the corridor, and you say fine, and you go right down the corridor to find it.

	The room is small. There’s no bathroom, just a sink in one corner. A cracked mirror is above it. There’s a little TV set on a table, one of those old-fashioned TVs, it’s got an aerial on top, it wouldn’t surprise you if it were black and white, and now old-fashioned doesn’t feel reassuring, it just feels somewhat cheap. The ceiling is polystyrene tiles, the walls are breezeblock. A small square window, it doesn’t open. A lamp on each side of the bed, but no tea service, no phone. And the bed is big, and that’s good, but it feels hard, and that isn’t—hard, and cold, and maybe a little damp, and maybe it’s because of that cold, maybe it’s because you let a little warm air in when you entered.

	You decide you’ve changed your mind about the four nights for three discount. You’ll tell the receptionist in the morning. Provided she hasn’t left for school.

	You take your clothes off. You wished you’d packed some pyjamas. You shiver. You look at yourself in the cracked mirror and you don’t see what looks so bad, not really, you can’t see why Sheila wouldn’t want you. You even wiggle your eyebrows. You don’t bother with the kissy face.

	You lock the door, take out the key, put it on the bedside table. You wash. You climb into bed. You lie on your back, think about the day, about your marriage, think about whether if you had a job to get up for in the morning Sheila would still say you were useless. You stare up at the polystyrene ceiling and think right at it, direct all your thinking into it, hard—you count the indentations in it, there are grooves in the polystyrene, random, mostly shallow, it looks like the previous occupants of the room must have thrown things up against it for fun. You wonder whether it’d be fun if you did the same, leave some marks of your own. You think yes, maybe, maybe in the morning. You turn off the light. You pull the covers up. You sleep.

	
	You wake, and it’s still dark outside—and normally you’d just close your eyes and go back to sleep, you’ve made yourself a nice warm patch in the bed, but there’s an unfamiliarity about the surroundings that disturbs you, and you remember you’re in a hotel room, and remember why you’re in a hotel room, and something churns inside.

	Reach across to the watch on the bedside table. The clock face glares at you. It’s a little after three o’clock.

	Your stomach churns again, and you realize it’s hunger. You should have had something to eat last night after all. You wonder whether they’d do room service—no, not in a little hotel like this, not in the middle of the night. Besides, there’s no phone, is there, no phone. Is there a kettle in the room? With sachets of tea and coffee and powdered milk, because sometimes they put a digestive biscuit in there. Sometimes even a custard cream. But there wasn’t a kettle in the room. You saw there wasn’t when you first came in.

	You stare up at the ceiling. And see the bulge.

	You don’t think about the bulge for a bit, you’re still thinking about the existence or non-existence of the kettle and its powdered milk and its potential attendant biscuit possibilities. But you start to focus upon the bulge, try to work out the shape of it. Is it even really there? It’s black on black. It’s not over your head, it sags down towards your feet. It looks to you like the ceiling is bending inwards somehow, as if a sheet of wallpaper has come free, and is dangling there limp—but no, not quite like that, because the bulge tapers back up to the ceiling again, it’s as if the wallpaper instead has an enormous air bubble in it. Hanging over you, wetly, because your eyes have adjusted, you can see now this black is a different black, there’s something oily about it—and it’s moving ever so slightly, it’s rippling. It’s peculiar what shadows can do.

	And besides, you remember, there is no wallpaper on the ceiling.

	You wonder whether maybe there’s a kettle after all. Custard creams, you could at least look. And you reach out for the bedside lamp. You blink from the light.

	It’s important you don’t exaggerate what it is you see.

	The spider does not fill the entire ceiling. It’s not that big. It might fill three quarters of it—and that’s because its legs are outstretched at the moment. If it were hunched up properly, the way spiders usually sit, it’d take up no more than two thirds, maybe.

	Mind you, you freeze.

	The first things you think of gives you flashes of relief. The spider isn’t directly above you. It’s mostly on the other side of the room. If you sat bolt upright now, you wouldn’t even touch it. If you were sitting on the end of the bed, though, you suppose there’d be contact, you suppose the top of your head would be grazing its belly. But you’re not doing that. You’re not doing that, so that’s all right.

	(Belly? Abdomen? Is that the right word? Um. Thorax?)

	The second thing is—it looks like an ordinary spider. It doesn’t have any strange colours on its body. No weird markings. You saw a documentary once, you think, or maybe it was a comic book movie, and it said that the really poisonous spiders had weird colourful markings on them, the nasty foreign ones. This is just a regular black spider—you can see bits of colour on it, certainly, but that’s because it’s so very big and you’re so very close to it, be reasonable—the abdomen (yes, you think, it is abdomen) is fleshier than you might have thought, there are lines of red veins on it. No, this is an ordinary spider, a safe spider, a house spider. Ordinary, of course, in the sense you ignore the fact it’s ten-foot long from side to side.

	You watch the spider, but it doesn’t seem to be doing anything. Maybe, you think, it’s asleep. Its body heaves a bit, but that’s just regular breathing, isn’t it? Or snoring.

	You strain to hear. But the spider isn’t making a single sound.

	You think you’re coping with this really very well indeed. Well done. Sheila would probably be panicking.

	Your brain tries to send you another message of comfort. It’s not over your head, it’s not poisonous, Steve, you’re fine. You realize that the brain is trying a bit too hard, it’s doing its best to stop you from screaming. (Why shouldn’t you scream? No, don’t scream. Don’t scream. The spider. The spider wouldn’t like it. You won’t scream then. Good. Good. Don’t scream. Don’t scream.)

	It must be asleep. It might be asleep.

	If spiders sleep.

	No, of course they sleep. (But how come they end up in the bath and sink every morning? What have they been doing in the darkness, to get there?)

	You could make a run for it.

	You could make a run for the door, especially if the spider is asleep. The door is on the far corner of the room. You could get out of bed—don’t run for the door, that might startle it, tiptoe to the door. The spider’s body isn’t blocking the door. There’s a leg near it, but still.

	You’re naked. You’ve left your clothes on the floor. Near the sink. Near the TV. Near the mirror. Near the spider.

	You really wish you’d packed your pyjamas.

	It’s not that you fear running into a hotel corridor at three in the morning without any clothes on. Maybe you should, but that’s not the worry, you think a giant spider might be seen as extenuating circumstances. It’s just that—and this might seem an odd thing to realize suddenly, but—you’ve got skin. And any part of the spider could reach out and touch your skin. And you know right away—you don’t want that to happen, not at any cost. You don’t want your skin touched. No touching of the skin, please. If you had your pyjamas on, that’d be your armour. You wouldn’t mind the spider touching your pyjamas. (Well. You would. But.) But not the skin. Not you.

	You could make a run for it. If the spider is asleep. (But is it pre-tending?) You could make a run for the door. But you’re not going to.

	You don’t want the light on. Suddenly, you don’t want the light on. The light might wake the spider up. In the light, the spider can’t fail to see you. And very carefully, very gently, you stretch your hand out from underneath the bed sheets. You realize you’ve tucked yourself deep down so that every last bit of you, right up to your eyes, is hidden. You hadn’t even known you’d done this. Now this single hand breaks cover, bravely it reaches out across the wide expanse between the safety of the bed and the glare of the bedside lamp—it grasps for the switch—it flicks it off.

	Blackness again. And right away, you think maybe you’ve made a big mistake.

	Perhaps the spider will leave. If you go back to sleep, it might be gone by morning.

	And it occurs to you—only now—where did it come from? The window is too small, the door is locked. Not up through the sink this time, certainly—it’d have pulled up all the plumbing in the process.

	And wide eyed you stare up into the darkness, try to make out the black bulge. Is it still there? You can’t be sure. You think you see something move—and then you swivel your head, fast, to your left side, and something in the darkness there shifts as well—and back to the right side, and on the right, the same—you close your eyes tight now, all you can see is the blackness in your head, and here, even here, you can see the faint outlines of shapes, and the shapes are moving, and the shapes are moving towards you.

	You open your eyes. In a moment you’ve grabbed for the light. You think if you brush anything you shouldn’t, anything hairy, you’ll scream. You don’t. Because what you’re tracing with your fingers is the wire to the lamp, smooth and plastic, it’s really nothing like a spider leg, and you’re pulling at it now hard, and the lamp is rocking on its stand, loud and clumsy so the spider can hear, and you’ve found it, you’ve found the switch, and you press it.

	And the spider has gone.

	There’s a thrill of relief to that. Just for a moment.

	Because—of course—this means it wasn’t asleep. (You were right not to make a run for it. You were right not to make a run for it. Well done, you.) It wasn’t asleep, and it’s moved. It’s moved, lightning fast. Where has it moved to?

	It’s not on the ceiling anymore. It’s not on the walls, not to the left or to the right. And that leaves only one place, and you shift in the bed slowly, very slowly, because you know you’re right, and you don’t want to move at all because you don’t want to attract attention, but you have to be sure, and—

	And three of its legs are now tickling the headboard behind you. And that’s not the worst of it, there’s another leg, and it’s longer than those three legs somehow, it’s on the bed itself, it’s nestled lazily against the side pillow. The side pillow that’s just inches away from the other pillow, the pillow on which you’d buried your head and pressed your cheeks and touched with your eyes and ears and mouth, oh God. Oh God, and you gasp. You can’t help it, and a gasp isn’t bad in the circumstances—but you’re so close to the spider, and the noise causes the spider to flinch. Maybe not even the noise, maybe flinching from the very breath from inside you, God, maybe it feels you’ve just spat on it. You back away, rucking up the sheets as you do so, yanking them free from where they’d been tucked in, damaging your fortress, damaging your cover.

	And you’re so naked, all your skin.

	You pant for breath. You try to be silent. The spider is silent. The spider doesn’t make a single sound.

	And you wonder whether it can see you. Of course it can see you. 
It has eight eyes. Bulbous, and dark as oil. And you’re reflected in each of them.

	You stare at its legs. You force your eyes down to the legs. And you remember how you took such care when you scooped spiders up never to break the legs, because they’re so vulnerable, and you wouldn’t want the spider to suffer. You never want anyone to suffer, not really. And the legs are now the thickness of bathroom pipes, but the funny thing is they still look vulnerable, you feel that you could still grab hold and snap one off. And at the thought of that, at the thought of the grip that would entail, of the tightness of that grip as you press against the spider, you dry heave. Your body can’t help it. And still you stare at the legs—and the hairs that cover them, at this size not so much hairs, more a coat of dark fur—and the fur is quivering, each tip of it standing on edge and dancing within the breeze. Except there is no breeze—the air conditioning is off—there’s no air getting in from outside—it feels like there’s no air to breathe (oh, you’re sharing the same little air with the spider, what’s been in its lungs is now inside yours)—so all this quivering, each single hair on the legs flicking back and forth, it’s something the spider is doing itself. Does it even know it’s doing it? Does it even know that as it’s flexing its legs, it’s causing all the hairs upon them to thrill? Does it care?

	You stare at the legs, because you daren’t look up into the eyes again.

	And then suddenly, before you realize you’d even decided to do it, you flee. You rush for the door. And as you do you feel something tugging you back, you feel the spider has grabbed you by the leg, and you’ve no choice, at last you do scream, and you jerk away hard—and your leg’s caught in the sheets, that’s all it is, but it’s tipped you off balance, you try to steady yourself but you can’t, over you go, over you go, you fall off the bed, and it seems you’re falling so slowly, but you hit the floor with a thump. And part of you knows it’s all over, your chance of escape over, you’ve squandered those precious seconds you needed, you should just lie there dazed and give up—but you don’t, you won’t—you kick yourself out of the tangle of bed linen, and you’re stumbling up into a run now, head down—and head down is good, because you can hear the spider now, it’s behind you, it’s chasing, it’s back upon the ceiling and skittering across the polystyrene tiles and they make light popping noises as its legs bore grooves into them—it’s good that your head is down, because if you were at full height it’d be skimming the underside of the spider’s body, and you don’t want that, you can’t have that, if it touches you you’ll die. And the room is bigger than you thought, but it’s really ever so small, and you’re at the door, and your hands are around the knob, and you’re pulling at it, and pushing at it, and it won’t open—and then you remember it’s locked—it’s locked and the key is on the bedside table, the bedside table which is now miles away, miles from you and the other side of an angry spider. And only now do you dare turn back. And you can see the bedside table. And you can see the key. And you can see the spider coming towards you, and it’s not racing, it doesn’t need to, but it’s still coming to you, and it’s still so huge. And once more you feel the urge to give up. Shall you give up? Just give up. And you can’t move anyway, and you wonder whether you’re caught in a web. And then you scream again, and the spider flinches too—and you’re away, you’re away from the door now, you’re past the spider, straight back to the bed, you fling yourself upon the mattress and pull the mess of sheets over your head like a naughty little boy who should have been fast asleep hours ago.

	The spider stays where it is. Its torso now largely blocking the door altogether. But you don’t care. You don’t want to try the door again. Not for a long time.

	You take hold of the key, but there’s nothing you want to do with it. Except turn it over and over in your hand. Tight and hard, you like the bite of the key’s teeth, don’t you?

	You watch the spider. It watches you. It probably watches you.

	Some time passes. A long time passes. You think, maybe an hour. You think, maybe lots of hours. Maybe it’ll be dawn soon. You don’t know what difference dawn will make. But maybe things will be better in the morning. Everything is better in the morning.

	But the sun resolutely refuses to rise. It stays night. And the spider stays in its corner of the room. And you stay in yours.

	
	You wonder why this is happening.

	Is it your fault? For all the spiders you’ve killed. Is this some sort of revenge? You tried so hard to be merciful. You were never cruel. You were never, ever cruel. And had it been up to you, you’d have never hurt anyone. It was Sheila’s doing. It was Sheila. You were only following orders.

	“I’m sorry,” you say out loud. And your voice sounds cracked, and you’re not sure whether that’s fear, or that you’ve not spoken for so long, or maybe it’s genuine remorse. Yes. That’d be the one, let’s go with that.

	The spider says nothing to this. Naturally. But it repositions itself on the wall, adjusts its legs. As if better to hear what you might have to say. As if to get comfy for your story.

	But you have no follow up. You try to think of one, but you can’t.

	“That’s it,” you say.

	And that too is the moment when the bulb on the bedside lamp blows.

	For a second when you’re plunged into darkness you think that something much worse has happened—that this is death—that the heart that has been pounding away inside your chest all this while has finally given up the ghost and called it quits—that the spider has taken offence at your ridiculous apology and leaped halfway across the room in an instant and bitten your head off. And then you’re reacting, faster than you could imagine; all the adrenalin that has been coursing through your body hits the motherlode, and you’re throwing yourself across the bed, to the other side, to the other lamp—because you mustn’t let that spider hide itself in the black. And the light snaps on, and you blink, and the spider’s eyes are inches away from yours. And in those few seconds it did leap across the room, it did come for you, and a moment later it’d have been on your face, in your hair, it’d have wrapped itself around your body, who knows?—and the two of you are so close now, and as it quivers you can feel the motion against your own skin. And it stares at you, as if to say, “Well, what now?”, and even this near it is still silent, you think you’d be able to hear something but still there’s nothing, and you think you could bear it if only it made the slightest sound.

	Then—sound; but it doesn’t come from the spider; it comes from behind it. And it’s so hard to tear your gaze away from the spider’s now, but you force yourself, you look through it, and watch as a beetle crawls up the breezeblock wall. It meanders, unhurried, unbothered.

	It’s the size of your chest, and there was a time maybe when finding an enormous insect on your bedroom wall might have alarmed you. But now you want to call out to it—run away! Fast! Get back to where you came from! (Under the bed? Are there more bugs lurking under your bed?—and even though you’re face to face with a ten-foot spider, you find yourself shrinking away from the edge towards it.) The beetle is an idiot. The beetle is a moron. The beetle is cheerfully strolling past a spider, and it’s not even trying to go in a straight line, it positively lingers, doesn’t it know what danger it’s in? And for a moment the spider too can hardly seem to believe the stupidity of its prey, it almost considers letting the thing go—and then it turns from you, it’s skittering up the wall after it, and for the first time you can appreciate how fast the spider is, it can turn its body about in an instinct, it can manipulate its eight legs with grace and skill that is frankly beautiful.

	And the spider appears to squat over the beetle, and even now the beetle doesn’t seem alarmed, if anything it’s somewhat bemused to find something impeding its journey. Its struggles are of confusion, not fear—and then the spider draws out its fangs, and they’re wrong, they look wrong—they’re white, they’re white like enamel, they look like giant human teeth, a brilliant bright white sliding out of its black veined body. And the spider hesitates just for an instant, and you could swear it’s for your benefit, it’s looking at you, there you are reflected once more in all its oily eyes—what is it, a warning? What, showing off? “Look what I can do!”—and then the fangs speed downwards, and the force of them is terrifying, and the teeth pierce right through the carapace shell of the beetle, and there’s a blunt crack, and you can hear the punctured beetle groan—and you can’t help but hug your fleshy naked body, and you realize the pyjamas wouldn’t have worked as armour after all. And the beetle is shuddering now, its stupid eyes bulging out, and it seems to fatten and swell, as if it’s being pumped full of something, soon it isn’t just the eyes that start to bulge. And its hard shell seems to be covered with grease. Is it a spider that injects its victims with venom? Or is that wasps? Or snakes? The beetle is still whimpering, but now the spider caresses it with a single leg. And it could be just to hold its food in place, because moment by moment as you watch the beetle seems to be becoming less a solid and more a liquidy gloop—but there’s also something calming about it, as if the spider is trying to ease its distress. As if to say, I know you’re my dinner, and I know that’s pretty harsh, and I know what’s going on inside your dissolving body is hardly welcome to you. But I don’t want to be cruel about it. I don’t want to be cruel. And part of the shattered carapace comes off altogether, and drifts to the floor like a feather.

	And when the spider starts to feed, at last it makes a sound. And you’ve heard it before. Sometimes you and Sheila would take little Laura out to a cafe. Laura liked to have fizzy drinks with lots of ice in, and suck them up through a straw. But it was always the straw that appealed most to her, not the lemonade or the Fanta or the Coke—she liked slurping noisily at the ice cubes. Other people in the cafe would glare at you all; you would tell Laura off—”Stop that, it’s disgusting!” Because it truly was, the greed of it, the unashamed demonstration she wanted to make that she was enjoying her drink and everyone should know, the way she’d smack her lips each time she swilled up another melting shard of ice. Sheila never even seemed to hear it. Or she’d say, “Leave her alone, she’s having fun,” or, “She’s not doing any harm.” And she’d look at you, and you knew what that look meant, this is my daughter, not yours; until you pay your way, until you find some use in this family, you don’t get any rights. And Laura would grin at you, she’d actually grin, because she could do whatever she bloody liked, because she had more authority than you, and you’d feel such rage towards her then that you could feel your fist itching, and you’d think, not again, and you’d think, why do they keep pushing me to this, and you’d think, not Laura, she’s just a kid, if you’re going to be angry, direct it at the mother. And you’d dig your fingernails into your hands, and that calmed you down a bit, you liked the feel of them biting at your skin, the little hurt—and Sheila would smile so blandly as if she didn’t know what she was putting you through, and Laura would just carry on, and she’d blow down her straw hard so that the dregs of her drink would bubble and froth.

	You watch the spider as it feeds, as it slurps. And your stomach starts to rumble. You can barely believe it. Revolted as you are, seeing the spider eat is making you hungry.

	The spider doesn’t notice at first. But now the rumbling has started, it won’t stop. Your stomach crying out for some little food, whatever it may be.

	The spider pauses. It seems uncertain. Then it slowly crawls down the wall towards you. You flinch—and the spider seems to shake, no, not that now, no more of that. And you see that hanging from its mandibles is a piece of beetle.

	You can’t be sure what that means. Not until it drops the piece of meat beside you, and turns back to its own dinner.

	The chunk of liquefying insect inks a stain on the white sheets. And the spider resumes its sucking—then stops when it sees you haven’t touched your meal.

	It comes up to you. What is it? Angry? Impatient?

	You prod the goo with your finger. It’s sticky, and surprisingly warm.

	The spider seems to wait as you put a little glob of it in your mouth.

	It doesn’t seem to mind when you choke on it, when you bring it straight up again. Sheila would have minded. Sheila would have been very offended. But the spider is fine. It even looks pleased. It flexes its mandibles at you in encouragement. It’s giving you the kissy face.

	That said, the spider won’t leave until you’ve taken another bite. This time it stays down. You try not to think of the food in your mouth as beetle. It’s like thick gravy. You don’t think of that. You think of custard creams. You think of custard creams, and how all the salty goo is just the custardy filling in the middle. And all the hard bits, you give no thought to what they might really be, they’re just little crumbs of biscuit. You swallow down the custard creams, warm custard creams, meaty custard creams, and your stomach growls with approval.

	The spider’s back at its own meal now. The beetle is a husk. And as the spider sucks away one remaining surprised eye pops inwards, and that’s the last trace that the feast had ever been a living creature.

	When you get up off the bed, the spider doesn’t mind.

	You walk to the door, quietly, carefully. You’ve been playing with the key in your hand for so long now it feels odd to put it in the lock, for a moment you feel a little lost without its teeth sharp against your skin. You turn the key. It doesn’t move, it’s stiff, and you start to panic—and you shoot a look back at the spider, and it’s watching your antics quite cheerfully now, you’re pals, you can do what you like. So you take a deep breath, force the panic back down. You put the key in again, try it calmly, calmly. This time the tumblers move, the door gives.

	And you suppose you could leave just like that.

	The spider is surprised. So are you. But it looks up perfectly amiably as you approach it. And even now, you think you are maybe saying goodbye. And you’re wondering why you’re wanting to do that, and the brain, your poor brain that has tried so hard to keep you safe and sane, it’s sending you frantic warning messages—you’re free, Steve, you’re free, get out now, get out now whilst you can . . . !

	You don’t want to touch the spider. You don’t want any contact with that creature. You can cope with the small ones, you always could. Catch them in a glass, flush them down the toilet. But the big ones, you’ve discovered, they can really make your flesh crawl.

	You don’t want to touch the spider. But still. You punch it in the eye.

	It squawks. You didn’t know a spider can squawk. It feels good to make a spider squawk.

	It feels good that it’s making a noise at last. You hate being given the silent treatment. You always told Sheila that. She could shout at you all she wanted, but what drove you mad was when she sulked.

	You punch it again, harder this time, harder now you know the eye isn’t hard like glass. It grazes your knuckles, but that feels good, doesn’t it, it always feels good. You punch it—no, not an it, it’s a her, you punch her, you don’t want to hurt her, but she’s had this coming. And on the third punch something gives way, something breaks inside, there’s that nice crunching sound like car wheels over gravel. And there’s wetness, and the smell of something bad, and what’s sprayed against your skin is thin and brown like weak tea.

	The spider falls off the wall. And you want to give her a kick for good measure, you even swing back your foot to do so. But you really don’t want to touch those hairy legs, there’s something about them even in your rage that just revolts you.

	You walk back to the door, and every instinct is telling you not to look back, don’t look back, you’ve had your revenge, given her little punishment—now get out, get out whilst you have the chance. But you do look back, and you half expect the spider to be springing out at you, enraged. And do you know, you’d have so much more respect for her if she did? But they never do. She’s still in the corner of the room, her surviving eyes streaming with tears, and looking all oh-so confused, but-what-did-I-do, Steve? Oh, how you hate all those but-what-did-I-do’s, and you resist the impulse to go right back and give her one more slap. Her squawking now sounds less like pain, it’s disappointment, it’s betrayal. Or so you think, but how are you supposed to know? How do you know what a spider looks like when it’s confused, what are you meant to be now, some sort of spider expert? It’s not your fault.

	But, “I’m sorry,” you say anyway, and the spider reacts the same way Sheila always does, she ignores you, she doesn’t even dare acknowledge you, and if only they’d acknowledge you, can’t they see you’re just wanting to make things better? It’s not nice to be ignored. And you know you won’t ever hurt them again, you won’t, you promise yourself you won’t. You’ve never wanted to hurt anything in the first place, you’re the one who’d even scoop up bugs gently so their legs stay on.

	It’s not your fault.

	You open the door.

	You’ve escaped.

	You take one step out.

	There are spiders everywhere. On the walls, and crawling over the ceiling. So many of them they’re stepping over each other, they’re knocking each other off and on to the floor. Further down you can see a mass of them blocking the corridor, that there are hundreds of spiders all jammed fast, as if they all got stuck trying to go through a revolving door at the same time, legs and abdomens and eyes all higgledy-piggledy with no room to budge, legs and eyes and sharp white fangs.

	And you feel a certain relief. Because whatever has happened, this looks apocalyptic. This has nothing to do with you.

	It’s not your fault.

	You think of Sheila. And you know how badly she needs rescuing. She can’t survive in a world like this. And you feel something cold and fresh in your head—Good. But Laura too, you think, your own daughter, what about Laura, how will she . . . Good, it says again. Good, good, good.

	You know what? You know what? You just don’t love them anymore.

	You step back into the bedroom.

	The spider looks at you balefully. She’s still crying out the ruins of her shattered eye.

	And then she does something that Sheila always did. She forgives you.

	She extends a leg, seems to beckon. She forgives you. She wants you back.

	You return to the bed. You wipe away the brown gunk off your chest, a little self-consciously. You did the same with Sheila’s blood once, that time you went too far. “Sorry,” you say again, and by God, you mean it. You’ll never hurt anyone again.

	She wraps a leg around you, and your skin revolts to the touch of a spider, and at the same time it delights at the warmth of her fur. You’re cold, you’re so cold. And hungry.

	She fetches you your dinner. And you settle down to eat.
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	There hadn’t been a specific moment when Ben had stopped believing in Santa Claus. One Christmas he’d thought that a fat man in red travelling the world in a sleigh was credible—the next, he hadn’t. There’d been no trauma that had disillusioned him. Indeed, it had been a good year, that year; his parents were still smiling back then, every day there were so many smiles. “Listen,” said his Daddy, sitting him on his knee, holding him there steady, “listen, it’s okay for you not believing in Santa, okay? But just don’t go spoiling it for anybody else. Let your friends hang on to Santa as long as they can. Once he’s gone, he’s gone forever.” Ben hadn’t thought of it that way before, that he’d never get that innocence back, and it gave him a little pang, and for one awful moment he thought he might even cry—but it was all right, Daddy wasn’t cross with him, Daddy was holding him on his knee, Daddy was holding him safe. “Is it a deal, old chap?” And Ben liked it when Daddy called him ‘old chap’, and he assured him, cub’s honour, he’d keep his scepticism to himself.

	Not that the existence or non-existence of Santa Claus was the sort of topic that was often discussed in the school playground. It was all talk about football and techno battle rangers and whether breathing in close to girls would give you spots. Actually, Ben’s belief in Santa Claus had outlived his belief in God. He could more easily conceive of a man who’d spend his time giving presents to strangers whilst being flown about by reindeer, than he could a being who’d get stuck up on a cross to save those strangers’ sins. The inconvenience to Santa Claus alone must have been immense, and his generosity overwhelming. But Jesus? There had to be limits.

	So, yes, I suppose it’s true—seeing Jesus Christ there, in his bedroom that Christmas Eve, his body cast into strange shadow by the dazzling white of the snow falling outside the window, holding in his hand not a sack of toys but, I don’t know, a cross maybe, a cross on the road to Calvary—yes, I suppose that would have been the greater shock. But seeing Santa Claus there was still quite surprising.

	“Hello, Ben,” said Santa Claus. “Did I wake you?”

	“Yes,” said Ben.

	“Oh, good,” said Santa.

	Ben knew it was Santa right away. He was the perfect synthesis of all the Santas he had ever seen, on Christmas cards, on TV cartoons, on Coca Cola bottles. “Some children sleep very soundly,” Santa went on. “You wouldn’t believe how hard it can be sometimes, to wake up a child that just doesn’t want to be woken. It’s the hardest part of the job.”

	“Really?” asked Ben.

	Santa thought about it for a moment. “No, not really,” he said. “Flying around the world in one night, that’s from the North Pole to the South and back, and zigzagging to all the countries in between, it’s not a straight line, you know—now, that’s hard. To be honest, waking children hardly compares. To be honest, waking children is comparatively a cinch. But, you know.” He smiled at Ben. “I’m glad you were easy to wake, just the same.”

	“Are you real?” said Ben.

	“Yes,” said Santa.

	“Okay.”

	“Do you want to touch me? You can touch me if you want.”

	“Okay.”

	“I’ll come closer,” said Santa, and shifted his bulk towards the bed so that it wobbled in a very real way, and Ben could see that Santa was real perfectly well now, and he didn’t need to touch him, actually, he had proof enough. But, “Go on, touch that,” said Santa, and Ben thought it’d be rude not to, so as Santa offered him his hand, he brushed one of the fingers, just for a second, “no, harder than that, if you want to know if I’m real,” and Ben grasped it, actually grasped it, the finger as fat as a sausage.

	“There we go,” said Santa. “There, you see.” And this close Ben could see that Santa really was very fat, and very red, and very bearded, and his eyes were twinkling.

	“Your finger’s very cold,” said Ben.

	“The snow’s coming down thick out there,” said Santa. “Cold enough to freeze your blood. Do you have anything to eat?” 

	Ben thought, tried to remember what his Daddy and Mum used to leave out for Santa back when he’d believed. “We’ve got some mince pies downstairs.”

	“I mean, anything warm?”

	“I could put one in the microwave.”

	Santa considered this. “Okay,” he said.

	So they went down to the kitchen, the little boy in blue pyjamas, the fat man in red following politely behind. “Try and walk where I walk,” said Ben, “walk to the edge of the stairs, they creak in the middle.” 

	“Okay,” said Santa, but he was so fat, and his feet were so big, that try as he might he couldn’t avoid the creaks altogether. And Ben winced, thinking that at any moment his Daddy might be woken up. In the kitchen Ben turned on the lights, and saw that Santa’s beard was not all that white, that was just the snow, Santa’s beard looked very grey, and very old. 

	“I’ll get you a mince pie,” said Ben, and opened the cupboard, and took out a box of Mr Kipling’s own.

	“Something warm,” said Santa. “Can I have a soup?” And he pointed into the cupboard, and at all the tins of soup. “I’m not allowed to cook things, not with a flame, not without Daddy,” said Ben. “It’s okay,” said Santa, “I’ll do it, I’m old enough.” And he took from the cupboard the first three tins his hand could claw—pea and ham, and minestrone, and chicken noodle, he all but ripped off the lids with the can opener at such ferocious speed, and poured the contents into one saucepan. He put the saucepan on the gas ring, lit it. Santa stood over the meal as it cooked, and Ben could see that Santa was drooling a little, there was spit running out of Santa’s mouth and mixing with the melting snow in his beard, “I’m so hungry,” said Santa, and winked, almost apologetically—and even though the soup couldn’t be warm enough yet, he hadn’t let it stand for long enough, “that’ll have to do,” he said, and took a large wooden spoon from the shelf just beside the spice rack, the spice rack Daddy never even bothered to use, Mum had used spices but not Daddy, Daddy’s cooking was much simpler—and stuck the spoon into the pan, and scooped up the mix of soups, and ate.

	“Would you like to sit down?” asked Ben. He’d even put out a place mat. Santa waved the invitation away, stood over the cooker, and shovelled lukewarm soup into his face. He didn’t come up for breath for a good five minutes. “Thanks,” he said, and smiled at Ben, and wiped bits of noodle and green pea from his beard with the back of his hand, “yeah, I’ll have that mince pie now.” And he took one, and popped it into his mouth whole.

	Ben wrinkled his nose. “If you’re Santa—and you are,” he added hastily, he really didn’t want to go through all that weird finger touching again, “then why have I never seen you before?”

	“I only visit when it snows. London hasn’t had a white Christmas in years.”

	“Oh,” said Ben. An intelligent boy, he wondered why, whether this was to do with needing the right reindeer conditions, something like that. Instead he said, “Do I get a present, then?”

	“What?”

	“A present. I mean, that’s why you’re here, right?”

	“Right,” said Santa. “It’s waiting for you, right now, under the tree. Shall we go and look?” And Santa grinned soup-spattered teeth, and led Ben into the sitting room, as if it were his sitting room, as if this had been his house all along. Ben recognized the tree that he and his father had bought and decorated together a couple of weeks ago—but it looked a bit taller now, as if it were standing up straight, as if it were a soldier on parade saluting the arrival of its commanding officer. And the fairy lights were on, and they were flashing, and what’s more they were flashing different colours, and Ben had been quite sure they hadn’t done that before. And underneath the tree, in front of all the other presents, in front of all the ordinary presents, was the one from Santa. The wrapping paper couldn’t disguise what it was.

	“How did you know?” breathed Ben.

	“It’s what you want, isn’t it? It’s what you most want.”

	“Yes,” said Ben.

	“I got your letter,” said Santa, and chuckled. “And you’ve been a particularly good boy this year.”

	“I didn’t write a letter,” said Ben. “I don’t believe in you anymore.”

	Santa frowned at that. “I certainly got a letter,” he said, a little huffily. “I don’t come to homes where I’m not invited. What do you think I am?”

	“Sorry,” said Ben, and Santa smiled, and opened his arms for a hug. And Ben didn’t really want to hug Santa, but he thought he better had, he didn’t want Santa to be hurt, and the present was just what he wanted, the second thing he most wanted in all the world. Ben couldn’t get his arms around Santa, they barely stretched around the midriff, and there was a peculiar smell to Santa’s coat, something animal, something Ben thought probably was reindeer.

	“Can I open my present now?” said Ben.

	“Just a formality to get out of the way first,” said Santa. And suddenly in one of his hands was a piece of old parchment, so long it unrolled down to his knees, and in the other a pen. “Proof of receipt,” he said, “sign on the dotted line.” And Ben signed, and then went to the present, and now that he got to it he saw that even the wrapping paper was flashing and changing colour, and he looked at Santa in wonder. Santa laughed. “Boys like you don’t care about fancy paper,” he said, “it’s the present underneath that counts. Rip it open, Ben, rip it apart!” And Ben laughed at that, he couldn’t help himself, and he tore into the wrapping paper, and found that there was still more wrapping paper beneath, flashing away. Santa laughed too, “Deeper than that! Come on, Ben, chop chop!” And Ben tore deeper. “I love this bit,” said Santa, “really, this is the best bit, seeing all the kids’ faces light up when they get their toys. I always make sure I stay for this.” And Ben touched spokes, and chains, and handlebars, and tires, and soon enough all the wrapping paper lay upon the carpet, flashing more feebly now, like a dying animal, and then it flashed no more, and then it was dead. And Ben marvelled at his shiny new bicycle.

	“It’s got eight gears,” said Santa, helpfully. “It’s one of the good ones. Brand new, too, I never deal in second hand goods. And stabilizers, you know, until you get your balance.”

	“Keep away from him,” said Daddy, standing in the doorway.

	He was holding a knife, and Ben’s first thought was that meant Daddy must have been to the kitchen to fetch it, and he’d have seen all the mess caused by the soup, he hadn’t had a chance to clean it up yet—he was in so much trouble.

	“Well, now,” said Santa.

	“Keep away from him,” said Daddy again.

	“I’m nowhere near him,” said Santa, perfectly reasonably. “He’s by the tree.”

	“Don’t sign the contract, Ben, whatever you do.”

	“Put the knife down, Davey,” said Santa.

	“No.”

	“Davey, come on, put the knife down. You’re scaring the boy.” And at that Ben realized that yes, he was scared, he hadn’t had time to think of it ’til now. His Daddy didn’t look like his Daddy, so wild-eyed, shaking. And his name was David, although his friends called him Dave, and his Mum used to call him Day—not all the time, just when she was really happy, I love you, big Day, she’d say, and kiss him—but not for a while now, not a long while, most of the time she called him Dave. No one ever called him Davey.

	Daddy licked his lips.

	“We both know that you’re not going to use the knife,” said Santa.

	“You have no idea what I can do,” said Daddy.

	“I know precisely what you can do,” said Santa. “I’ve got you on my list, remember? I’ve got you on my list.” Santa walked towards Daddy. “Keep back,” said Daddy. “No,” said Santa. “I’m warning you,” said Daddy, but he was the one backing out of the way. “Go on then,” said Santa, opening his arms out wide, just as he had to Ben earlier, as if he wanted a hug. “Go on. Stick me with your knife. It’s not a very big knife. And I have so much fat to cut through, so much flesh, centuries of it. Go on, see if you can slice deep enough to hurt me.” “Keep back,” said Daddy, but Santa didn’t. 

	“Go on,” said Santa, “if that’s what you want Ben to see. If that’s what you want him to remember.” Daddy gave a noise that might have been a sob, and Santa took the knife, and it vanished into a big red pocket. “You silly boy,” Santa said, “you silly boy.” Ben thought that Santa must be very cross, and thought that Daddy thought so too, because he flinched when Santa raised his hand to him—but then Santa smiled, and ruffled Daddy’s hair affectionately.

	“Don’t sign the contract,” said Daddy weakly.

	“Don’t worry about Ben’s contract, just you worry about yours,” said Santa. And at that Daddy went pale.

	“No,” he said. “Please.” And Santa just smiled, not without sympathy. “Can’t you . . . ?” and Daddy licked his lips once more. “Can’t you just go next door? Can’t you go somewhere else instead?”

	“I could,” said Santa. “But I came here, didn’t I?” And Daddy made a little gulp like a hiccup, and Santa said, “Now, now, none of that. You’ll scare Ben. Don’t scare Ben.”

	“I’ve got a bike,” said Ben.

	“So I see,” said Daddy.

	“It’s good, isn’t it?”

	“It’s good,” said Daddy.

	“It is good, actually,” said Santa. “Eight gears, stabilizers. Not just any old rubbish.”

	“Please,” said Daddy softly.

	“No,” said Santa, and that was that. “You’d better get your clothes on,” he added. “Both of you.”

	“Ben doesn’t have to come,” said Daddy.

	“You’re not going to leave him alone in the house, surely? Not on Christmas Eve. Not when anyone could get in.”

	“No,” said Daddy, dully. “You’re right.”

	“It’ll be an adventure for him.”

	Ben liked the sound of that. “Please, Daddy, can I have an adventure?”

	“Of course,” Santa said. “And you can bring your bike.”

	“Can I, Daddy? Can I bring my bike?”

	“Leave the bicycle here, Ben,” said Daddy. “You don’t want to take the bike.”

	“I do,” said Ben.

	“He does,” said Santa.

	“It’s slippery out there.”

	“It’s got stabilizers,” said Santa.

	“Stabilizers,” said Ben.

	“Please, Ben,” said Daddy.

	“Let him take it,” said Santa. “Let him get to ride it with you. Share his bike with his Daddy. Give him that pleasure at least.”

	Daddy said, “All right.”

	Ben said, “Hurray!”

	Daddy said, “You’d better go and dress up warm, though. Go and put on your warmest clothes.”

	“The very warmest,” Santa said to both of them. “It’s so cold out there, it’ll freeze your blood.” And he clapped his hands together. “No time to waste, come on. Chop chop!”

	
	
	ii

	
	The weather reports said there was going to be a cold snap. No one was prepared. Industry would be affected, said the news, public transport would be at a standstill. Daddy told Ben that for school the next morning he’d have to wear his very warmest clothes. He’d have to put on his thickest sweater and his thickest gloves, and wear the stripy scarf. Ben didn’t like the scarf, it made his neck itch, but Daddy didn’t care. “You’re not going down with any bug, not on my watch,” he said. “Your Mum’ll kill me.” Ben laughed at the thought, and said Mum wouldn’t kill him. “Yes, she would,” said Daddy.

	Ben made it to school and back again through the cold snap quite intact, the scratchy stripy scarf had beaten off all the germs. Daddy was pleased. “There you go, old chap. You’re okay. You’re safe.”

	And that evening Ben stood with his Daddy by the window, watching from the street lamps how the rain seemed to be slowing down, how it had begun to drift lazily in the wind, as if in no particular hurry to hit the ground.

	“It’s snowing!” said Ben.

	“Yes,” said Daddy.

	“I love snow,” said Ben.

	“Yes,” said Daddy. “Still. It won’t settle.”

	But it did settle. The next morning there was a thin blanket of white over everything. Daddy made Ben wear his scarf to school all the more tightly. “Still. It won’t last,” said Daddy. But it did last.

	Ben didn’t know why the adults didn’t like the snow. It was like rain, but fun rain. They seemed almost frightened of it—the weather forecaster kept giving updates about snow conditions with due gravity, and Daddy listened with gravity too, unsmiling, tense. Ben didn’t get it. Snow was all over Christmas cards, it was in every Christmas song (well, the good ones, not the religious ones), it was Christmas. Pictures of Santa Claus everywhere, beaming out at him, standing knee deep in the white stuff. “Do you think we’ll have a white Christmas?” Ben asked. “I shouldn’t have thought so,” said Daddy, “it’s weeks off, I’m sure it’ll have blown over by then. Don’t you worry.” Ben wasn’t worried. “I’m dreaming of a white Christmas,” he sung. It was the only line of the song he knew. “I’ve got the video somewhere,” said Daddy. “White Christmas. Would you like to watch it with me?” “Okay.” “This weekend?” “Okay.” So that Saturday they watched White Christmas together; they cuddled up close on the sofa, Ben liked to do that when they watched telly, in case there were scary bits. There were no scary bits in White Christmas. “Daddy, the song wasn’t in it,” said Ben, at the end. “No,” said Daddy. And then, “I’m sorry,” as if he’d let his son down.

	And still the snow fell.

	“Can we have a little chat, old chap?” asked Daddy one evening. And he looked serious, even a bit stern, and Ben felt a little scared. “Up here on my knee,” said Daddy, and Ben felt better, he knew up on the knee meant it was going to be all right.

	“I know Christmas is going to be a little odd this year,” said Daddy. “Different.”

	“I know,” said Ben.

	“But I just want you to know. That we’ll have a good Christmas. Don’t you worry. Don’t you worry about that.”

	“Okay,” said Ben.

	“Do you believe me?” 

	“Yes,” said Ben.

	“The way to look at it,” said Daddy. “Is that you’ll get two Christmases this year. One with me, one with Mum.”

	“Yes.”

	“Double the fun!”

	“We don’t have to. We could still have one together.”

	“I’m sorry, old chap.”

	“We could talk to Mum about it.”

	“I’m sorry, old chap, I don’t think so.”

	“Okay.”

	“But whatever you want, goes. Whatever else. This will be the best Christmas ever. I promise you. Hey. Hey, look at me. Hey, Ben. Do I ever break my promise?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Have I ever broken my promise?”

	“No.”

	“I do my best. I do my best, you know.”

	“Can we have Christmas dinner?” asked Ben.

	“Of course we’ll have Christmas dinner!”

	“I mean, properly. With turkey. And gravy. And those little sausages.”

	“Absolutely we will.”

	“The way Mum makes it.”

	“I’ll make the very best Christmas dinner I can. You can help me if you want. Turkey and chipolata sausages, roast potatoes. Stuffing, you like stuffing, don’t you?”

	“And can we have a Christmas tree?”

	Daddy gave him a hug. “There’s no way,” he said, “that a son of mine isn’t going to have the best Christmas tree there is.” And he hugged his son tight, so tight. “Just as soon as the snow eases off, we’ll go and get one. You can help me if you want. You can help, would you like that?”

	But the snow didn’t ease off. Still the snow fell.

	“Daddy,” said Ben that weekend, “are we going to get a Christmas tree soon? Because all my friends have trees.” “Yes, Ben.” “And Mum’s got one, she’s got her tree.” “I said yes! . . . Yes, Ben. Sorry. Yes. We’ll go and get a tree. We’ll go this afternoon.” So they drove into the town centre in the car. “Look at the speed these people are driving,” said Daddy, “they’re maniacs. In these conditions!” Ben could feel the car slide a little on the road. He thought it was fun. “You’re okay, you’re safe,” said Daddy, and Ben knew he was. They bought a Christmas tree from a man selling them on the pavement outside that cinema that had closed. “Not much left,” the man said, “the best ones are gone.” It’s true, there wasn’t much to pick from; on one or two the needles had half fallen off, and yet the man was still charging thirty-five quid. “That’s scandalous,” said Daddy, and the man just shrugged. “I like this one!” said Ben. “Can we have this one?” The tree was a bit on the stumpy side, and at the top the stem split into two on either side, it looked as if it had a pair of mutant ears. “Look at the ears, Daddy!” laughed Ben. “I’m sure we can find you a better tree than that one, old chap,” said Daddy, “what would your mother say?” “No, I want Big Ears!” said Ben. “Forty-five quid,” said the man, “you’ve got yourself a bargain there,” and he even helped Daddy lug it out to the car, he took one ear and Daddy took the other, “thank you,” he said with a big grin as he pocketed the cash, “and merry Christmas!”

	The tree wouldn’t stand up straight in the living room, it lolled to the right like a drunkard. “What we need to do,” said Daddy thoughtfully, “is put all the decorations on the left, to weigh it down a bit.” Ben asked whether they could do the decorations today, and Daddy said of course they could, no time like the present! Where were the decorations kept? Where did Mummy put them? And Ben said he thought Mum might keep them in a cupboard under the stairs. So Daddy went and had a look in the cupboard, he pulled all sorts of things out. “No luck, old chap,” he said, “any other ideas?” Ben thought maybe the tinsel and the fairy lights and the balls were all in the spare bedroom, then, in one of the cupboards there, and Daddy asked him if he knew which cupboard might be most likely, but Ben didn’t. “Okay,” said Daddy. He emptied the contents of each cupboard on to the bed, putting them all back in again neatly before opening another one—it was quite a good system, but after an hour or so he tired of it, and just stuck back everything into any cupboard any which way. “She wouldn’t have taken the decorations with her, would she?” asked Daddy. Ben didn’t know. Daddy went on, “I mean, what would be the point? She has, though. She bloody has.” Daddy tried phoning her; she was out; he didn’t leave a message. Daddy fumed for a bit, “I can’t believe she’d do that,” he said. “To me, yes, okay. But not to her own son.” He phoned her again, and this time left a message that was very terse. “Let’s have some dinner, old chap,” said Daddy to Ben, “there’s nothing for it.” Ben asked whether they were going to decorate the tree, and Daddy looked a bit helpless, and said they’d have to buy some more decorations first—no, they couldn’t go out today, they’d already been out the once—no, look, it was snowing, look at all the snow. Ben ate fish fingers and chips; Daddy had pea and ham soup, he always had soup, he said it was the least bother. Mum phoned back. Daddy listened to what she had to say. “Oh. Right. But we’ve . . . Right. No, I’ll go and check. Right. Sorry. Thanks for . . . thanks for calling back.” The decorations were in the cupboard under the stairs after all, Ben had been right first time; they were all kept within a box for an old vacuum cleaner. They decorated the tree, they got out all the tinsel and the fairy lights and the balls. They put a star on the tip of one of the ears, and an angel on the other. Ben loved it. “Sorry, Ben,” said Daddy.

	Still, the snow fell. Ben’s school closed a few days early. “Lucky you!” said Daddy. “I still have to make it into work!” Ben was disappointed, though. There wasn’t much work to be done at school this close to the holidays, and now he’d never find out how that advent calendar would turn out, that had been getting quite exciting.

	The Saturday before Christmas Daddy took Ben back out into the snow. “Christmas shopping!” he said. “It’ll be fun!” The snow was falling thick now; each day, it seemed to Ben, a mass of adults outside the window were doing their best to wreck the snow, driving over it and walking on it and turning it to mush—but each night the snow fell again, and by morning had brought back the blanket, unbroken, pure. Ben knew he was as much to blame, though—he loved crunching his footprints into the snow, crunch, crunch. Knowing that within an hour of his doing so fresh flakes would cover up any trace he had ever been there.

	“I want you to get a really nice present for your mother,” Daddy said, and gave to Ben more money than he had ever seen. “Can you hold on to that?” Ben could. Ben had no idea what to get Mum, so Daddy and Ben looked around the department stores together.

	“What are you going to get Mum?” asked Ben.

	“Oh,” said Daddy. “Well. We’ve agreed not to buy each other any presents this year.”

	“Oh,” said Ben. “Okay.”

	“It’s just easier that way.”

	“Okay.”

	“We agreed,” chuckled Daddy, “that this way we’d have more money to spend on you, old chap! So you come out of this rather well! It’s all for you!” And then, “Ben, I’m sorry, what is it, what’s wrong?” And Ben said he didn’t want the extra presents, he didn’t want any of this to be his fault. And Daddy hugged him right there, he stooped down and hugged him, and assured him that none of this was anything to do with him. It was adult stuff, just silly adult stuff. “The truth is,” he said, “the reason Mummy and Daddy aren’t buying each other presents . . . 
is that we just don’t like each other very much at the moment.” And in spite of himself, Ben brightened at that.

	Ben bought his Mum a couple of gift baskets of bubble bath from the Body Shop.

	On the bottom level of the department store, on the concourse between a Poundstretcher and a British Home Stores, there was a Santa’s Grotto. Surrounding the grotto was a little garden, decorated with fake snow, and tinsel.

	“Would you like to see Santa, Ben?” There was quite a long queue, and an unsmiling woman in a booth was selling tickets.

	“No.”

	“Oh. Are you sure?”

	“I don’t believe in Santa Claus. I didn’t believe in him last year either.” Ben put his head to one side, and considered. “I probably did the year before.”

	“What a funny little chap you are.”

	“Don’t you remember? You told me. You told me not to tell anyone, in case I spoiled the fun.”

	“That’s true,” said Daddy idly, “we mustn’t spoil anyone’s fun. Shall we go home then?”

	“Okay.”

	“Okay.”

	The snow was falling in thick clumps. Ben laughed at the sight of it. “Come on, Ben,” said Daddy. “Let’s get to the car.”

	“No, Daddy,” said Ben. “Look!”

	And he tilted his head back. He opened his mouth, and stuck out his tongue. And the snow rained on him, it rained all over his face—and some of the flakes too, they landed on his tongue. He turned to Daddy. Eyes gleaming. “You try it!”

	Daddy nearly said no, he so nearly did. But he too put back his head, the tongue came out, he pulled a funny face. “Gurr,” he said. Ben giggled. 

	“What does it taste like?” said Ben.

	“I don’t know. Water. It doesn’t taste of anything.”

	“No,” said Ben. “You’re not trying hard enough.” He caught a few more flakes, and then smacked his lips appreciatively. “Delicious!”

	“Delicious!” said Daddy. “Apple pie!”

	“Chocolate cake!”

	“Ice cream!”

	“Um. Peanuts!”

	“Old socks!”

	Ben laughed aloud at this one. And they stood there in the car park, as the Christmas shoppers fought their way around them, catching snow on their tongues, and Daddy laughed too. They were both laughing. Ben found Daddy’s hand, just as Daddy was reaching for his.

	“It’s going to be a white Christmas, isn’t it?” said Ben.

	“Yes,” said Daddy. “Oh God.” He squeezed Ben’s hand a little tighter.

	
	The next day was a Sunday, so that meant Ben got to spend it with his Mum. Some Sundays Richard was there too, some Sundays he wasn’t. This Sunday Richard was there. “Come on,” said Mum. “We’re going Christmas shopping, it’ll be fun!”

	Ben had given up asking his mother why she preferred Richard to Daddy. “It’s not as simple as that,” she’d said. “But why, Mummy?” “It’s not something I want to talk about.” “Mummy, why?” And then she’d told him that she didn’t want to be called Mummy anymore, he was too old for Mummy now, surely? He wasn’t a baby. She’d rather be called Mum, from now on, Mum. And that had surprised Ben, and he tried to call her Mum ever afterwards. Even if sometimes he forgot.

	Richard had a son, but Ben had never met him. He was a few years older. Richard wasn’t going to spend Christmas Day with his son either.

	“I want you to buy something for your Dad,” said Mummy. And she gave Ben some money, and he thought it was at least as much as Daddy had given for her present, and he was pleased. 

	“What shall I get him?” asked Ben.

	“That’s up to you, isn’t it?”

	Ben was dressed in his warm clothes, thick sweater, thick gloves, stripy scarf. Mum wore a faded fake fur coat Daddy had bought her years ago. As they walked in the town centre snow settled on their hair. “You look like abominable snowmen!” joked Richard. Ben said he was the abominable snowman, but Mum was the abominable snowwoman, and Richard loved that, “Good one, sport. Lisa’s an abominable snowwoman, all right!” Ben didn’t like the way Richard called his Mum Lisa, so easy, as if he somehow owned the name. He called Lisa an abominable snowwoman on and off throughout the day, and Lisa always laughed, long after the time it had stopped being funny.

	They shopped together for another couple of hours or so. Mum said, “Richard’s got a treat for you, Ben!” And Richard laughed, and said it was only a little thing. He’d bought Ben a ticket for Santa’s Grotto. Would Ben like to go to Santa’s Grotto? He’d queued all this time to buy a ticket from the unsmiling woman at the booth, and now all Ben had to do was join another queue to see Santa. Would Ben like to see Santa? In Santa’s Grotto?

	“No, thank you,” said Ben.

	“Oh,” said Richard. “I have already bought the ticket, though.”

	“Come on,” said Mum. “You’d like to see Santa, wouldn’t you?”

	“I don’t believe in Santa.”

	“Don’t believe in Santa? But he’s in that grotto over there!” Richard joked.

	“You’re going to see Santa,” said Mum. “Richard’s spent all that money.”

	“It’s only a little thing,” said Richard, “only seven pounds fifty.”

	“Seven pounds fifty! And you didn’t even say thank you!”

	“I did say thank you,” said Ben.

	Mum marched Ben out of Richard’s earshot—but not so far, Ben thought, that Richard couldn’t hear if he really wanted to. “Now, listen, mister,” she said. “I’ve had enough of this. Sulking all day in front of Richard, when he’s trying, can’t you see how hard he’s trying? Okay, you don’t like him. Tough. Because I do like him. In fact, I love him. So you’d better bloody well get used to him. Because he’s not going anywhere, not if I can help it.” And then she marched him back to where Richard was smiling, still smiling. “What do you say, sport?” he said, holding out the ticket. “Want to see Santa after all?”

	The queue to see Santa lasted a good forty-five minutes, and Ben suspected his mother regretted making such a fuss he did so because she’d clearly lost patience after waiting only ten. “What is Santa doing to them in there?” she muttered. Richard joked, “Well, they’re certainly getting their seven pounds fifty’s worth!” At last an elf took Ben away; Mum and Richard waved as he went.

	Santa Claus was too young, and he wore padded clothes and a stuck-on beard. “Ho ho ho!” he said.

	“Hi,” said Ben.

	“Want to sit on my knee?”

	Ben shrugged, and did. He perched there a little precariously, and Santa wasn’t allowed to hold him fast the way his Daddy could.

	“What do you want for Christmas?” asked Santa.

	“Nothing.”

	“Come on. You must want something. What’s your favourite toy?”

	Ben shrugged again.

	“Do you want an action figure?”

	“No.”

	“A computer game?”

	“No.”

	“An—I don’t know—what do you call them, one of those Lego things? Come on, kid, help me out here.”

	Ben couldn’t get what he really wanted, and certainly not from a man in a shopping centre. He’d tried asking Jesus for it, and he hadn’t believed in Jesus for years, but he’d asked him anyway. “If you fix this,” he’d said, “if you can just make them love each other again, I’ll believe in you. I’ll go right on believing in you.” But Jesus hadn’t listened. Not even when he’d offered the deal. “If you make them love each other,” and Ben had hesitated over this, then just—hell with it—gone straight ahead and said it, “they don’t even have to love me. They don’t have to love me. It’s okay. I’ll be okay.” But Jesus hadn’t done a thing, he didn’t exist, and nor did Santa Claus, it was all such rubbish, it was shit.

	“A bike?” said Santa Claus. Now a little desperate. “How about a bike?”

	And actually, a bike didn’t sound so bad. “Yeah, go on then, a bike.”

	“Great,” said Santa. “Merry Christmas!” And gave him a present from his sack, something small and square and in shiny paper that very definitely wasn’t a bike. When Ben came out of the grotto, his Mum and Richard were talking closely, and giggling. “Oh, there you are,” said Mum. “That was quick!”

	It was agreed that Ben would spend the night at his Mum’s; now school was finished, he could be simply dropped back to Daddy’s later the next day. Christmas Day with his father, Boxing Day with his mother and Richard, then New Year’s Eve with his mother and Richard, New Year’s Day with his Daddy. That was the plan, it was a good plan, everyone was happy with that. “Let’s get home,” said Mum, meaning her home, although her house still didn’t feel like home to Ben, it had the wrong smell, it had the smell of visiting all over it. Richard settled down in front of the television, Mum made herself and Richard a cup of tea. “What would you like to do?” she asked Ben.

	Ben didn’t know.

	“How about writing a letter to Santa? It’s not too late to reach the Pole, not if we get it to the post box quick!”

	Ben said he didn’t believe in Santa anymore.

	“I used to help you to write letters to Santa. Do you remember? Every Christmas?” He did remember, actually, but he wasn’t going to admit to it. She looked at him, for a moment she looked almost afraid of him—a very adult sort of afraid, the afraid that comes when you simply don’t know what to say anymore. “I love you, Ben. You know that, don’t you?”

	“Yes.”

	“I love you very much.”

	“Yes.”

	“All right then.”

	“Okay.”

	“I’ll fix you some dinner. All right. Something nice and warm. And then we’re going to sit down, just the two of us, and write a letter to Santa.”

	“Oh, Mum . . .”

	“Just the two of us, no Richard, all right?”

	“But, Mum . . .”

	“No buts. What would you like Santa to bring you?”

	“A bike,” said Ben.

	“All right then,” she said. “A bike, that’s what we’ll say.”

	They had dinner that evening, all three of them, and Richard made jokes, and then they watched television, like a family. And Ben was pleased his Mum forgot all about the letter to Santa Claus, though he supposed he wouldn’t have minded writing one with her really, not if it made her happy.

	And still—the snow fell.

	
	
	iii

	
	Only a few months after they were married, David and Lisa Noakes bought themselves a small house in South London. It was ideally situated. It was just a street away from an underground station, they could be in the city within half an hour. There were lots of local shops nearby, even a little supermarket on the corner. And in walking distance there was a school. “That might be handy,” said David, “you know, just in case you still want to have any kids.” David was still a little shy of marriage, he still couldn’t quite believe Lisa had agreed to become his wife in the first place. “Of course I still want kids!” laughed Lisa. “Silly!” And she kissed him, and he hugged her, and they put a down payment on the mortgage, and that was that.

	It was a few years, however, before David and Lisa got around to having that kid. And by then the house wasn’t as ideally situated as it had been. The little supermarket had closed down, but nothing had come along to replace it. And Lisa didn’t like the other local shops, they were either too expensive, or she got funny looks in there, she said, after one funny look she refused to step inside one particular newsagent’s for years. However convenient the underground station, it was also very noisy, and it seemed to attract drunken youths at weekends, they gathered around it at all times of night shouting and flinging bottles. Lisa wondered whether they shouldn’t move. “At least there’s the school,” said David. Lisa agreed; but it wasn’t an especially good school. And David said yes, they really ought to give young Ben the best start in life they could. But they didn’t move.

	Or, at least, David and Ben didn’t.

	Step outside David and Ben’s semi-detached, and you’d see: cars, all piled up high on the kerbs. The offending newsagent’s. A unisex hairdressing salon. A skip, placed down the road months ago, it now seemed to be a permanent fixture. An off licence. Houses crammed tight together in both directions, as far as the eye could see.

	What you wouldn’t normally see would be a forest. Surrounding the house entirely, as if this thing of bricks and glass were some strange alien imposition upon a landscape so wild that all the trees looked animal, somehow: angry and untamed; the branches jutting out at any angles they wanted to, no matter how sharp, no matter how impossible; the very bark bulged. There was no checking these trees, they were the kings here—and yet they seemed to defer to something, because they still shied away from a natural path, and flanked it on both sides. A winding path that stretched on into the distance. 

	Ben, bundled up in his warmest sweater and warmest gloves and stripy scarf, was surprised to see the forest there. But Santa wasn’t surprised, this was clearly what he’d been expecting. And the look on Daddy’s face wasn’t surprise either. He looked tense, a little resigned maybe, but there was nothing there to suggest he hadn’t been expecting this as much as Santa. So Ben decided not to be surprised either.

	“Come on, Ben,” said Santa. “Let’s get these stabilizers on your bike. Just until you get your balance!” They clipped right on. “All right, you’re set to go!”

	“Are you still sure you want to ride the bike, Ben?” asked Daddy.

	“Would you push me, Daddy?”

	“. . . Of course I will.”

	“You don’t need to push him,” said Santa. “He’s got stabilizers.”

	“I’ll push my son’s bike if he wants me to.”

	“No, it’s okay, Daddy. I forgot, the stabilizers will take care of it.”

	“Oh. Are you sure?”

	“I’m sure. This is fun. Look at me! I’m riding a bike!”

	“Are we walking far?” Daddy asked Santa.

	Santa shrugged. Maybe he was being unhelpful. Maybe he just didn’t know.

	And off they set, crunching the snow down the path the trees had left them. The two men, and the little boy on his bike, sometimes racing ahead excitedly, sometimes ringing them. “Try to walk where I walk,” Santa told Daddy. 

	“Why, is the ground slippery?”

	“No. But let’s not leave more footprints than we have to. Let’s not spoil the beauty of this.” And it was easy for Daddy to do that, Santa’s footprints were so big. Daddy looked behind from time to time, and soon he couldn’t see the house, only that single pair of footprints, and the thin grooves where Ben’s tires had cut into the snow. And as the snow fell more heavily, he soon couldn’t even see those. All around them was the snow, now a blinding white, Daddy and Ben had to shield their eyes from the glare. Santa put on a pair of sunglasses. “Here,” he said, and handed Daddy and Ben sunglasses too.

	Neither Daddy nor Santa spoke for another hour. On they both trudged, faces grim—except once in a while Santa would catch Ben’s eye, and give him a friendly wink. As if to say, this is only a game! Don’t let on! And Ben would wink back, when he was sure his Daddy couldn’t see. The snow continued to fall, but there was no wind to disturb the silence. “Please,” said Daddy at last. He said it so softly, but it broke right through that silence—and Ben and Santa both stopped, turned to look at him.

	“Please,” he said again.

	“No,” said Santa. Not unkindly. But firm.

	“But I’m all he’s got.”

	“He’s got his mother.”

	“His mother and I . . . it’s difficult . . . we might sort things out one day, I don’t . . .” Santa watched Daddy sympathetically. Ben looked away, suddenly embarrassed. “I’ve tried so hard to hold on to him,” said Daddy.

	“I know,” said Santa.

	“How do you know?”

	“I can tell.”

	“Daddy, it’s okay,” said Ben.

	“I’ve tried so hard,” said Daddy.

	“I know, Daddy.”

	“I know. I can tell. We can both tell, can’t we, Ben?”

	“I’m not going a step further,” said Daddy.

	“Now, come on,” said Santa. “None of that. Chop chop!”

	“Daddy, don’t,” said Ben. Don’t what? Spoil the fun for the rest of us?

	“Why the bloody hell did you write him a letter, Ben?” said Daddy. He wasn’t shouting, not really, but it still seemed awfully loud in the still of that forest. “He wouldn’t have come if you hadn’t written.”

	“I didn’t write to him.”

	From his pocket Santa took a letter. He handed it to Ben’s Daddy. Daddy recognized the handwriting, and it wasn’t Ben’s. And he slumped, it seemed he suddenly got very tired. He handed the letter back to Santa.

	“Okay,” said Daddy.

	“We can walk on?” asked Santa.

	“Okay,” said Daddy.

	And on they walked.

	Soon Ben couldn’t ride his bike through the ever thickening snow, he had to push it. “Walk where I walk,” said Daddy. “Why?” “You know. What he said. The beauty of it all. Let’s keep the beauty of it all.” Ben tilted his head back at one point. “Look, Daddy!” he said, and caught the snowflakes on his tongue. “You do it too.”

	Daddy stopped. Daddy caught snowflakes on his tongue too. Santa stopped too, but he didn’t try to force the pace, he looked indulgent, smiled at them both, he looked like Santa on a Christmas card.

	“Delicious!” said Ben.

	“What do you taste?”

	“Chocolate cake,” said Ben.

	“Marzipan,” said Daddy.

	“Apple pie!”

	“I can fix that for you,” said Santa. And he did, with just one snap of his fingers. “There,” he said. And the snow that melted in their mouths tasted of pies, of cakes, of hot fudge, all sweet and creamy. “No,” said Daddy, gently. “This is our moment. This is ours.” And Santa nodded, a little ashamed, and the snow went back to tasting of bland water. Daddy and Ben held hands and drank the snowflakes until they could drink no more. Then, with just a glance shared, they both agreed to walk on—Daddy’s feet dwarfed in Santa’s footprints, Ben’s dwarfed in his Daddy’s.

	“Not much further now,” said Santa, kindly.

	The sleigh was a bit rusted. It had seen better days. So too had the reindeer. They huddled together for warmth. On seeing their master return, the fitter of the pack tried to stand to attention. “No, no, at ease, boys,” and the reindeer relaxed into their harnesses gratefully.

	“Well, then,” said Santa to Daddy, awkwardly.

	“Well,” said Daddy.

	There was quiet for a few seconds. “You needn’t look at me like that,” said Santa. “I gave you a good toy, didn’t I? I only ever give the best toys.”

	“I don’t remember what it was.”

	“It was probably a bike. I give a lot of bikes.”

	“No, it wasn’t a bike.”

	“Let’s just say it was a bike,” said Santa.

	Daddy thought about that. “Okay,” he said.

	“I remember your little face lighting up when you got it,” said Santa. “That’s always the best bit. Watching the faces light up.” And Ben was surprised to see that Santa was crying.

	Daddy gave Ben a hug. “I tried very hard,” he said. “I tried my hardest.”

	And Ben now knew he should have been pleading for his father. But he’d been too busy riding his bike, spinning about, cutting those grooves into the snow. He’d been too busy for months, going to school, eating his fish fingers, pretending it was all okay, that it was all going to be okay. And it was now too late for him to plead. “Will I see my Daddy again?” Ben asked Santa.

	Santa looked genuinely surprised that he’d asked. “Oh,” he said. “Maybe. But never like this. Never again like this.” 

	One more hug. “That’s nice,” said Santa Claus. “Strip.”

	Daddy had put on all his warmest clothes—two layers!—so it took him a while. He made a pile on the ground, sweaters, shirt, vest, then shoes, then trousers, underpants. He remembered the sunglasses, actually snorted in amusement he’d done so, put them on the pile, squinting at the bright white. The last clothes he took off were his socks; he could now delay it no longer, and Daddy winced as his bare feet now sank deep into the snow.

	Ben wasn’t sure he’d seen his father naked before. He looked so fragile. Daddy clapped his arms around his sides to keep warm, but soon stopped, there wasn’t any point. He stood there, shivering, his balls fluffed up with hairs standing on end, his willy shrunk to a cork. He looked so young. Ben had never thought of his Daddy being young before.

	“It won’t take long, I promise,” said Santa.

	And sure enough, the feet were already hooves, better protection against the cold, and Ben could see Daddy sigh gratefully for that. The hide stole over his body, thick and strong, not strong enough, maybe, not in this weather, it could freeze your blood—but warmer than his man skin, that was a comfort at any rate. He pitched forwards when his hands became hooves as well; his head bowed down beneath antler weight.

	“That’s it,” said Santa. “There you are. You’re beautiful. You’re beautiful.” He smiled at Ben. “Isn’t he beautiful?” And Ben couldn’t deny it.

	Santa turned to the other reindeer. “This is your new brother!” he said. They were too weary to do much more than shrug their heads, non-committal. “You all try so hard for me,” he said. “For me, you fly the skies. You’re the best.” He stroked their heads, one by one. He reached one near the back. “And you, you’re so very tired, aren’t you? Such a long journey. So many long journeys. But you’ve always tried so hard.” The reindeer turned its human eyes to Santa, and nuzzled his hand. Santa laughed. “Thank you. Thank you. I love you.” And so tenderly, he caressed its head. And broke its neck.

	In that silence the snap of bone sounded louder than it probably was. It had been such a gentle twist, really, and so quick, the reindeer wouldn’t have felt a thing. But it couldn’t have been that gentle—one of the bones had ripped through the skin (“rip it open, rip it apart!”), Ben could see it jutting out, sharp and white. The harness kept the reindeer in place, slumped in death as it was; when Santa released it, the body fell to the ground. The snow that caught it was so soft.

	Santa harnessed his new reindeer into place.

	“I’ll give you the bike back,” said Ben.

	Santa stopped.

	“I want my Daddy,” said Ben.

	He hoped he sounded bold and defiant. He hoped he wasn’t crying.

	Santa stroked his beard.

	“So, what’s the deal here?” he said. “You give me the bike back, I give you back your father? And we’re quits? Fair exchange, no robbery?”

	“Yes,” said Ben.

	“And what, I give the bike to some other kid instead?”

	“Yes,” said Ben.

	“Interesting,” said Santa.

	He went to the bicycle. Looked it over thoughtfully. Ran his finger critically over the frame.

	“But see, here’s the problem,” said Santa. “It’s been used. Hasn’t it?”

	“Yes,” said Ben.

	“You’ve been riding it in the snow. Your choice. Remember, your choice.”

	“Yes,” Ben breathed.

	“I only give the best toys. Nothing second hand.”

	“I know,” said Ben.

	“Well then,” said Santa Claus. And gave him a grin that was meant to be reassuring. Ben saw that the teeth were somehow still stained green with pea and ham soup.

	Santa got into his sleigh. “You’ll be all right,” he said. “Your mother loves you very much. It moved me, how much. And I’ll be seeing you again. Whenever there’s a white Christmas.” He gave the reins a single flick. “Yee-hah, git!” he said. “On, Donner and Blitzen! Come on, chop chop!” And off he flew into the night sky, so fast that Ben’s eyes couldn’t follow him.

	
	
	iv

	
	And this is how the story could end. With a little boy lost. By his side a used bicycle, and a dead reindeer whose blood was now staining the white snow red. But things are rarely that simple.

	Ben wheeled his bike home. It didn’t take long. The forest was gone; there was the underground station, though. There were no youths outside it now, the trains didn’t run on Christmas Day. He had to cross the road, and looked left, then right, then left again, just as his Daddy had taught him. He took the bicycle indoors. He went to bed.

	The next morning Ben went down to the kitchen. His Daddy was sitting there, eating a bowl of cornflakes. Ben yelped, gave him a hug. “Not now, Ben, I’m having breakfast. Pull up a chair, you have your breakfast too.” Ben poured himself some cornflakes. They ate together. “After breakfast, we can open our presents,” said Daddy. “Yeah!” said Ben, “happy Christmas!” “Happy Christmas,” said Daddy.

	In the hallway Daddy saw Ben’s new bike, propped up against the front door. It had dripped melted snow on to the carpet. Daddy looked at Ben, then tutted, just the once. Then without a word he picked up the bicycle and carried it to the back door, put it out into the garden.

	Christmas Day was fine. Really, fine. The presents were fine. Ben opened his presents, taking them from beneath the lopsided tree with the ears. He’d got lots of toys, and a book about boats. (“You like boats, don’t you?” said Daddy. “Yes,” said Ben.) Daddy liked his present from Ben, a range of male toiletries from the Body Shop. “Thanks.” Ben wanted to tell him that Mum had bought it for him mostly, it was Mum he should thank, but he knew somehow it wouldn’t be the right thing to say. “I’ll go and make dinner,” said Daddy at last. “Can I help?” “No,” said Daddy, “play with your toys, read about boats.” The dinner was fine. The gravy was more solid than liquid, and the turkey was too dry. But the stuffing and the chipolata sausages were great. “They’re the best bits anyway,” said Daddy, and Ben readily agreed. After dinner, they watched television, they watched Doctor Who and then Eastenders. Ben cuddled up to his father. “Not too close, Ben, you’re being too clingy,” said Daddy. So Ben got off the sofa, and played with his toys a bit more, read a bit more of his boat book. “Time for bed,” said Daddy.

	Daddy tucked Ben in to bed. “I promised you the best Christmas ever,” he said.

	“Yes.”

	“That wasn’t it.”

	“No.”

	“But it was okay, wasn’t it?”

	“It was okay.”

	On Boxing Day Mum came to pick up Ben bright and early. “Merry Christmas!” she said when Ben opened the front door to her, and gave him a huge hug. “Dave, I know we’d agreed I’d bring him back tomorrow morning, but would the afternoon . . .” “That’s fine,” Dave interrupted. 

	Richard didn’t come to the front door, he was waiting in the car. He never came to the door. “Merry Christmas!” he said to Ben. He was wearing a Santa hat, he looked like a cretin. Ben opened lots of presents, he got lots of toys. Richard had bought him a present too. “I hope you like this, sport,” he’d said, and looked really rather nervous as Ben unwrapped it. Ben had already decided not to like it, but it was actually pretty good—it wasn’t his best toy, but it was definitely in the top five, it was good. They all had Christmas dinner, and that was lovely—”Delicious!” said Ben—and they all pulled crackers—Daddy had forgotten the crackers!—and they all put on paper hats, even Richard put on a paper hat, he put it over the top of his Santa hat, and he looked even more like a cretin than before, but it still made Ben laugh. They all played some board games. Ben won the first two, Richard won one—”I’m catching up with you now!” he joked, and picked up the dice, “fancy another?” “I’m rubbish at games,” said Mum, “I just don’t have the right sort of brain! I never win anything!” And Richard kissed her, and Ben didn’t mind much.

	On New Year’s Eve, Richard was wearing the Santa hat again. Ben wondered if he’d ever taken it off. Mum let Ben stay up ’til midnight, and have a sip of champagne. “But don’t tell your father,” she said, “your father will kill me,” and Ben promised. They sang Auld Lang Syne, and did the arm crossing thing, even though Richard got it wrong, Ben thought he got it wrong deliberately, but it was a bit funny. “Happy New Year, darling,” said Richard to Lisa. “Can’t be worse than the old one,” Lisa replied.

	The snow stopped falling. The snow melted.

	
	Ben had bad dreams. And one night in February, as he lay in bed, he suddenly got it into his head that he was all alone in the house. His Daddy wasn’t there anymore. Anybody could come into his bedroom and get him, and Daddy wouldn’t be there to stop them. He got up. He listened at his father’s door for any reassuring sounds of snoring. He couldn’t hear anything. He began to cry, but as quietly as he could—and then he went downstairs, walking only at the sides to avoid the creaks. All so that he wouldn’t wake Daddy, he mustn’t wake Daddy, and it was ridiculous, because Daddy wasn’t there to be woken, was he? He wanted to scream out his name. But he was terrified to hear his own voice that loud in the dark, he was terrified that his Daddy wouldn’t answer. The door to Daddy’s study was shut. Ben pushed it open.

	His Daddy sat by the computer, completely naked. Ben didn’t think he’d ever seen his Daddy naked before, he wasn’t sure.

	It took a moment for Daddy to realize his son was standing there, and then his face flushed. “Ben! Can’t you knock?”

	“I can’t sleep . . .”

	“Go to bed!”

	“I can’t sleep!”

	“Go to bed, I’ll be upstairs in a moment! Go to bed this instant!”

	And Ben ran back to his room. By the time Daddy joined him, he’d found time to put some trousers on. Daddy was still a bit angry, but he’d calmed down. “You can’t just go opening doors,” he said. “It’s just not on, is it? What’s the matter?”

	“I can’t sleep,” said Ben. “I’m frightened.”

	Daddy sighed. “Well, think of something happy.”

	“I can’t.”

	“Of course you can. Don’t be ridiculous.”

	Ben nodded. “Okay, I’ll try.”

	“Good boy.”

	“Daddy, on Christmas Eve . . .” And it was hard to tell in the darkened room, but Daddy seemed to stiffen at that. “I’m sorry,” said Ben. “I’m sorry about . . . I’m sorry.”

	Daddy didn’t say anything for a long while. And Ben wanted to go on. He wanted to say he’d betrayed his father, that was why he’d lost him. And he wanted him back. And he wished Daddy would call him ‘old chap’ again; he did it once in a while, but only without thinking, and then Daddy would look guilty as if he’d been caught in a lie.

	But Ben had said too much as it was, he knew it, far too much. Daddy said at last, “Go to sleep.” And so Ben did.

	It was wholly a coincidence that only two weeks later Daddy told Ben he had something serious to discuss with him. He sat stern behind the kitchen table, and Ben wished he’d invite him on to his knee, he could take anything he said if it were knee-given. “You like Uncle Richard, don’t you?” Daddy and Mummy had been talking, and it seemed only fair that Mummy got to live with Ben for a while. Instead, even. And the schools were better in Mummy’s area, it was more practical. So. 

	Ben was confused, he couldn’t work out who’d betrayed whom anymore. “You still love me, don’t you?” asked Ben. “Of course I love you, you’re my son,” said Daddy. And he could have left it like that, but he didn’t, he didn’t, he said, “But I just can’t reach you anymore.”

	Ben still visited his Dad most Sundays. One day Daddy said, “I’ve found a girlfriend. Her name’s Rachel.” Ben asked if he had to meet Rachel, and Daddy looked a bit awkward, and said not yet, Rachel didn’t like children very much. And Ben was glad. “But I’ve got a picture of her on the computer, would you like to see?” Daddy was posing with his arms around a woman, and they were both smiling, but it seemed to Ben Daddy was smiling too wide, the way he smiled whenever he saw Mum on the doorstep. Rachel looked very young. Daddy looked old. Ben had never thought of his Daddy being old before.

	
	“Let’s get those stabilizers off!” laughed Richard. “You’re not a baby anymore!” He took Ben to the park, and there they practised balancing on the bike. “It’s all a question of not wobbling,” said Richard. Richard held the back of his saddle for a while, and then it took Ben a few seconds to realize he’d let go, that Ben was riding the bike, he was doing it all by himself. “Yeah!” said Ben. “Yeah, you did it!” said Richard. Richard said he’d taught his own son to ride a bike a few years ago; Ben had met him now, but he didn’t have anything to say to him, Justin was fourteen, what was there to say to someone so old? “We did it!” said Richard. “Didn’t we? Give me a hug.” So Ben did. “You’ll be able to ride that bike everywhere now!” said Richard. Ben agreed. But he didn’t ride the bike much after that, it’d been more fun with the stabilizers.

	Richard and his Mum never got around to marrying. Which meant it was much smoother altogether when Richard dumped her for someone else. Ben listened to his Mum cry over the phone at his university halls. “I’ve tried so hard, Ben,” she said. “But he just didn’t try at all.” “He just didn’t love you enough,” said Ben. He played with the phone wires. He hated these phone calls with his mother, he never knew what to say. “You’ll find someone else,” Ben went on, “you deserve someone better, Lisa.” “I don’t want anyone else,” said Lisa. “Okay.” “I want Richard, don’t I?” “Okay. Well, then.” “You’re a good boy, Ben.” “Okay. I’ve got to get off the phone soon, there’s a queue.” “I wish you would call me Mum.”

	Ben invited his father to his graduation ceremony, but he wasn’t able to make it. Four years later, when he married Sophie, he invited him to the wedding. Daddy did make that one. But Ben didn’t put him up on top table with his mother, he put him on table twelve with some of the minor guests. If his father were offended, he didn’t show it. After the reception, before Daddy drove home alone, he found Ben. He shook Ben by the hand. “Well done,” he said. “Thanks for coming,” said Ben.

	Right from the beginning Ben and Sophie had discussed children. “I don’t want any,” said Sophie. “Nor do I,” said Ben. “I’m not sure what I’d say to one!” Sophie laughed, and agreed—better to get a cat instead. When Sophie turned forty, she told Ben she was leaving him. She’d found someone else, someone she thought she could mother babies for. “It’s not you,” she said, “it’s my biological clock ticking.” Ben had thought for some time that maybe the cats weren’t enough, that maybe cracking out a baby or two wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all. But he really hadn’t wanted to pressure Sophie with his doubts, he’d kept them to himself. He told her at last how he felt. She looked torn, genuinely torn. “But I’ve already found a new boyfriend and everything,” she said, and left.

	He and his father sent Christmas cards to each other, and on Christmas Day itself Ben would always phone. One year he forgot to send the card, and apologized for that during the annual call. “Oh, don’t worry,” said Daddy, “I don’t like Christmas cards anyway!” Ben laughed; nor did he; they agreed they were a waste of money; they never bothered sending any to one another ever again. Pretty soon after that the phone calls dried up as well. “I love you, Dad,” said Ben, quite unexpectedly that last year. There was a baffled silence on the other end, and then Daddy said, “And I love you too.” But still, the phone calls dried up.

	His mother died first, and Ben thought that was wrong, it should have been his Dad, it should have been the other way round. He knew it was a cruel thing to think, but that didn’t stop it from being just what he felt.

	
	The weather reports said there was going to be a cold snap. But Ben was prepared. The snow began to fall, and the experts said it wouldn’t settle, but it did settle; then they said it wouldn’t last, and it did. People began to talk about the possibility of a white Christmas. London hadn’t had a white Christmas in over forty years. Probably global warming was to blame.

	Christmas Eve. When Ben looked out of his window, he saw the usual view, a building site and Budgen’s. If he opened the front door, he saw a forest. He went to the kitchen. He took out some mince pies. He took out some soup, too. Then he went to the living room, sat on the sofa, and waited for midnight.

	Midnight came, and midnight went. Ben got bored. He turned on his television. White Christmas was playing. A part of the TV schedules for a hundred years, and still going strong. Ben couldn’t concentrate on it, switched it off. He let himself doze for a bit. He found he could doze quite easily, now he had no one to talk to.

	One in the morning. Then two.

	Ben sighed heavily.

	He put on all his warmest clothes. Sweater, gloves. Not a scarf, though. Scarves made his neck get scratchy, and he’d long ago realized the joy of being an adult is that no one can make you wear scarves if you don’t want to.

	He went out into the cold. He walked through those animal trees, down that winding path, crunching through the snow. Half a mile along he realized he’d forgotten to bring sunglasses, he’d forgotten how bright the white was. He considered going back to fetch them. Then, “Oh sod it,” he said out loud, and marched onwards.

	Eventually he found Santa Claus. Santa was leaning, winded, against a tree. “I’ve been waiting for ages,” said Ben.

	“Yes. Sorry. I’m a bit . . . oof . . . I’m a bit out of puff.” Santa Claus looked old and cold. “It’s so hard to keep going, Ben,” he said. “They don’t believe anymore. They don’t believe in anything.”

	“Come on,” said Ben. “Rest on me.” And he took Santa by the arm, and gratefully Santa leaned into him. And together they hobbled onwards down the path, back the way Santa had come.

	They didn’t talk for all those hours. Except for just the once. When Ben asked, “How much further?” and Santa replied, “I don’t know. I’ve never known.” And then added, as an afterthought, and it didn’t seem connected at all, “I tried so hard. I tried so hard.”

	At last they reached the sleigh and the reindeer.

	“Well, then,” said Santa.

	“Well.”

	And then nothing. “Oh, for God’s sake,” said Ben impatiently. And he began to strip. 

	He made a pile of clothes on the forest floor. He took off his socks last, and his feet burned against the ice. He liked that. He wanted them to burn.

	“And now you,” he said to Santa.

	For a moment Santa looked surprised. And then there was the flutter of a smile, gone in an instant; it might have been nothing more than a grimace against the falling snow. Santa took off his big red coat, his great black boots. He took off his beard. The beard was fake, it had always been fake.

	And there both men stood shivering in the snow. Ben looked Santa over, and Santa gave an apologetic smile, acknowledging the poor figure he cut. He wasn’t fat anymore. He looked as if he hadn’t been fed in weeks. Ben could see Santa’s ribs pushing underneath his skin, and that in the cold the ribs were turning blue.

	Ben put on Santa’s suit. He put on the beard.

	Santa licked his lips. “Are you going to break my neck?” he asked. But Ben told him to get dressed. Into all the warmest clothes Ben had, Santa was too thin for them, they hung baggy, he looked as if he were drowning in them.

	“Go home,” said Ben. “There’s mince pies waiting. And hot soup. Go home, into the warm.” And the man who had been Santa Claus nodded, and without saying another word, turned and went.

	Ben inspected his reindeer. One of them nuzzled at his hand, turned to him with those all too human eyes. And Ben didn’t know for sure, but he believed. That his father had been with Santa all the time. That he’d once betrayed him, but now he’d won him back. That they’d been lost, both of them—but were now found.

	And the snow continued to fall.

	
	

	PANG
	
	
	When he came home from work he found her sitting at the kitchen table. Smiling sadly, she tapped the chair next to her and indicated he should sit down. So he did.

	“We need to talk,” she said, and, of course, he knew straight away something was wrong. They didn’t ever need to talk, they never needed to talk. If one of them ever wanted to say something, it was easy, they’d just come out and say it, it didn’t need to be prefaced by anything, it didn’t need an announcement. One talking, one listening, that was the way it worked, and then back into that companionable silence they both enjoyed.

	“It’s my heart,” she said. “It’s been giving me, I don’t know. Pangs.”

	“Pangs?”

	“Pangs, yes. I think that’s the best way to describe it.”

	He didn’t know what to say. He knew something was probably expected of him, but God only knew what. One of her hands, the one that wasn’t gripping a mug of cold and forgotten coffee, lay on the table. She didn’t seem to be inviting him to touch it or hold it or do anything in particular to it, but he could reach it without it looking contrived, so he did so. He gave it a sympathetic squeeze. It was cool with sweat.

	“There,” he said. And “There,” he said again. And then, in what he hoped sounded helpful, “Well, it’s something we’ll sort out. Isn’t it? We’ll just have to jolly well sort it out. Take care of you. You’re not going anywhere!”

	“Darling . . .”

	“You’ll have to take it easy. We’ll go on a holiday, somewhere restful, wherever you like. I’ve got holiday due, I expect, in August, can you hold on ’til then? And I can do more work round the house, get you off your feet a bit . . .”

	“Darling, I’ve been to the doctor’s.”

	“And that’s a start too. Yes, good.”

	“They’ve done lots of tests. And I’m fine. Really, fine. There’s nothing physically wrong with me whatsoever.”

	“But that’s. Well. That’s great. Well!” And he gave the hand another squeeze.

	And that sad smile she’d been wearing throughout the whole wretched conversation got a little sadder. “But I’ve still got the pangs,” she said. “It can only mean one thing, I think. I think I don’t love you anymore.”

	Absurdly he didn’t know what to do with her hand any longer. It seemed ridiculous he was still holding it. He shouldn’t be, surely, not like this, not now? He didn’t want to let go, though, just like that, it might make her think he was being angry, or cruel, or wanting an argument. But he knew he couldn’t cling on to the hand indefinitely, she’d be the one to take it away if he left it too long, and he didn’t want that extra rejection. He came to a decision. He gave it another squeeze, as friendly as anything, and then swung his own hand upwards, very deliberately, to scratch his nose.

	And there was silence. Just that sad smile from her, and the nose scratching from him, working at an itch that hadn’t even been there in the first place.

	“Is it something I’ve . . . ?” And she was shaking her head. “Or something I’ve not . . . ?” And still the head shook. “Well, what?”

	“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe love, it just stops sometimes. Do you think? It just stops.”

	“Maybe it hasn’t really stopped,” he said. “I mean, if it were just a pang, a pang doesn’t sound so bad.”

	She frowned, gave it a little thought. “No, I’m pretty sure it’s stopped.”

	“But you can’t, one day, after fifteen years . . .”

	“Seventeen years.”

	“Seventeen. Good God, is it really?”

	“Oh yes.”

	“Seventeen. God. Well. Even more reason.”

	“You must feel the same way,” she said. “Just a little. Don’t tell me I’m not the only one.”

	And he wanted to help her. He’d always tried to agree with her, to like the same films she’d liked, to enjoy the same food. He’d always thought if it mattered so much to her that he shared her opinion, he’d do his level best to accommodate. But he couldn’t now. Not this time. And he wished he hadn’t let go of her hand so easily, because it began to dawn on him that he might never get the chance to hold it again.

	“I’ve got something for you,” she said. “I want you to take this back.” For a moment he thought she meant the wedding ring, and said so, and she told him no, it was a beautiful ring, they’d chosen it together, and it symbolized seventeen years, seventeen wonderful years, she’d always treasure it. He felt a little better for that. And then she plonked a Tupperware box down on the table.

	He peeled off the plastic lid.

	“Do you recognize it?” she said gently. And no, he didn’t, of course he didn’t, he’d given it to her all those years ago.

	He wasn’t sure if he was meant to inspect it, but she gave him a nod of encouragement, and so he prodded it gingerly with his finger.

	“Seems in pretty good nick,” he said.

	“Oh yes,” she said. “I’ve taken good care of it. Do you know, I’ve not so much as looked at another man all the time we’ve been together. No, that’s in good working order, that’s as new.”

	“Well done,” he said gruffly.

	“Thank you.”

	“I don’t want it back. You can keep it.”

	“Oh, darling, you say that now. But you might need it again.” She looked a bit embarrassed, then said, “And there’s no rush, but at some point I’m really going to need mine . . .”

	“Oh yes.”

	“In your own time. There’s no rush.”

	There wasn’t much to say after all that. They waited out the time it took her taxi to arrive with conversation as polite as it was artificial; he wished they could simply have retreated into those happy silences they were used to, but now even that seemed too intimate. And then the doorbell rang, she let him carry her luggage out to the car—she’d hidden it, already sorted and packed, in the spare room, so that he wouldn’t see the evidence of her leaving him before she’d had a chance to explain, and later that night as he lay in a bed which seemed much too big and much too still, he wondered whether that had been a kindly or a cruel thing for her to have done. And then, promising she’d be in touch, and exhorting him to take care of himself, she got up on her tiptoes to peck him on the forehead, as if all this time he’d been not so much a husband as an infant, got into the cab, gave him a wave, and was driven away.

	He didn’t expect to sleep that night. He surprised himself and drifted off fairly easily, and, yes, he had nightmares, but they were only the nightmares he usually had, ones about aging and unpopularity and ugliness and spiders and his mother and pressures of work, nothing at all about being abandoned by his wife. When the next morning he lay in bed on his own he felt so perfectly normal that he even thought maybe everything was all right, that he didn’t care. And then it occurred to him that this was his first day waking up into a world in which no one loved him, and he felt something very like a pang himself.

	He got up, shaved, washed, dressed, went downstairs to pour himself a bowl of cereal. He’d forgotten about the Tupperware box sitting on the kitchen table, and seeing it there, lid off, its grisly contents exposed, made him lose his appetite. He didn’t want to look at it, he’d put it in a drawer somewhere, eat his Corn Flakes and have done with it. But something about that little pang he’d felt made him think he should give it a closer look, and reluctantly he poked at it with his finger once more.

	And to be fair, it wasn’t especially grisly. He just wasn’t comfortable having body organs lying around the breakfast things, he was squeamish like that. His heart lay, fat and gleaming, in a pool of thinly pinking water. He put his nose to it, gave it a cautious sniff: he didn’t quite know why, because he had no idea what hearts ought to smell like, and all he could detect was something slightly stale and coppery. He felt a thrill of alarm, but when he raised his head and sniffed again, he realized that it was even stronger away from the heart—the kitchen always smelt a bit funny, there was something wrong with the fridge. No, as far as he could see, his heart was fine. He probably should have kept the lid on overnight, though, as a couple of moths were floating inside the tub, drowned in the bloodied water. He fished them out, wondered why they’d been attracted to the heart in the first place, did hearts glow in the dark? He decided that, in his lunch hour, he’d pop over to the library and find a book about biology and see.

	His wife had always been a woman of firm resolve. Once she’d made a judgment—whether it was on shellfish, that b&b in Wolverhampton, or the decline of the Conservative party—it was not to be altered. So he certainly didn’t expect that she’d have changed her mind, that when he came back from work that evening she’d be cooking dinner in the kitchen, all forgiven, all forgotten, and his heart safely stowed somewhere away from his view. But as the day wore on, he began to allow himself a little hope, that her natural stubbornness would weigh against throwing over so many years of marriage, and by the time he put the key in the front door he almost had believed that all would be well. But it wasn’t. And the heart was still, unarguably, implacably, there, the only living thing in the house waiting for him to come home. He peered at it, and it beat a little harder at his presence, like a dog wagging its tail at the arrival of its master. Three more moths were floating at its side; he fished them out, binned them, and went upstairs to get changed.

	That was the Tuesday. She didn’t come home on the Wednesday either, nor on the Thursday. By the Friday he’d stopped expecting anything at all, but there it was, a little neon flash on the telephone, he’d no reason to believe it was her, but it was—one click, and there was her voice, playing on the answering machine. His heart gave a little flip of excitement. (He heard it splash back down in its plastic box.) He called the number she’d left him straight away.

	“Where are you?” he asked.

	“Oh, don’t ask, darling,” she said, “I’d rather not tell you. I need a little space to sort out how I feel.”

	He realized that all hope was not lost, then. She might still come back to him. “So, all’s not lost. You might still come back to me . . .”

	“No, darling,” she said firmly, “no.” And he thought, she’s just saying that, she can’t know. But this time he kept it to himself. “How are you, darling? I’ve been worried about you.”

	“Oh,” he said. “Thank you. But I’m fine.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yes,” he said. “Really.”

	“It’s okay,” she said, after a pause, “not to be fine, you know. It really is. You’ve always been so big and strong for me, you’ve been wonderful like that. You don’t have to be strong anymore. Have you cried yet? You can cry if you want.”

	“No,” he said, irritated. “Why, have you cried?”

	“Oh yes,” she said. “Buckets.” He felt ridiculous, as if this were some sort of contest. “But then, I’ve been crying for ages, darling.”

	“Right,” he said. “So. Anyway.”

	“Anyway. I wanted to ask if it would be all right if I called around tomorrow.”

	“Of course. You don’t have to ask. I mean, this is your house.”

	“No, I do have to ask. I really do. I just want to pick up a few odds and ends, you know. Can you have my heart ready?”

	He’d decided he had to be the one who hung up first, but somehow she still got her goodbye in ahead of his. He stood by the phone for a while, then realized he hadn’t yet taken off his coat, hadn’t closed the front door even. “Right,” he said, as he did so, “right,” he said, as he changed out of his work clothes into something slightly more casual, “right, best get to it, then. Best jolly well get to it.” And he began to look for his wife’s heart.

	Realistically, there were only a few places it could be: the cupboards in the spare bedroom, the hatch under the stairs, a small chest of drawers in the room he’d privately felt it rather pretentious they called the study. His wife was not so sentimental that all the keepsakes and knickknacks she kept should clutter up the house—some married couples, of course, kept their hearts on the mantelpiece beside the wedding photos, but she’d found such public displays of affection in rather poor taste. “What is it they’re trying to prove?” she’d ask her husband after a dinner with friends, “if you truly love someone you don’t need to put it on display,” and now they were safely at home away from prying eyes she’d lean forward and give him a little kiss on the lips. He worked methodically through all the likely cubby-holes, but no heart was to be found. It had to be somewhere; he wouldn’t have thrown it out, surely; it couldn’t have been given to Oxfam, what would they want it for? And instead, pouring from these hidden pockets around the house, all the little remnants of his marriage. The Valentines cards he had given her. Long expired passports they had acquired for a single holiday in Tenerife they hadn’t enjoyed and never repeated. Their wedding certificate. And before he knew it he was crying, at last he was crying, but it wasn’t what you’re thinking, really it wasn’t—these were tears of frustration, of course they were, where was this bloody heart, why the bloody hell wasn’t the bloody thing where it was supposed to be? Emptying out old shoeboxes, spilling junk to the floor, but nothing beating, nothing alive. And as he sobbed he allowed himself to resent his wife, just a little bit—sod her, sod her, why was she disrupting his life like this, why was he looking for something she’d so freely given him only to demand it back again, you can’t do that with presents, it wasn’t right. He hadn’t asked for her bloody heart in the first place; she’d been the one who’d pursued him, she’d done all the pursuing, she’d chased him and hunted him down and told herself that he was to be hers, and she always got what she wanted.

	A sudden pain in his chest. It only lasted a couple of seconds, maybe not even that. But it took him a full minute to get his breath back, to rise to his feet, step over the debris of the past, and make his way down to the kitchen.

	He looked at his heart. It was still beating, of course—if anything, it seemed to be beating rather faster, which was reassuring perhaps. He idly picked out the fresh moths it had acquired, and thought to go. But as he looked more carefully he made out little pinpricks of white, spotted all over. Had they been there before? He couldn’t be certain. He remembered his heart being a perfect sea of rich pink, but he had to admit that when he’d looked at it, his mind had always been on other things. Maybe it had always been a bit . . . well . . . speckled. He fetched the book he’d borrowed from the library, wondered again why diagrams on the page never look remotely like the real thing when it’s sitting in a Tupperware box. Yes, see, the line of spots started at the tricuspid valve, then spread up to the . . . right atrium. He flicked through the book but could find no mention of white spots at all; he supposed he could have looked the white spots up in the index, if only he could have guessed what on earth to call them. So he looked up both Tricuspid Valve and Atrium (Right) in the index instead, but had no joy there either. He put the book away. Rather nervously, fearing another spasm, he pressed down on a cluster of spots gently—then harder, then harder still. Nothing.

	He could take it to a doctor, he supposed. Sit in a waiting room for a couple of hours, only to find out that the white spots were perfectly normal. And, by doing so, show the whole world that his wife didn’t feel it was a heart worth keeping anymore. Most likely the pain was because he hadn’t stopped to eat before he’d gone hunting through the cupboards upstairs; now that he was in the kitchen he realized he was ragingly hungry. He rinsed his bloodied hands under the tap, opened a tin of baked beans, and tried to work out what he should do next. And as he filled his stomach, and began to feel so much better, the answer became clear.

	The next morning he got up early, and was standing outside the butcher’s when the shop opened. “I want a heart,” he told the girl behind the counter, “as close to a human’s as you’ve got, a thirty-nine year old woman having pangs.” When he reached home, and opened it up on the kitchen table, he wondered whether the girl might have looked a little harder. He compared it to his own, side by side, and even allowing for the growing proliferation of white specks across its surface, his was clearly in better nick. For a start, this pig heart was unashamedly blue. It had its pink bits, to be sure, but only as little islands in these vast oceans of discolouration. It was the wrong size as well, just a little too small, and had bits sticking out its side which he was quite sure shouldn’t be there in the first place; after he’d trimmed off some of the weirder looking crags, the heart looked even more pathetic. He considered nipping back to the butcher’s, getting a second heart—maybe he could bolt it on to the side, somehow, give the whole thing a bit more body—but even in his rising panic he realized that wouldn’t fool anybody. The greatest problem, though, was the heart’s texture. His own, beating away softly in the tub, fairly gleamed; this pig heart looked as dry as death. He rooted through the cupboards, trying to find something he could glaze it with to give it some extra sheen; with great care he painted the pig heart with vinegar using the back of a soup spoon. Most of the vinegar ran off the sides, but enough of it got between the cracks that after a little while the whole thing fairly sparkled. Of course, it now stank. He tried to mask that by spraying it with old perfume he found on his wife’s dressing table, and that was so strong he was forced to paint the whole organ with a new coat of vinegar to try to take the edge off.

	The doorbell rang.

	“Hello, how are you?” she said, and there was a smile of practised cheer as if they’d just been introduced at a party. He asked her if she’d like a coffee. “No, no, I won’t stay, I’ll just pick up the . . . is this it? . . . thanks.” And she dropped the bagged heart into her handbag, without bothering to look at it or sniff at it. He was relieved, of course, but also a little hurt.

	“We need to talk,” he said, and hated the very words.

	“I know. I know. We do need to talk. And I’d hoped we’d talk today, but something popped up, I have to go and . . . But soon. I’ll call you. Well. Thanks for this,” she said, tapping the handbag, “thanks for looking after it,” and she blushed, realizing what she’d said.

	“Are you giving it to someone else? Is there someone else?” 

	“No. God. No. It’s not been a week . . .”

	“I’m seeing someone else,” he said.

	“You are?”

	“Yes.”

	“It’s not been a week.”

	“You don’t mind, surely?”

	“No. No, I don’t mind. God. Well, good for you. Well. What’s her name?”

	“Gillian,” he said, without hesitation. He was pleased by that, because he’d no idea he had a single word left in his head before it popped out of his mouth like that. It could just as easily have been anything, it could have been ‘pipecleaner,’ or, or ‘sandpit.’

	“Well,” she said, and smiled again, but it was a different smile this time. “As I say, thanks. As I say, I’ll call soon.” She left her keys on the table, and the spare keys, and the back-up set. She wasn’t coming back.

	He closed the door behind her as gently as possible—it somehow seemed all the crueller that way. And he heard a clatter in the kitchen, and, hurrying back, saw that his heart was on the floor, writhing about in some distress. At least this time there’d been no pain, and he supposed that was an improvement; it had clearly spasmed so hard that it had flipped out of the Tupperware box altogether. Having spent hours hacking away and polishing the pig’s heart he no longer felt quite so squeamish handling his own. He picked it up, blew the dirt off, turned it over, and promptly dropped it on the floor again in surprise.

	The underside of the heart wasn’t so much covered with spots as welts. Studded into the pink tissue, a couple were the size of ten pence coins. They looked like bones growing there—could they have even been bones? he didn’t know—he ran his finger along the surface of one of these white blobs, pushed hard, and he thought that maybe it yielded a little under the pressure. He set the heart back in the box, looked at it thoughtfully. Then he decided to turn it back over, because it looked slightly healthier that way up. And then he decided to put the lid back on, put a blanket over it, and shut it away in the cupboard where they kept the best china, because it looked a lot healthier that way.

	His first weekend as a single man was pleasant. He watched television programmes he’d never have watched with his wife, and realized that although they were no better than the ones they’d watched together, they were now, at least, his. There was an unmistakeable thrill to be in charge of the remote control, and when he tired of what he was watching, he’d flip through all the channels as fast as he could—by Sunday night he’d got pretty speedy. He ordered in fast food on the Saturday, and enjoyed it so much, he ordered the same thing for the Sunday. “Yes, it’s me again,” he told the delivery man as he handed him his pizza, but he couldn’t be sure whether it was the same chap or not inside his motorcycle helmet. And he tried not to think of his heart. And he tried to think instead of Gillian.

	Gillian worked in the Human Resources department, which meant that her entire job was a complete mystery to him. He didn’t know why his brain had come up with her name, but he supposed it might just know something he didn’t. Back at work on Monday, he looked at all the women in his open plan office. They were a pretty unprepossessing bunch, but at least Gillian wasn’t married, and was probably a bit younger than most. In her early thirties, he guessed, maybe even in her twenties—it’s so hard to tell girls’ ages when they get that overweight. When she went outside for a cigarette break he followed her.

	“Hello,” he said. “I thought I’d like to get to know you better.”

	She blew smoke out of the side of her mouth, said nothing.

	“I mean,” he soldiered on gamely, “only if you’d like that too. I wondered if you’d like a drink some time. If you’d like that too.”

	“You mean on a date?”

	“Oh,” he said, as if surprised by the very concept, “I meant a drink. But, yes, it could be a date, yes.”

	She looked him up and down. He felt irritated. He knew he was past his best, but at least he’d had a best, he didn’t look like a beached whale in a skirt. “Aren’t you married?” she asked.

	“Yes. No. Well, sort of. A bit.”

	She shrugged to shut him up. “I don’t really care either way.” So why did you ask, then? “You like Italian?” Yes, he liked Italian. So she gave him the name of a restaurant in town. “See you there at eight thirty.” She took a final puff on her cigarette, crushed it under heel, and waddled back to work.

	After he’d scrubbed and brushed and deodorized, and tried to recall other preliminaries he should perform before a date, he opened up the cupboard, took out the tub, fished out the moths that had impossibly got inside, and gave his heart an examination. At first he assumed that he was looking at the underside, it was so covered with those bony welts, but then he realized that all the little spots had clustered and hardened all over. He weighed it in his hands, and guessed it must be a good three, maybe four pounds heavier since he’d last held it. He put it down, thinking hard. He checked his watch. There was plenty of time—he’d got dressed and ready to leave a good two hours early, as usual. Then he came to a decision, and went to fetch the knife.

	He worked on the bigger of the blotches first. He considered that so much damage had been done there already, he could hardly make it much worse. He hoped the nodule wasn’t too deep, but as he inserted the blade into the gap between pink and white and pushed carefully at an angle, it met resistance. He pushed deeper still, and just as he thought he didn’t dare push any further, that sticking knives into his heart may not after all be the wisest course of action, he felt the bony substance at last giving. It prised out with a slight sucking sound; at first he was a bit too timid about yanking the thing out once he’d got purchase, and it sank back into the tissue with a plop, but he’d now seen what needed to be done and that all it took was a bit of gusto. He freed the pebble, put it into a saucer; where it had been cutting into the heart most deeply there was a bit of gristle attached, a bit of blood, but all in all it was a remarkably clean excision for a beginner. Mind you, there was now a hole in his heart, but it wasn’t a hole, not really, it was just a little pockmark.

	By the time he was attacking the seventh lump he was almost enjoying himself—he got a little careless and knifed through some living tissue, and that gave him a pang of discomfort. He staunched the bleeding as best he could, then put a sticky plaster over the cut. He held the heart up to the light, appraised it dispassionately. Not too bad at all. Of course, there were lots of bone bits left, like rivets, but they seemed too small to worry about for now. He felt around the rim of one of the holes he’d created, and it had been so numb during the surgery itself he was surprised to feel that it itched to his touch. A furious itch, and he couldn’t help himself, he had to scratch away at the crater, scratch deep and for all he was worth, and the more he scratched, the greater the itch, it felt so good and yet it was burning, he wasn’t scratching now he was tearing, and he literally had to pull his hand away from it with the other to stop. Under his fingernails now were fine shreds of pink, he’d got spots of blood upon his cuff. He checked his watch again. There was still time to change his shirt—thank goodness for that!

	She was waiting for him. Black nail varnish, a nicely patterned top, her skirt a little shorter. “Hi,” she said, and let him kiss her cheek. There was a bottle of white wine in front of her, and she’d already drunk about half of it.

	“Sorry I’m late,” he said, although he wasn’t late nor sorry.

	They talked as they waited for their food to arrive. They didn’t watch the same TV shows. He hadn’t even heard of her music. She seized upon the garlic bread when it arrived. “I love garlic bread!” she positively enthused, “do you love garlic bread?” He said he did, and she smiled; it was the first thing they’d found in common. She pushed an entire piece into her mouth, and it barely touched the sides. “It’s very wide, my mouth,” she told him, and grinned. He wondered what her heart was like. Wide and plump and rubbery, like a trampoline.

	And as they ate it turned out they had still more things they could agree on. The people she hated at work were, by and large, the same people he suspected hated him. He’d never liked Denise from Marketing. “No, she’s a bitch,” Gillian agreed, devouring a tiramisu and draining the second bottle of house white.

	“Things have gone rather well,” he said. “Do you think? I mean, this could happen again.”

	“Sure,” she agreed. “Why not?”

	“I mean, we could be friends. Really friends.”

	“Sure,” she said, and shrugged.

	“I have something for you,” he said. He reached into his bag, and offered her his heart.

	“Oh,” she said. “Now look. This is just a date. Isn’t it? I mean.”

	“You don’t have to take it now,” he said. “I was just saying. You know, if in the future, you wanted my heart. For any reason.”

	“Sure,” she said. “Wow.” She tried to pour herself another wine, realized the bottle was empty, and accepted his glass when he pushed it towards her.

	“I’ll get the bill,” he said. “This is on me.”

	Outside it was starting to rain. “Better get a taxi,” said Gillian. “Too pissed to drive.”

	“I’ll get you one,” he said. “You stay here, in the dry. I’ll get one.” He stood on the pavement for a full three minutes waving his arms like a windmill. And he thought, this is nice, I’m being protective of her, she’ll think this is nice.

	He held the door open for her, as she told the driver where she lived. “Thanks,” he said. “This has been nice.”

	She looked at him in surprise. “Aren’t you coming with me?”

	“Sure,” he heard himself say.

	Inside she lit a cigarette. The driver told her there was no smoking in the cab. “It’s all right,” she said. “I’ll open a window.” He told her there was no smoking at all. “If you don’t like it, then chuck me out.” The driver said nothing, and drove on. “Don’t give him a tip,” she said loudly, and blew smoke in the direction of the window when she remembered to do so. “Can I see that heart again?” she then asked unexpectedly.

	He gave it to her. She peered at it curiously, holding it close to her face, ash dropping on to it. “Looks like a Swiss cheese,” she said. “And what are all these knobbly bits?”

	“It’s not much of a heart,” he admitted. “I just need someone to take care of it. It needs taking care of, you see.”

	“I’ve never been given a heart before,” she said. “Not by anyone.” She kissed him in the ear. He wondered whether she’d been aiming for somewhere better and had missed, but now she was there she coated the inside of it with her tongue. “Did you like that?” she asked him. He told her it was very nice.

	In spite of what Gillian had told him, he gave a generous tip. The taxi driver glared at him and drove off. Gillian staggered into her house. “Denise!” she called. “Denise!”

	“Who’s Denise?”

	“My flatmate. You know Denise. Good, she’s in bed. I told her to make herself scarce. Come on. Do you want a drink?”

	He told her he didn’t need another. She fetched a bottle anyway. She sat him down on the sofa, then stuck her tongue once more in his ear. He tried to tilt his head so that she could work her way to his mouth, pretty soon she got the general idea. And before long they were all tongues and teeth—well, to be fair, most of the teeth were hers, and he thought at least two of the tongues—and he was trying to remember how you breathed during kisses like this, it was through the nose, that was it, and she didn’t taste like his wife whatsoever.

	“Come on,” she said, and all but pulled him to his feet.

	On top of her duvet were half a dozen stuffed toys. He felt a twinge of affection for Gillian; here she was, all hard-drinking and hard-smoking, but deep down she was still just a little girl who slept with teddy bears. He felt he’d caught the real person unawares, seen beneath the brassy exterior something small and sweet she liked to keep hidden. Then he remembered that she’d obviously planned on bringing him back here, so always knew he’d see her toys, and didn’t know what to think any longer. “Listen,” she said, as she swept a Snoopy in World War One goggles on to the floor, “I should say. I’m not going to give you my heart.”

	“Of course not,” he said. “That’s okay.”

	“I mean, I can’t. You see? When I was fourteen I sent it to Robbie Williams. I was a really big fan of his.”

	“He must get a lot of hearts.”

	“Yeah. I had such a crush. Thing is, I’d really like it back now. I’ve written to him lots of times, put in stamped addressed envelopes, he wouldn’t have to pay the postage. But nothing.”

	“He must get a lot of post.”

	“Sometimes I think,” she said, and she was thinking, she was tilting her head to one side as if to egg her brain on, and it looked odd to see her think whilst quite so drunk, “I think that we give away our hearts too easily. You know? We’re all in such a hurry to get out there and fall in love as soon as we possibly can. And maybe we’re missing out, that maybe our hearts would feel so much better if we just kept them inside our chests. I mean, what does Robbie Williams want with my heart anyway?”

	“He must,” he said again, “get a lot of hearts.”

	“It’s the reason I smoke,” said Gillian. “And why I eat so much. I keep thinking, if I keep damaging my heart, he’s not going to want to hang on to it so much, is he? He’s going to want to post it back, just to get rid of the thing. But I wanted you to know,” she said, and kissed him again, “if you think I’m holding back. If you think I’m not putting myself into it completely. That’s the reason why.”

	And they had sex. He didn’t especially feel she was holding back, but now she’d put the doubt in his head he couldn’t not let it nag at him. And at the moment of climax, he thought, so that’s adultery. That’s it. I’m an adulterer.

	“Ssh,” she said. “What was that?”

	He strained to hear. And yes, there it was again. A sort of scream, not too loud, but eerie, inhuman. And after that, an all too human one.

	“Christ, what now?” muttered Gillian, and went to see. He followed her.

	“What the fuck is that?” Denise from Marketing was standing in the sitting room, pointing at his heart. It was shrieking in what could only be pain, high-pitched and plaintive. And it was glowing so brightly, with a fierce white light that lit the whole room—he saw moths dancing about in the spotlight beam. He had to get close, and shield his eyes, to take a closer look. The bone had spread again, and the remaining patches of pink were straining against it, bulging, livid.

	“I don’t need this,” said Denise from Marketing. “I’ve got fucking work in the morning. I don’t need to be woken up by someone’s fucking heart.”

	“Sorry, Denise,” said Gillian.

	“Hello, Denise,” he said, and wished that he was wearing some clothes.

	“I want you out of my flat,” said Denise from Marketing. “Both of you,” she added, indicating the still wailing heart.

	The rain hadn’t yet eased off, but he didn’t think Denise from Marketing would let him wait for a cab. As he walked the darkened streets, lit only by the heart’s unearthly glow, its occasional cries sounded particularly loud, and passers-by would cross the road to avoid him. It was as he was getting into a taxi that his heart, which had behaved itself for ten minutes and done more dramatic than hushed quivering, let out a shriek so agonized and despairing that the driver took off without him. He slipped off his coat, wrapped it round the tortured muscle—at first just to muffle the sound of its screams, but as he held it close to his chest, the chest from which it should never have been ripped, he believed it was more to give it as much warmth as he could. The heavens opened; his clothes stuck sodden to his skin. And all he’d say is “ssh” and “it’s all right” and “nearly there,” and give little noises he hoped were comforting.

	By the time he reached home, and opened out his bundle on to the kitchen table, the heart had almost completely ossified. There was one small streak of pink tissue, trying its utmost in spite of all to do its job and pump blood and oxygen around his body. “It’s all right,” he said softly, “you don’t have to try so hard. It’s all right, I’ll stay with you, I’m jolly well staying with you.” Within an hour it was dead.

	“I’m sorry,” he said, and meant it. “I’m sorry,” although he really couldn’t see what else he could have done. “Sorry,” but it hadn’t been his bloody responsibility, had it? He left it, no longer gleaming, just a bony off-white, even the moths weren’t interested anymore. He decided what to do with it in the morning. He slept particularly well that night.

	The next day at work a nervous Gillian approached his cubicle.

	“I’m sorry about what happened,” she said. “But I want you to know I really like you, and I’d love to try again . . .”

	“I think,” he said, coolly, looking up from his work for the first time, “I can do a bit better, don’t you?”

	And so he could. He soon realized that the worst a woman could do was to say no—and it’s true that some did say no, but a lot didn’t, and fewer said no the more said yes. He didn’t give a toss if they were married; if they broke their husbands’ hearts, that was their lookout. He lost a bit of weight. He got himself a little stud earring—and, truth be told, it did make him look a bit stupid, but not very stupid, and, more importantly, not stupid enough. “We shouldn’t go back to mine,” said Denise from Marketing. “Why?” he smirked, and so they did, and as they were humping away he liked to imagine the crying he heard in the room next door was something to do with him.

	Three months later his wife came back. She was waiting for him on the doorstep when he got in from work.

	“You could have phoned,” he said.

	“You told me I could come around whenever I liked.”

	“Not bloody likely. Anyone could be here.” He opened the door. “You can come in for a bit.”

	“Good news,” she said. “My pangs have stopped.”

	“Great news,” he said, and lit a cigarette. “What’s that got to do with me?”

	“I made a terrible mistake,” she said. “Or maybe it wasn’t a mistake. Maybe I had to go away for a while. Just to realize that I love you, that I only love you. Maybe I had to put myself through that, put us both through that, just so I’d know for sure. Do you think?”

	He just stared and smoked.

	“All right,” she said. “I admit, I did find someone else. He didn’t treat me right. I tried to give him my heart, but it wouldn’t do anything, wouldn’t beat for him at all, it just lay there like a dead weight. And he said it smelt funny.” She fetched it from her bag, held it out for him to take.

	“It does smell funny,” he said.

	“I know.”

	She continued to hold it out. He continued not to take it. At last she put it down on the table, between them, as a compromise.

	“I’ve nowhere to go,” she said.

	“There’s the spare room. You can have it for one night. Just one night.”

	She nodded. Waited for him to say something else. When he didn’t, she nodded once more, then went upstairs.

	He opened a bottle of wine. After he’d finished his second glass, he supposed he ought to see how she was getting on. Whether she wanted some dinner, he suddenly thought, maybe she was hungry. And he was surprised to feel some concern, where had that come from?

	He went into the spare room. She’d been through the cupboards, there was debris all over the bed. From an empty shoebox she’d found his heart. She was holding it in one palm—he’d forgotten how, in death, it had grown so small and wizened.

	“Put that back,” he said. “That isn’t yours anymore.”

	“Look,” she said softly. “Look.” And she began to stroke it. She blew on it gently.

	“It’s not yours,” he said, uselessly.

	And as he watched, the rock cracked. Pink tissue broke through the stone and bone. “Look,” she said again. It was struggling, and then it managed a beat, and once it had managed one, it seemed all too happy to beat again. “Look,” she said, and kissed it. The last of the rock crumbled away at her touch. “I love you,” she said. “Look. I love you. Look how much.” And she offered his heart out to him, as good to new.

	Dazedly he reached for it. She smiled, nodded. He took hold of it. Looked at it, as it swelled with new life. And then he dug his fingernails in, dug them in deep, dug ’til it bled. “No,” she said. And began squeezing hard, so that one of the ventricles bulged then burst. “No, stop!” And ripped it apart, tearing at it, pulling off gobbets of it, showering them on to the spare room carpet.

	“I told you,” he said. “It isn’t yours. You gave it back.”

	And his wife began to cry. He looked away in disgust.

	“One night only,” he said, “and then you find somewhere else to stay.” He wiped his hands on his shirt, then left, closing the door behind him.

	“I’ll get you back,” she said softly. “It’ll take time, but I’ll get you.” And she looked down at the bloody chunks strewn all over the floor. And saw that, in spite of all the damage that he’d inflicted on it—all the damage they’d both done—the shattered heart still, stubbornly, beat.

	
	

	BLUE CRAYON,
YELLOW CRAYON

	
	Andrew Kaplan was coming home, at last, and it’d be for a real holiday, not like that time last August when the company called him back to work after only four days’ leave, they’d guaranteed he wouldn’t be needed in until January 5th, that would very nearly give him two weeks. “Great,” his wife had said, when he’d phoned her and told her the good news, and Andrew asked whether his daughter would be excited too, and his wife assured him that she would be. The flight from Boston was packed with British people who’d be getting to see their families, and there was a revelry in the air, nothing too outspoken, nothing drunken or boisterous, they were respectable denizens of middle management—but there were polite smiles everywhere, everyone seemed to be sporting a smile, and the stewardesses were wearing tinsel on their name badges, it all seemed very festive.

	The aeroplane took off half an hour late, but Andrew wasn’t too worried, he knew that nine times out of ten any delay is made good in transit. But when the pilot came over the intercom and apologized once again that they were going to have to circle Heathrow for the fourth time—“The runways are all full, everyone wants to get back for Christmas!”—Andrew began to worry about his connecting flight from London to Edinburgh. By the time all the passengers had filed off the plane and made their way to baggage claim, no one was smiling anymore. Andrew was almost resigned to the idea that he’d missed the connection, but then he dazedly realized that his suitcase was the first on to the conveyor belt—and that never happened!—and if he ran he might just make it to the check-in desk on time; and so that’s what he did, he ran, and his case was heavy, laden down with so many special presents for his family, but he didn’t let that stop him—he raced down the travelator from terminal three to terminal two, apologizing as he pushed other passengers to one side—and it was going to be okay, if he kept up this pace he was going to make it with minutes to spare, and he burst into the departures hall and looked up at the monitors for his flight details—and there they were, it hadn’t taken off yet!—and there was a word in red right beside it, and the word was ‘cancelled.’

	And for a moment he felt quite relieved, because it meant he had no reason to run anymore, and he’d done his best, hadn’t he? And for another moment he was quite angry. And then he just didn’t feel anything very much, he was just so tired.

	No more flights to Scotland tonight. Sorry. Yes, the inconvenience is highly regrettable. There will, of course, be compensation, and somewhere for Mr Kaplan to rest until service resumed in the morning. But Andrew didn’t want an airport hotel, or, God knows, did they just mean some sort of darkened lounge he could sit in?—it’s all he had thought about on the flight over, that after three months away he was going home. He remembered what his wife had said, one of those last times he’d managed to get through to her on the phone—”We’ve never been apart so long before.” He’d asked her whether his daughter was looking forward to Christmas, and his wife had said, “Of course she is, she’s five years old, Christmas is all she thinks about!” And she’d explained that they had already decorated the tree together, and sent out the cards, and been carol singing—all the things they’d always done as a family, and this time he’d been away for them, and she didn’t press that point, she didn’t try to make him feel guilty—but then, she didn’t need to. And Andrew stood in the airport terminal and fumed; by rights he should be flying home right now, by rights he should be somewhere in the air over Birmingham. “I need to get back,” he said to the woman behind the counter, “I need to get back tonight, whatever it takes.” It was Christmas Eve tomorrow, he needed to know that when his daughter woke up on Christmas Eve her father would be there ready for her.

	He was told there was a last train to Edinburgh, leaving from King’s Cross station within the hour. He joined the queue for a taxi, then pleaded with the people in front to let him go first, then paid them all ten pounds each. The taxi fare cost him fifty quid, but by this stage of the proceedings Andrew didn’t care about money anymore—on the radio there was playing a non-stop medley of Christmas hits, and Andrew wasn’t in the mood for them, and the driver seemed quite put out when Andrew told him to turn them off. Andrew apologized with a healthy tip that used up all his spare cash. Andrew tried to call his wife to tell her he’d be late home, but his mobile phone was confused, it was still hunting for a signal from an American network provider. He asked the taxi driver whether he could use his phone. The taxi driver refused.

	He bought a ticket with his credit card. The train was already filling up. He dragged his suitcase down the platform, and carriage after carriage he couldn’t spot an empty seat. He was starting to despair—and there, at the very last compartment, there were seats galore, the train was almost deserted. He couldn’t see why, he looked for a sign that said it was a different class, or required special reservation, but no, nothing. He climbed aboard, heaved his case into the empty luggage rack, plopped himself down wearily into a seat. He had a whole table to himself. He smiled at the people around him—”Pretty lucky!” he said, but they didn’t reply. There were a couple of businessmen sitting together, a young mother with a girl, an elderly mother reading a magazine, a middle-aged man who was asleep. Andrew decided to take his cue from this last passenger; he closed his eyes, and by the time the train pulled out of the station Andrew was snoring gently.

	
	“Bang!”

	And Andrew was awake, and there was the little girl, and she was leaning over his table as if she owned it, and she was pointing a gun at him, except it wasn’t a gun, it was two fingers, with a third wiggling underneath as a trigger. “Bang! Bang! Bang!”

	Andrew wasn’t sure whether to respond or not. With his own daughter he tried to play along as much as possible, no matter what strange pretending game she flung at him, that was what a daddy was supposed to do. But this wasn’t his daughter, and he didn’t know whether he should encourage her, frankly he didn’t know whether he should be talking to her at all. So he sort of half went for it; he clutched at his chest, he said, “Ugh!” quietly, as if he’d been shot, as if he were dying, but it was all a bit pathetic, and even as he did it, Andrew could feel himself blushing red with embarrassment.

	The little girl didn’t seem to mind. She looked delighted by this unexpected piece of playacting. “Bang! Bang!” she went, she shot him twice more for good measure, and Andrew didn’t know what he was supposed to do this time, he was already dead, wasn’t he? And she laughed out loud, and then, with a scream, turned and ran down the aisle to the other end of the carriage. She didn’t shoot at any of the other passengers, and Andrew didn’t know how he felt about that, whether he was annoyed or just a little bit proud.

	He looked towards the girl’s mother, but she didn’t appear even to have noticed, she was staring dully out of the window. He looked around the rest of the carriage, with a rueful smile—kids!—but no one caught his eye. The old woman was still reading her magazine; the businessmen had run out of things to say, and were looking away from each other; the middle-aged man was still asleep.

	Andrew rather envied him, because here came the girl again, running back down the aisle, whooping. Andrew wondered how anyone could sleep through a racket like that.

	His head felt muzzy, he knew he was teetering upon the edge of sleep, and if only he could fall in the right direction he’d be dozing soundly all the way home. Why wouldn’t the girl shut up, why wouldn’t she just sit down and shut up—he’d never let his daughter run riot on a train, especially not when it was late at night, especially not when there was a passenger onboard who was clearly fighting jetlag—and he felt a resentment for the mother who was still not doing a thing to help, still just looking out of the bloody window, really!—and he tried to force the resentment down, because he knew if he let it the resentment would keep him awake, it’d growl away at his innards, he’d be unable to relax. And here came the girl again—

	“Ssh!” he said, and glared at her, and put his finger to his lips. And she stopped dead, and looked surprised, and a little hurt maybe that her one playfellow, the one person who had given her a damn, had turned against her. Her bottom lip trembled. She began to cry.

	“No, no,” said Andrew, “ssh!” And he put his finger to his lips again, but this time with a smiley face, see, all smiles, he wasn’t cross with her, not really. But it was no good. The tears were in full flow now, the girl let out a misery that was profound and was sincere, and was very, very loud, she began to scream the place down. He hadn’t realized you could scream tears out like that.

	Andrew panicked a bit, looked quickly at the other passengers. But no one seemed to mind. The woman didn’t raise her eyes from her magazine. The businessmen turned their heads in the child’s direction, but with supreme indifference—and then quickly turned away again, as if annoyed that the pair of them had been caught looking at the exact same thing.

	And the mother said, very soft, but stern, “Come and sit down.” And for a moment Andrew stupidly thought she might mean him. But the girl sulkily turned, and went back to her seat. “Get out your colouring book. Play with your crayons.” The little girl was still crying, angry little sobs, but she did what she was told. And all the while the mother didn’t so much as glance at her, her attention still upon the window and whatever she could make out from the darkness.

	The little girl took out her crayons. She looked down at her colouring book. Grim, not a hint of a smile. The crying had almost dribbled to a halt, there was just the odd little moan punctuated with sudden sniffs. Andrew watched her, carefully; the little girl didn’t seem to notice he was spying on her, but then, then, in one instant she turned her head towards Andrew, right at him—and what was that in her smile? Rage? Triumph? Something adult anyway, something almost sneering, and it made Andrew feel small and ashamed.

	And then she was at work with her crayons. She wasn’t colouring anything in, she was attacking the book, stabbing down hard with the bright blue stick, slashing at the page. And now, in her left hand, she produced a yellow crayon, and she was stabbing down with that too, she was showing no mercy, the crying had stopped, she was instead giving grunts of effort as she stabbed as hard as she could. And Andrew realized only he could see this, her mother took no interest whatsoever, and Andrew thought he should alert her, because this was wrong, something was terribly wrong—and as the child spattered blue and yellow cuts deep into the paper she looked at him again and he could see there was spit bubbling out of her mouth, was it even foam? And Andrew opened his mouth to say something, he didn’t know what, but before he got the chance—

	—the woman had turned from the window. She didn’t look angry, or annoyed, or frustrated—that was the oddness of it—her face looked perfectly composed and neutral. “Enough,” she said, calmly, and stood up, and she was pulling the little girl up too, by the shoulders, and up into her arms. And the little girl began to scream again, and this time it was a scream of fear, she knew she was in trouble now—and the mother didn’t care, she was into the aisle, and carrying the girl up to the other end of the carriage, the girl struggling and kicking and lashing out, and yet for all that still holding on tight to her crayons and her colouring book. And the mother and child were gone.

	The sudden silence was a shock. Andrew closed his eyes right away, to see if he could find that drowsiness again, but the silence rang right round his head.

	He looked out of the window. It was black out there, just black. He couldn’t see a thing, not a single house, or a tree; it was as if someone had painted over the windows, and there was a glossy shine to the black that began to give Andrew a headache.

	Presently the woman came back, and sat down in her seat. Andrew was pleased to see the noisy little girl wasn’t with her.

	He closed his eyes again. A couple of minutes later, when he opened them, he saw that one of the businessmen had fallen asleep. He closed his eyes once more; when he opened them, a few minutes after, he saw that the second businessman had succumbed too, and his head was lolling against his partner’s, and they seemed huddled together for warmth and protection. It almost made Andrew laugh out loud—and he decided that he’d like to take a picture of them with his phone, and send it to his wife. She would find it funny, and she could show it to their daughter too! He took out the phone, but it still hadn’t found a signal.

	Next time he closed his eyes he wanted to see whether he could make the old woman fall asleep too. But she didn’t, she remained forever glued so sourly to her magazine. Never mind.

	The mother was staring out at the blackness of the night.

	He wondered where the little girl had got to.

	The mother then took a thermos flask out of her bag, and poured herself a cup of tea. She sipped at it, turned back to the window.

	Andrew closed his eyes one last time, tried to fall asleep. The train rocked from side to side as it sped down the tracks, it made him feel like a baby, it made him feel drowsy. But all the while he listened out for the return of the little girl, he knew the little girl would be back soon, must be, he was tense with anticipation of the noise she would make.

	He refused to open his eyes for a good ten minutes. He kept himself busy by reciting, silently, and in strict chronological order, the captains of the English cricket team since Len Hutton. When he reached the present day, he opened up—and looked—and the girl still hadn’t returned. The mother had put away her tea now, the old woman was still reading, the businessmen and the middle-aged man all still asleep.

	Where was she?

	He got to his feet. No one looked up. He walked down the aisle to the end of the compartment. The electronic door trundled open for him with a hiss.

	The girl wasn’t to be seen. He tried the far door, but it was locked, this was the end of the train. A sign said the toilet was vacant, and Andrew knew that little girls aren’t always very scrupulous about locks. He hesitated, then knocked gently upon the door. “Are you all right?” he called.

	There was no answer, and that annoyed him, she must have been in there for twenty minutes now, twenty at the very least, time for him to recite the English cricket team and back again! And he realized he needed the toilet anyway, he hadn’t been since halfway over the Atlantic Ocean, and so when he knocked again it wasn’t just as an interfering busybody, but as a man who had waited long and patiently for the lavatory and was now claiming his due right to pee.

	He pushed upon the door, very tentatively, and it swung open, and he peeked his head around the door, fully prepared to make protestations of surprise when he saw the little girl inside—but there was no one there—and he supposed that was a good thing, he hadn’t really wanted the embarrassment of a girl with her undies round her ankles—but where was she then? Where had she got to? And the answer crept over him, and any urine that had been nestling in his bowels froze to ice and was never going to come out now, not ever. . . .

	. . . The mother had thrown her overboard. She must have thrown her overboard. 

	She had had enough of her tantrums, and had picked her up, and marched her down the aisle, and to the window, and chucked her out. And he could imagine the little girl’s screams being cut off as she was sucked into the night, and how her body would have fallen down the side of the speeding train, as if she were flying, as if she were a witch, a little witch who’d lost her broomstick, falling until her head smashed against the track.

	And then the mother had calmly returned to her seat. And all the while since had been staring out into the blackness. The blackness into which she had tossed her child.

	No.

	That couldn’t be it.

	Think.

	He had had his eyes closed. And what had happened, surely—yes—was that the girl had walked past him to the other end of the compartment—tiptoed past, probably, unusually quietly, but girls were peculiar things, weren’t they, maybe she was playing some sort of game?—she was now no doubt terrorizing another compartment altogether. And the mother? The mother who had just sat in her seat the whole time (half an hour more like, really) whilst her daughter ran amok somewhere without supervision? That made her a bad parent, perhaps, but he could live with that, he wasn’t the best parent in the world either, was he, was he? She could be a bad parent, that still made more sense than that she was a murderer.

	He sighed with relief, and only then realized he’d been holding his breath. And he closed the toilet door; he couldn’t do anything especially useful in there, but he splashed some lukewarm water on to his face, he wiped it off with a paper towel. It was better than nothing, better that than he’d had a wasted journey.

	And with full confidence he walked back down the aisle to his seat at the other end of the compartment. And he was going to sit down, he really was, and that would have been the end of the matter—but there was just a moment’s hesitation, the need to satisfy some stupid lingering doubt—or maybe it was something to do with velocity, he was already on a trajectory to the next compartment, why stop short, why not walk straight on and look?

	The electronic door wouldn’t open for him. He tugged at it. It wouldn’t budge.

	It wasn’t locked, nothing like that, what would be the point? But it was jammed, very definitely jammed, and there was probably nothing suspicious in that, no cause for alarm, it wasn’t as if his compartment had been deliberately segregated from the rest of the train (why on earth did that pop into his head?). But he pulled at the door with all his might, he grunted with the effort. Until he became convinced that all the passengers behind him were watching, and laughing. And then he stopped, and he turned about, and of course no one was watching, no one even cared.

	He stood there, bit his lip. Tried to work out what to do.

	The girl was small, maybe she was hiding somewhere in the carriage? (Silently, for over half an hour?) He walked down the aisle again, and he looked this way and that, he looked underneath the tables and upon all the rows of seats. And he thought, has she got off? Could she simply have got off? The train hadn’t stopped at any stations yet, it was two hours’ journey until York—but maybe they had reached York; he hadn’t thought he’d fallen asleep when he’d closed his eyes before, but maybe he had without realizing it, he was jetlagged to tiny bits, maybe they’d passed a dozen stations and he hadn’t even noticed, maybe the train had stopped and the little girl had got off—late at night—on her own—and her mother had stayed onboard and waved her goodbye—for some reason—and—

	“Excuse me,” he said softly to the old woman with the magazine, “has the train stopped anywhere yet?”

	The old woman looked up, at last, and stared at him, and she didn’t reply—and it didn’t seem to Andrew that she was being rude, there was utter blankness in that expression, maybe she didn’t understand English? (Although the magazine was in English, wasn’t it?) She continued to stare, she wouldn’t look away.

	And he said, “What happened to the little girl?” And at that her mouth began to open, very slowly, it was almost as if he could hear the creak of those old lips parting, and muscles that had lain dormant for so long began to grind as they were forced into action—and suddenly Andrew didn’t want to see what would happen next—he didn’t want to see that mouth open—he didn’t want to see what might be inside—and he whipped his head away from her, he backed off, he fought down a sudden swell of panic and breathed and breathed again and felt his heart steady. He looked back at the old woman, he forced himself to, and she was once more staring intently at her magazine, it was as if he’d never approached her in the first place.

	He saw that her eyes weren’t moving, she wasn’t reading anything, it was all staring, just stares. He walked past her and turned around to look at the pages, and saw that across the centrefold was a picture of a young woman, a model, prettier than the old woman could ever have been. He wondered if she’d been gazing upon this one picture for the entire journey. He wondered why.

	He went back to the end of the carriage. He pulled down the window, and took a deep breath of fresh air, and felt better.

	And he could see that it was possible, look. See how the window opened nice and wide? A little girl could squeeze through there, no problem. He himself could squeeze through, probably, if he hunched his shoulders a bit. That was all it would take, and then he’d be with the girl, they’d both be off this train and the wretched journey would be over. And the blackness was perfect, he could see the beauty of it now, this close up, his face so close it was grazing it. So shiny, new even—and the little girl hadn’t suffered, he could see that now, she had just flown away into the dark and would never have hit the ground, the wind so fast and carrying her off safely. And he knew then that he would do it too. He would do it. He would do it. He would step out into the blackness. He would do it. He would never see his wife or daughter again, but then, was he ever going to have seen them anyway, what, really? Because he couldn’t believe that, he couldn’t picture that, the three of them together, around a Christmas tree, laughing, hugging, it was beyond imagining, it seemed so fake—and there was nothing fake about the blackness, that was the only truth, why not accept it? He would do it. And the wife and daughter might be sad, for a bit, he wondered if they would. But they’d never find his body, it’d be lost within the black.—And he wondered whether his luggage at least would make it home, he had Christmas presents for his family, he’d like them to have something nice to open on the 
big day.

	He stepped forward. He felt something hard under his foot. He toyed with it for a moment, rolled it under his sole, then frowned, wondering what it was. He lifted the foot to see.

	There were two crayons. One blue, one yellow.

	He picked them up. He looked at them for a while.

	When he walked back into the compartment the lights seemed dimmer somehow. As if the darkness had seeped in from somewhere, or was it just because he was tired? Because he was so tired. And the old woman was asleep now, her head slumped awkwardly, uncomfortably, and she’d dropped her magazine on the floor—and Andrew thought he should pick it up for her, but he never wanted to go near her again, and as he passed her down the aisle he pressed his body hard against the opposite row of seats.

	Everyone was asleep. Except the mother, who was no longer looking out of the window, she was looking at him. And smiling.

	“Ssh,” she said, and she put her finger to her lips. “Let’s not wake them.”

	“No,” said Andrew.

	She tapped at the seat next to her. “Come and sit down,” she said. And Andrew did.

	
	The woman took out her flask and poured herself a tea. She asked whether Andrew would like one. He thanked her, said no. And she nodded at that, as if that was what she’d been expecting, and smiled, and sipped at her tea, and looked back out of the window again, as if her audience with Andrew was at an end.

	Andrew felt he should leave her, get up, return to his own seat. But he felt so heavy.

	He was still holding the crayons, bunched together tight in his fist.

	“Excuse me,” he said, and the woman looked at him. “Excuse me,” he said again, and held the crayons out to her.

	He wondered what she’d do. Whether the woman would look shocked. Or remorseful. Whether she’d get violent, or cry, or confess. But her face didn’t change at all, it was most disappointing.

	“Is that some sort of Christmas present for me?” she said.

	“Yes,” said Andrew. “No. I mean. For your daughter.”

	“Do you have a daughter?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then why don’t you give your presents to her?” And her eyes twinkled, because she was teasing him—was she teasing him?

	“No,” he said. “I mean. You don’t, I. I thought. I think your daughter may have dropped them.”

	She took them from him then, looked at them hard, studied them even. “I don’t think these can be my daughter’s,” she concluded finally, and handed them back.

	“Why not?”

	“Because I don’t have a daughter.”

	Anymore, thought Andrew—he dared her to say it, anymore. “Oh,” he said.

	The woman smiled. And went back to the window.

	“No,” said Andrew. “I mean. Hey.”

	She looked back.

	“You don’t have . . . ?”—and he so much wanted to ask directly, he’d seen her with her, hadn’t he, the whole carriage had—although he knew that if he woke them up they would all deny it, he knew that with sudden cold certainty, if they even talked to him, if they even acknowledged him at all. He wanted to say, but I saw you with the girl, the girl you got rid of, what did you do to her? And instead he said, “You don’t have a daughter? Well, have, have you ever wanted one?”

	The woman raised her eyebrows at that, amused, and Andrew blushed.

	“I don’t have anyone,” she said. And she held his gaze this time, daring him to contradict her—but, no, it wasn’t that, she wasn’t daring him at all, she spoke with the confidence of utter truth, she knew he wouldn’t contradict her, why would he try?

	“I’m sorry,” said Andrew. “So, you’ve no one to spend Christmas with?”

	“No.”

	“I’m sorry.” And he felt an urge to invite her home, she could stay with his family, she could be his family, he felt it rise up inside him, if he had been breathing more freely then it might even have popped out.

	She stared out at the night. He stared at it too. And it seemed to him they were hurtling through a void, they were nowhere at all, nowhere, that the tracks would end and the train would fall into the void deeper and deeper and they would be lost, it seemed to him this may have already happened.

	“Are you seeing your family for Christmas?” she asked.

	And he told her.

	He told her of the presents he had for them in his suitcase. For his daughter he had some dolls bought specially in Boston, all of them famous figures from the American Revolution, she wouldn’t find them anywhere else! And for his wife he’d picked up some perfume at duty free. But now these gifts felt a bit paltry. What would his daughter want with a figurine of Paul Revere? But little girls were so good at playing games, weren’t they, he had seen her have hours of fun with a cardboard box, she had pretended it was a car, and a dinosaur, and a spaceship, and she’d said to Andrew, play with me, pretend with me—but Andrew wasn’t very good at pretending, when his daughter shot him with her fingers and Andrew fell over he always tried a bit too hard and he was sure she was embarrassed by his efforts; she had taken that cardboard box, pretended it was a time machine, and a zoo, and a father, he’d come home once and she’d got a box and was pretending it was him. He didn’t know what to do with his own daughter, and each time she’d grown, and aged, and changed. And what would his wife want with perfume? But he had a better present for them, something he couldn’t wrap, should he tell? He’d be coming home for good. For good. No, not this time, but soon, very soon. Because for the last year and a half he’d been doing these trips to the States, and his wife had said to him, you’re missing out on your daughter’s childhood! and he had said, but it’s my job, I have to go where they tell me, do you think I have any choice? But now he was coming home for good, by April he’d be back in Britain, they said some time in the spring, it’d be May at the latest. He’d be home, and his wife had said, you’re not only running out on her childhood, you’re running out on me—and she wouldn’t be able to say that anymore. She wouldn’t be able to complain about a bloody thing. And when he told them both, and he’d tell them on Christmas morning, he’d keep it as a proper present, how happy they would be! Because his wife was wrong, he wasn’t trying to avoid her, that was ridiculous, he loved her, he was pretty sure he loved her, being at home with her again would take some adjustment but it would be worth it. 

	He was scared. Of course he was scared. He couldn’t remember his wife’s name. How odd. The jetlag. His own wife’s name, and he was fairly certain she’d had one. He couldn’t remember his daughter’s name. He wondered whether he might have written them down somewhere, maybe they were on his mobile phone, along with the names of his bosses and his secretarial staff and all his clients, but no—no—he’d call them now, he’d ask—but there was still no signal, the phone said it couldn’t find a network provider. And he was scared, because he knew when he got home there would be that conversation, because that conversation always happened when he got back, sooner or later. And when he’d tried calling his wife recently she’d been so curt with him, she sounded so very far away—and when he told her he’d be home for Christmas for a whole two weeks she sounded almost sarcastic—”Great,” she’d said—that was all—”Great.” And she never let his daughter come to the phone anymore, she was too busy being asleep in bed or playing with cardboard boxes or being dead. And he knew then. Oh God, he knew then. His wife didn’t love him. Not anymore. She had once. Not anymore. 

	And his daughter. His daughter, his daughter was dead. She was dead. And his wife hadn’t even told him! She hadn’t told him, because he was in Boston, what good would it do? She hadn’t told him because she was angry with him, she’d had a daughter, and she’d slipped through his fingers, she’d got lost in the blackness of the night. Though, to be fair, maybe she had told him, didn’t he remember that time—wasn’t there a phone call—wasn’t there a conversation, and a lot of tears, and he’d had to go to a meeting, they were waiting for him, he wasn’t going to listen to this shit, “Bastard!” she’d said, she’d screamed her tears out, he hadn’t realized you could scream tears out like that, “now, now,” he’d said, “I’ll be home for Christmas, we can talk about it properly then.” “Great,” she’d said. Oh God. Oh God. He’d had a daughter, and she was lost, and he was lost too.

	The woman who had never been a mother and had never had a daughter took his hand. She smiled. She asked if he would like that cup of tea now. He said yes.

	“Wipe away your tears,” she said.

	“Yes.”

	She poured him a cup. It was steaming hot. It tasted bitter.

	“You get some sleep,” she said. “Don’t you worry. I’ll wake you when you get home.”

	“Yes. Thank you. Yes.”

	He settled back in his seat. It felt so soft suddenly, and it was peaceful, there wasn’t a sound. And the train rocked from side to side as it sped down the void, it made him feel like a baby, it made him feel drowsy.

	“Can I keep the presents?” she asked. He didn’t know what she meant for a moment. “The crayons?” He gave them to her. She put them in her pocket. She smiled again, took his hand again, squeezed it. She let him sleep.

	
	It wasn’t the woman who woke him up. It was a station guard, shaking his shoulder gently. “Come on, mate, end of the line,” he said. There was no one else in the compartment, and the lights were on full. “Come on, some of us have Christmas to get home to!”

	Andrew fetched his luggage from the rack. It felt lighter than he remembered. He stepped out on to the platform. Edinburgh was icy, and wet, and right, and home, and he breathed the air in, and felt awake.

	He caught a taxi. The taxi driver was playing a medley of Christmas songs. Andrew didn’t mind.

	He couldn’t find his keys. He hammered at the front door. “Let me in!” he cried. And then, to take the desperation out of his voice, “Let me in, it’s Santa Claus!”

	And his wife opened up. There she was. Oh, there she was.

	“Do you love me?” he said, and he could see that she did, her eyes shone with it, he hadn’t realized how very obvious love could look. “I love you,” he told her, “I love you,” and decided not to add that he couldn’t remember her name.

	“Where is our daughter?” he said. “Is she all right? Is she alive?”

	He didn’t wait for an answer, he ran up the stairs, ran to the bedroom. His daughter was in bed, and stirred at his noise. “Daddy?” she said. She rubbed at her eyes. “Daddy? Is it really you?”

	“Yes,” he said, “yes, darling, I’m home, I’m home, and I’m never leaving again!” He wouldn’t leave, sod the job, sod Boston, he’d found something he thought had been lost, he wouldn’t let go. And she was better than he remembered, she’d reached the age at last where he would never feel uncomfortable with her, or anxious, she was perfect, she was shiny, what luck.

	He pulled her out of bed, right by the shoulders, held her, hugged her, and he kissed her head and he kissed her hair. And he knew her name, it was all right. She smelled to him of earth, and mud, and dead leaves, but it was all right. He rocked her in his arms. And after a while he stopped, but the rocking just kept on going, and he didn’t know what it was.

	
	

	FAVOURITE


	The first surprise was that my younger brother phoned me at all. The second was what he had to say.

	“Mum’s dead,” he told me, and burst into tears.

	“Now calm down,” I said. “Are you all right?”

	“Of course I’m not all right! Mum’s dead, and I’m never going to see her again. I had all these chances to see her, so many chances, and they’re all wasted now, I used them up.”

	“Okay,” I said. I took the phone to the armchair, settled down. I could see this conversation lasting quite a while. “Okay,” I said again, once I’d got myself comfortable, “how did all this happen? Tell me about it.”

	“The leukaemia,” he said. “The leukaemia’s finally got her.”

	“I didn’t know she had leukaemia,” I said.

	“Yeah, well, there’s lots that you didn’t know. I suppose I just didn’t want to tell you. I suppose you’ve had it easier.” From anyone else that might have sounded like a rebuke, but not my baby brother. He was just telling the truth.

	“It all sounds pretty horrible,” I said sympathetically. “Leukaemia’s a rotten way to go, I expect. So it wasn’t a shock, or anything, was it? I expect, at the end, you must have felt a bit of relief.”

	“Well, yeah,” he admitted, “but that’s not the point, is it?”

	I supposed not, and he began crying again.

	“When did all this happen?” I asked.

	“Last Thursday.”

	“Thursday? Mum’s been dead the best part of a week, and you wait until now to tell me . . .”

	“I’ve been feeling very down,” he said. And although I couldn’t see him, I knew he’d be sticking out his bottom lip, just like he always did as a kid. You’d tell him off, he’d know he was in the wrong, and out would pop that lip, right on cue.

	“It doesn’t matter,” I said, although it did, and I couldn’t help but feel a little hurt. “I just would like to think you could turn to me if you needed me. I’m here for you, sweetie. I love you.”

	“I know,” he said. “I know you are.” The bottom lip was still out, I could all but hear it on the end of the phone, quivering. “Oh, Connie,” he said. “I’m never going to see Mum again. I’m never going to see my own mother . . . again.”

	There was a lot more talk like this, but eventually he hung up—he was calling long distance, he said, and it was peak rate, and he’d forgotten he’d been the one who’d phoned. He thanked me again for listening, it had helped him a lot. I didn’t think I had helped him, actually, he sounded just as upset as before, but I didn’t like to argue. Before he went he threw me one last tidbit. “It’s not fair,” he said. “That’s what gets me. I’m the youngest. You and Anthony, you had bags more time to spend with her than I did. It’s just not fair.” And there was no answer to that.

	After he’d gone I paced around the house for a bit, and then decided I really ought to call Anthony. I couldn’t remember the phone number, and had forgotten where I’d written it down, so it was nearly an hour before I dialled the number and heard his voice.

	“Hello?” Anthony said.

	“Hello, Anthony,” I said, feeling strangely formal. “It’s Connie.” And added, unnecessarily, I hope, “Your sister.”

	“Oh, hello, Connie,” said Anthony.

	Anthony was my elder brother. I spoke to him even less frequently than I did my younger. The last time would have been the previous Christmas. First we’d stopped doing presents, then we’d stopped the visits and the cards. The phone calls were the only thing we had left, a few awkward minutes grabbed some time between the Queen’s Speech and the turkey.

	“I just heard from Kevin,” I said, quickly, as if eager to explain why I was breaking protocol and phoning him when there were no decorations up. “He said Mum’s dead.”

	“Yes, I know,” said Anthony. “He called.”

	“Oh,” I said. “When was that?”

	“Let me think,” he said, and did. “Thursday.”

	I felt put out by that, and couldn’t help but give a disappointed “Oh.” And then a “he’s only just phoned me,” which sounded a bit pathetic and needy.

	“We’re brothers,” he said. “Brothers are closer, aren’t they?” And I thought, no, not really. You’ve never much liked Kevin, he was eight years younger than you and when we were kids that was too much of a gap, at best he’d been an irrelevance, at worst something you could be cruel to. I was quite certain Anthony didn’t like Kevin. And I’d been pretty sure Kevin didn’t like Anthony either.

	“How did he sound to you?” I asked.

	“How did he sound to you?”

	“Well,” I said, “he was pretty upset.”

	“Oh, for God’s sake,” said Anthony, “he was unbearable with me. Crying down the phone. He just has to get a grip. Did he cry for you?”

	I slipped right back into the role I’d played when we were children, lying for Kevin, trying to protect him. “Not very much.”

	“I bet he did,” said Anthony. “I bet he cried during the whole call. He has to get a grip. I mean, what is he now, twenty-eight? He has to get himself some sort of job, some sort of life, he can’t be the baby forever. I said to him he should pull himself together, find a job, stop being so irresponsible.”

	“You didn’t say all that to him on Thursday, did you?” I asked. “I mean, Mum had just died and everything . . .”

	“Yeah, maybe I went a bit too far. But I’m right, Connie, you know I am. He was always Mum’s favourite, right from the start she spoiled him. I think he’ll be better off without her, stand on his own two feet. And no, I didn’t say that to him on Thursday,” as I began to interrupt, “I’m not totally insensitive.” He thought for a bit. “All this grief,” he said, “it’s so ridiculous. All this wailing and gnashing of teeth. I shan’t be that way when Mum goes, I tell you. I’ll show a little more dignity.”

	I asked him what he meant.

	“I’ve been through so much worse already,” he reminded me. “It’s nothing to lose a parent, you expect that. But my wife died, and she was so young, and that’s difficult.”

	I’d bumped into Anthony’s wife by accident out shopping only a few months ago. We’d had a coffee and a chat. She’d told me that getting away from Anthony was the best thing she’d ever done. “He means well,” she’d said, “but, God, he’s bitter.” Of course, I hadn’t told Anthony I’d seen her. It wouldn’t be right.

	“How’s work?” I asked, changing the subject.

	“It’s all right,” he said shortly, meaning it probably wasn’t. Anthony worked as a beautician and hair stylist—and, in fact, wasn’t gay, and resented the idea people thought he must be. He carried that resentment into work every day, his wife had told me, which is why all the women’s faces he worked on always came out the other end looking so grumpy. As I say, bitter.

	The change of conversation, the attempt at ordinary pleasantries, was a signal to both of us that this phone call had outlived its usefulness. Before I hung up, I told him what Kevin had said about it not being fair. “Well,” said Anthony. “It isn’t, is it?”

	
	The next day after work I drove over to my parents’ house. I’d been the only one of their children not to have moved far away, but I still didn’t visit as often as I should have. I rang the bell, and Dad answered the door.

	“Hi, Dad,” I said. “How are you?”

	“Oh, I’m fine,” he said, and gave me a kiss. He let me in, took my coat, asked me how work was going.

	“I heard about Mum,” I said. “Kevin phoned me.”

	“Oh dear. Was he very upset?”

	“He was a bit.”

	“Did he cry a lot?”

	“Yes.”

	“Oh dear.” Dad bit his lip. He’d never really known what to do about Kevin—he’d been Mum’s favourite, not his. “Well, I suppose that’s to be expected.”

	“Is Mum around?”

	“Yes, of course,” said Dad. “She’s in the kitchen. I think she’s making gingerbread men.”

	When I went into the kitchen, Mum looked happy enough. She was covered in flour, and wearing her favourite apron, one that Kevin had given her for Christmas a few years back. “Hello, sweetie,” she said. “I’m making gingerbread men!”

	“Yes, Dad told me.”

	“I think this lot are going to come out rather well.” Mum only made gingerbread men when she was trying to avoid thinking about other things. The times we were going through our school exams, the time when Anthony was in hospital to have his tonsils out, that horrible month when she found out Dad was having an affair and for a while we all thought the marriage might be over . . . we’d all been drowning in gingerbread men back then.

	“I heard about you and Kevin,” I said.

	She stopped dead in mid-bustle. Smoothed down her apron. “Yes,” she said quietly, “I thought you must have.”

	“Leukaemia.”

	She nodded. “Very unpleasant. Is he all right? No, don’t tell me. I’m better off not knowing.”

	There was quiet for a while. She managed a smile, but it was a little guilty, I think. Then clucked her tongue, said to herself, “Well, that’s that over,” and got back to her baking. I watched her for a bit.

	“It must be hard for you,” I said eventually. “Kevin was always your favourite, wasn’t he?” It was meant to be sympathetic, not be an accusation of anything, but it all came out wrong.

	“Your father and I didn’t have favourites.”

	“Not Dad, maybe. But you did.” I remembered the little story she’d once told us. How she’d always wanted a boy, more than anything in the world. But she’d got it a bit wrong with Anthony, he was her first child, she was awkward, maybe tried too hard. She knew she’d do better with her next one, but that had been a girl, me. So she’d given it another go, and out had popped another boy, her perfect boy, this time he was just right. And as we watched she’d lifted him in the air, because Kevin was still very young, and given him a kiss.

	“God, did I tell you that? God, that’s awful. I was joking, Connie. Sweetie, it was a joke.” But it wasn’t. And Anthony had known it, and I had known it, and by God, Kevin had certainly known it. “Poor Kevin,” she said.

	“He’ll be all right.”

	She nodded briefly, went back to the oven.

	“It just seems so cruel,” I said suddenly, and my voice may have been a bit too loud. “The whole lot of it.”

	“Is there anyone special in your life yet?” she asked me. “Some man? You’d be so pretty if you tidied yourself up more. Put on a face, did something with your hair.” But I didn’t want to talk about that.

	She gave me a gingerbread man, still warm from the oven. I bit off its head. It was too sweet, she’d put too much sugar in, she always put in too much sugar. “Nice?” she asked, and I nodded. “I wish you could take some of these to Kevin,” she said with a sigh. “I know how much he loves them. They’re his favourites.”

	I said nothing. Ate the rest of its body, torso and feet, just to be polite.

	“Will you be going to my funeral?” she asked me. “Will you see Kevin there?”

	“I doubt it,” I said. “I doubt he’ll even invite me. Why should he?”

	
	But, in fact, Kevin did invite me. I was quite taken aback. But I checked at work, found out if I did some early shifts I could take the day off without eating up my holiday time, I was happy with that. When I got to the church I looked around for Anthony, but couldn’t see him anywhere. With a little buzz of pride I realized that Kevin had invited me and not his elder brother, that I was favoured after all. It put me in a good mood for the whole service.

	Mum had never been a religious person, and nor, I thought, had Kevin. But he stood up at the lectern and read some very nice verses surprisingly well. They were all about death and life and eternal love. I doubt he got the proper meaning across, but they certainly sounded very sad and moving. I told him so afterwards, and he thanked me for coming.

	“It’s a pretty good turn-out,” he said. I looked around, but didn’t recognize anybody. Friends of his, I supposed, or a part of my mother’s life she’d shared with him not me.

	“How are you holding up?” I asked. He nodded solemnly, as if this were an answer. He looked weak and vulnerable, but then he always looked weak and vulnerable. Right from the start he was the sort of person who invited you to protect him or to persecute him. Mum and I had protected—just about everybody else had gone the other way.

	I remembered the way he was bullied at school; he’d always be coming home with a grazed knee, or his lunch money stolen, always crying. I’d decided to do something about it. One day I’d waited for the most regular of the bullies, laid into him with my fists, secured from him not only the money returned with interest but the promise he’d never bother my brother again. Kevin had been furious. From now on, he’d told me, crying, always crying, his life would be a living hell, the kid who needed his sister to protect him. “It’ll be humiliating,” he’d said. “I hate you.”

	Now we stood together, and I didn’t know what to say to him, and he didn’t know what to say to me. And I smiled kindly and took his hand and squeezed it, and he nodded solemnly once more, doing the whole orphan thing. Being so brave. And I felt a flash of Anthony’s impatience, for God’s sake, you’re twenty-eight years old, and watched with disgust as he began to cry. “It’ll be okay, sweetie,” I said.

	Mum’s body was in an open coffin. She’d been made up and looked pretty, if a little exhausted. I suppose that’s what the leukaemia does to you, it must really wear you out. She certainly looked older and feebler than the Mum I knew. I said you could see it had been a struggle for her, she was at peace now. And Kevin said he knew it was best for her, it was selfish to wish she was still alive, but he couldn’t help it, he was selfish.

	The body was cremated, and Kevin was told he’d be given an urn of her ashes. “Would you like some of them?” he asked me kindly. I thanked him, of course, but told him the ashes should be his.

	“Have you seen her recently?” Kevin asked me in a hush. “I mean, is she all right?”

	He shouldn’t have asked, and he knew it. What could I say? “Mum’s dead, Kevin,” I told him. “They’re putting her in an urn.”

	
	It was maybe a year and a half after that that Mum died for Anthony. There’d been a cyst, apparently, and everyone had assumed it had just been a trivial thing. But the cyst had grown and ripened and spread and felled Mum dead in her tracks. Thank God it had all been a lot quicker than the leukaemia. I sent Anthony a letter of condolence, and his thank you reply was very stiff and cool—but since everything Anthony ever wrote to me was stiff and cool, I read nothing untoward in that. And then, a few months later, he phoned me up and said he was unexpectedly in the area—could he buy me lunch?

	There was a little Spanish place he said was his favourite, we could have tapas. And it struck me that only Anthony could have favourite restaurants for a part of the country he never visited. I made an effort before going to see him, washed my hair, put on make-up. I knew he wouldn’t mean to, but he’d sit there critically and judge me, it was his job. I arrived and he was already there, drinking a glass of wine. He was immaculate, of course; he looked sleek and groomed and shiny, and I thought he’d probably plucked his eyebrows. 

	We automatically shook hands, then realized we were related to each other, and kissed cheeks.

	“You look well,” I said.

	“So do you,” he replied smoothly. And frowned. “But if I could give just a little advice . . . ?”

	“If you want.”

	“Clear and simple is a good choice, keep it natural. But you can overdo simplicity, you know. You could stand to wear a little more make-up.”

	“I am wearing a little make-up. Look.”

	“I’m just saying. There’s a pretty face under there, it just needs bringing out.”

	“Look. I’ve got lipstick on, and some mascara too. Look.”

	“All right. I’m just saying. It’s just that the boyish look suits some, and not others. And you could stand to look a little more feminine.”

	We ordered some tapas. He spoke to the waiter as if he knew him.

	“I’m sorry about Mum,” I said. “How are you holding up?”

	He thought about this, finished chewing, then plucked an olive stone from his mouth. “It’s been very odd,” he said. “I actually cried. Do you know, I actually cried.” He shook his head, in some amusement. “It’s true. I’d wake up, tears would be coming out of my eyes. Streaming. Most peculiar.” He popped another olive into his mouth.

	“Only to be expected,” I said. “Mum being dead and everything.”

	“Why is it expected, do you think?” And he bored those eyes on to me. Yes, the eyebrows were plucked, I’m sure of it.

	“I don’t know,” I floundered. “You’ll never see her again.”

	“Oh, no, that’s not it,” he replied, and I felt put in my place. “I’m always prepared for that. Every time I’d see Mum or Dad, I’d always say goodbye to them as if for the last time.”

	“Right,” I said.

	“Because you just don’t know, do you? What’s around the corner. That comes of having a wife who’s died so tragically. Even the two of us, when we say goodbye after lunch, I’ll say it as if it’s for the last time. Just to be sure.”

	“Right,” I said.

	“No, all the crying was something more psychological than that. More profound, from within me. You know, when I reached my eighteenth birthday, I thought, that’s it, I’m an adult now. Things will change, I’ll feel different. I’ll be different. But I wasn’t different at all. And then, when I got married. Now it’ll happen, I said to myself, walking up the aisle. I took Nicola to the Algarve, and for the whole honeymoon I waited in vain for adulthood to kick in. With Mum’s death, I think maybe I’m finally there. I feel, at last, that I’m a man.”

	I was going to say “Right” again, but stopped myself. I watched as he deliberately skewered another olive on to a stick, aiming exactly for the very centre.

	“And my work’s improved,” he said. “I think there’s a new maturity to it. Everybody says so. Well, most people anyway. The ones who count. They say that within my celebration of life there is now a recognition of death. It’s very fulfilling. I mean,” he went on, twisting that stick into the olive, twisting it on ever further, “there’s still room for development. I’m interested to see what will happen to me when Dad dies. But, you know, I’m happy now,” and he did look happy, actually, and that was a good thing, I supposed, “there’s no rush, 
I can wait.”

	“You should call Kevin,” I said. “Have you called Kevin? Now you’ve both lost Mum. It’s something you should talk about.”

	“I must do that,” he agreed.

	“And we should keep in touch. You know. More than we do.”

	“We must.”

	He smiled at me indulgently then. “That’s the thing about you,” he said. “You always want to put people right. Make sure we’re just a happy family.”

	“Oh,” I said. “Do you think so?”

	“You’re just like Mum. You look a lot like her, you know. Or you could do. If you just took a bit of care, wore a bit of make-up, did a bit of work to your hair.”

	“Yes, you said.”

	“I could help you make more of yourself. I’d be glad to. Free of charge, of course. Well, save materials. Free labour.”

	And all I could think of was Mum lying there in that coffin, all made up to look pretty before they’d burned her, her hair neater than it had ever been in life, her cheeks pink and lips red to hide the pallor—because she must have been pale, mustn’t she, underneath? And it was silly to care because it wasn’t as if she were my Mum, not exactly. And I couldn’t tell Anthony, because it wasn’t exactly his Mum either.

	“Thanks,” I said. “I’m fine.”

	“I know you are, sweetie,” he said. “I was just saying.”

	I offered to pay for the meal; it seemed only fair, since he was the one who was mourning. And he insisted we go dutch. We kissed on the cheeks as brother and sister would do, and then somehow ended up shaking hands anyway, that all went wrong somehow. And he said goodbye to me as if it were the last time he’d ever see me, and I wondered if it might be.

	
	Mum and Dad died for each other at exactly the same time. There was a car crash. The policeman told me they wouldn’t have felt anything.

	I tried phoning Mum, because I knew she’d be upset. And when there was no answer I began to get worried. A few hours later she called me from a phone box. “It’s a bit embarrassing,” she said. “But obviously your father and I can’t live together any more. Can I stay with you for a bit?” I picked her up in the car, and she flung her arms around me. “Oh God,” she said. “It was horrible. Our heads passing through the windscreen like that. I don’t care what that policeman said, it really hurt.” She reached out and took my hand tightly; I couldn’t steer the car properly when she did that, so I pulled over to the curb—I didn’t want her dying in a car crash twice the same night. “You’re the only one left, Connie,” she said. “You’re the only one left.”

	I don’t have a big house, but it has a spare bedroom, and I’d naturally assumed it could easily accommodate any visitors should the need arise. But in all the years I’d lived there the need never had arisen, not even once. It was full of boxes: old school books, clothes I hadn’t worn since I was a girl, dolls. I did my best to stick everything into the back of the wardrobes. “Thank you, sweetie,” said Mum. “Oh, thank God for you, thank God for you.” She took my face in her hands gently, stroked my cheeks. “I’m going to need more wardrobe space,” she said.

	For the next few days she didn’t do very much. I’d go off to work in the morning, and by then she’d already be up, watching television, spread out on the sofa in her nightie. When I’d come home she’d still be there, watching repeats of soaps she’d already seen earlier that day. Sometimes she’d perk up and ask if she could help with anything—tidying up, making dinner. Then she’d cry with frustration when the vacuum cleaner wasn’t the same model she was used to, or when the cutlery wasn’t in the drawer she’d expected.

	“Your father was a wonderful man,” she’d tell me from time to time. “There never was a man more kind, more gentle, more tender.”

	Of course, I went to see Dad. It was no surprise he didn’t want to know how Mum was getting on, I knew how awkward that would be. “I’ve found someone else,” he said. “I’m happy.” I didn’t tell Mum, but she found out anyway. “That shit,” she said, and began to sob. “He was just waiting for me to die. He couldn’t keep his hands to himself even when I was alive.”

	It seemed churlish to mind Mum staying with me. She did her best. She tried to keep out of my way, not make any mess. And the insomnia wasn’t her fault, and certainly she could hardly have crept around the sitting room any more quietly. But it was knowing she was there at all. I’d lie in bed at three in the morning, seething as I heard her tiptoe down the stairs, open cupboard doors in the kitchen so gently. Cry to herself in such a quiet selfless little sob.

	One night I got up to confront her. She was in the kitchen making gingerbread men. There was flour everywhere, flour that I knew she’d have cleared up before morning. She started at me guiltily.

	“I didn’t disturb you, sweetie,” she said. “I didn’t, did I?”

	“No,” I answered truthfully. “What are you doing?”

	I helped her to cut the little gingerbread figures, I put a smile on every one. “What do you think happens when we die?” she asked me suddenly.

	“I don’t know, Mum,” I sighed.

	“I mean, when you die to everyone. When there’s no one around any more who knows who you are. No one who remembers you. Do you think we just vanish forever? I think we do. I think we must do. If there’s not even a memory of who you were, what choice do you have?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Oh, Connie,” she said, and stroked my face with floury fingers. “Oh, sweetie. Who’s going to remember you? How many people can you die for, when no one knows who you are? Oh, sweetie, what ever will become of you?”

	One day I came home from work to find a man sitting with Mum on the sofa. He was in his early thirties, wore glasses. She told me she thought he was reasonably good looking, and I could do much worse than let him take me on a date. I didn’t know what to do. I apologized to the man, and he said it was all right—in fact, he was rather lonely, and he wasn’t doing anything that night; my mother had showed him a photograph of me when I was a little girl, and he appreciated I had aged in the mean time, but I was certainly his type. So he was up for the date if I was. He told me his name was Mike, and he shook my hand—then, as an afterthought, he kissed me on the cheek as well. I took Mum to one side and asked her where she’d found him, and she said it was the supermarket. For a moment I thought she meant she’d bought him there and I was confused, but Mum laughed and said, “No, sweetie, he’s a greengrocer there. He was serving behind the counter. Seriously, sweetie,” she whispered, confidentially, “he’s a catch. You can never have too much fruit.”

	Mike waited as Mum took me to the bathroom, did my make-up, fluffed my hair. “You look so pretty,” she cooed.

	We went to a local restaurant. Mike didn’t buy one of the expensive wines, but the one up from the one up from the house red. It was quite nice. I realized that life selling fruit in a supermarket was more interesting than I’d have imagined, and he had many funny anecdotes to tell me. I tried gamely with anecdotes of my own, and he was a gentleman and laughed at the end of each one. Then he took me home and shyly said he hoped we could do it all again some time soon. And I said okay, and gave him my phone number. Then Mum said, no, no, what’s the point in that? “Don’t spare my blushes!” she laughed. “I think you should go to bed together right now! Life is fleeting, and you never know when it’ll be over. Just grab every chance you’ve got.”

	We made love, and it hurt a bit, but not as much as I was expecting. Mike said sorry, and I could see he really meant it, so I told him it didn’t matter. I thought he might then have gone home, but he didn’t. We lay there together for a while, not really knowing what to say. “Your Mum’s nice,” Mike ventured at last. I told him I was going to the toilet, and he said okay. And I asked if he wanted anything, a drink or anything, anything to eat, but he said he was okay.

	Downstairs my Mum was making gingerbread men. She was very excited.

	“I think he’s lovely,” she said. “He reminds me of your father. So kind, so gentle, so tender. But it’s up to you, sweetie. What do you think?”

	She went to the cupboard I used to keep my baked beans in, and took from it a plate. She plonked a gingerbread man on to it. “Here,” she said. “Fresh from the oven.”

	I bit its head off. “You’ve been using salt again, Mum,” I said.

	“Have I?”

	“Yes. It looks the same as sugar, but really, it’s not.”

	But I ate the rest of the body, just to be polite. And I cried.

	“Ssh,” said Mum, and took me in her arms. “It’s okay, Mummy’s here. Mummy’s here.” And at that I couldn’t help it, I cried all the louder. “You were always my favourite,” she told me. “You were, baby. Sweet sweet baby. All the others have gone, but you stuck by me. I love you. And I’m never going to leave you, not ever.”

	I thanked her, said good night.

	Mike was upstairs, no doubt waiting for me to come back to him. And Mum was downstairs, committing unspeakable acts in the kitchen. So there was nowhere for me but the garden. It was cold and I couldn’t stop shivering. And I delivered up a prayer, of sorts, my first since I was a child. For anyone who might care to listen.

	Oh God, I don’t know how I’ll react. How I’ll mourn, whether I’ll cry, whether I’ll go numb. Whether it will be a passing fleeting moment, and then all will seem as it was. You can’t know until it happens to you. But please, God, please. Let me know what it feels like. To find out how I’ll be when my mother dies.


	
	

	ONE MORE 
BLOODY MIRACLE
AFTER ANOTHER


	My daughter Laura is pregnant. I wouldn’t mind, but she’s only two years old. Her little girl stomach is distended with the weight of her baby inside; she only started to walk nine months ago, and now she’s having to prop herself up clinging to the walls, otherwise that big bulge in her tummy will topple her over. My wife is so happy about it. She’s over the moon. She’d always wanted a child, she told me that clearly on our very first date—I’d asked what she was interested in, expecting her to come out with a hobby or her favourite TV programme, and she said just one thing—”Breeding.” And now she gets to have a grandchild too, and she’s already knitting it socks and booties. “I’m going to be a nanna,” she says, “I’ll be the best nanna in the world. It’s a blessing.” I’m not so sure. I wonder whether a family can be just a little too blessed.

	My wife had loved being pregnant. She would show off about it to all her friends, and wear clothes that emphasized her swelling bump. And she was fascinated by the way her body would change daily; I’d come home from work sometimes and she’d be waiting for me, standing in the hallway, naked, all the better to show the latest instances of her metamorphosis, she’d point out the darkening of the areolas around her nipple, or the way her belly button had pushed out. And she’d delight in her glow; “Look, darling,” she’d say, “I’m glowing, can you see how much I’m glowing?” Laura hasn’t got the vocabulary to express herself properly yet, but it’s clear she’s not enjoying her pregnancy quite so much. She sighs as she heaves her bulk around her little playroom, sometimes she’s in tears. My wife tries to be supportive, and is full of good advice about what to expect in the third trimester, and ways Laura can best nurture the foetus—but for all her good intentions, she often gets impatient with her. “You don’t know how lucky you are!” she snaps at her. “Why, all around the world now there are women just begging to conceive, they’re trying all sorts of unnatural methods with frozen sperm and sieves. And here you are, and it’s fallen into your lap. And look at how you glow!” Sometimes my wife gets so angry with Laura she won’t speak to her for days. Once I even saw her slap her. It wasn’t too hard, though, and it was only across the face—she wouldn’t do anything that might hurt that little baby within.

	We didn’t realize Laura was pregnant for a while. Try as hard as we can, we’re not expert parents, and when at first our little daughter ballooned in weight we just thought we were feeding her too much. It wasn’t until the morning sickness took hold of her that my wife recognized the symptoms; she had been taken exactly the same way, her daily vomiting both loud and copious, and how she’d gloried in it, her face rising up from that toilet bowl at me all full of smiles, “Darling, you’re going to be a Daddy!” Laura would wake up each morning and have to toddle to the bathroom and throw up, and her mother would be there, pulling her hair back so it wouldn’t get caught in the effluence, and stroking that hair, and telling her that she was going to be all right, and telling her how lucky she was. I’d suggested we take Laura to a doctor, but my wife was dead set against that—this was an unusual thing, we both knew that, and they’d want to run lots of lab tests on Laura like a lab rat, they’d take her away from us. “And this is our miracle,” said my wife, “this is all ours.” We hid Laura away. It wasn’t as if it were that hard. Laura attended playgroup on Thursday mornings, and we merely cancelled that, my wife thought the other little girls there would be jealous. And it wasn’t as if anyone ever visited, it wasn’t as if we had many friends left, most of them had got bored with us when my wife had been expecting.

	I suppose one of the first things I wondered about was who the father might be. After all, it wasn’t as if Laura had much of a social life, I couldn’t see there could be that many contenders. And I asked myself some searching questions, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t me; I was able to reassure my wife on that score. Certainly, I loved Laura; I hadn’t felt quite as involved with the whole pregnancy thing as my wife had been, truth to tell I’d been a little ambivalent. But when I saw my daughter for the first time—in that hospital bed—all bald and squalling—oh, I felt such a sudden rush of love for her, and I just wanted to pick her up in my arms, and the nurse gave her to me to hold, and I was terrified I’d break her, fragile little thing like that, and the nurse laughed and said she was stronger than she looked. And I’d held her tight then, and I’ve held her tight since, whenever that rush of love came over me I’d lift her out of her cot and give her the biggest cuddle—had I made her pregnant doing that? Had my love been too much? My wife thought it was unlikely, but I couldn’t help worrying about it. The only alternative I could see was that it might have happened at the playgroup. There was a woman in charge of the playgroup, and all the assistants at the playgroup were women too, and only mothers ever collected their children from the playgroup, fathers were too busy—really, it was wall to wall women at the Shillingthorpe Nursery, I can assure you. But some of the toddlers left in care were boys, and I was a boy myself once, I know what naughty tricks boys can get up to. And I went along to the nursery one morning. I stood outside and watched them secretly through the window. None of the little boys seemed sexually boisterous, but I suppose you never can tell. I wondered whether Laura had led them on a bit, had she been flirty, had she flaunted herself, had she been a bit of a tramp?

	But my wife had another, better explanation. “It’ll be a virgin birth,” she said. “You know, like that one in the Bible.” And it was funny, because she’d never been a religious person before, we’d got married at a registry office at her suggestion. And there was that time my mother came over, and all she’d done was ask whether we were going to get Laura christened, and the way my wife had shouted at her, had told her to mind her own business, it had reduced my mother to tears, and I’m quite sure Mummy meant no harm. “No, I’m not having it,” my wife said when I asked her to forgive my mother, “it’s too late for her now, she had a child once and she’s had her chance, she’s not going to ruin my baby the way she ruined hers.” But now my wife would study the Bible, looking for some way to make sense of this unexpected blessing bestowed upon us. “It stands to reason,” she told me. “The first virgin birth was out of the stomach of a grown woman, in the sequel God would want to make it harder.”

	And one of the great joys of my wife’s pregnancy had been choosing Laura’s name together. We’d lie side by side in bed, and try different ones out for size, and we’d laugh at them all, we’d laugh so much back then. “Mary Marshall, Moira Marshall, Mattie Marshall.” And we chose Laura in the end, because Laura was the name of my wife’s late mother, and my wife’s mother had died very young and my wife had never known her well but she was certain she’d have loved my wife very much, and she wanted her mother to be commemorated somehow because she thought it’d have meant the world to her. And because it was the name of the very prettiest of my ex-girlfriends. Though I didn’t share that information with my wife. And, no, we didn’t christen her, but how proud I was when we signed her name on the birth certificate, that name somehow made her real, it turned her into a person. And I had hoped that now there was a new baby in our lives we could do the same thing; we’d lie in bed, we’d say names, we’d laugh. But my wife wasn’t having any of it. “He already has a name,” she told me. “He’s Jesus.” And that did solemnify the mood somewhat, it was hard to laugh in bed when you knew that the messiah was growing inside your infant daughter’s belly in the room just across the hall.

	I wouldn’t want to give you the impression that my wife wasn’t kind to Laura, because she was, quite often; and she’s the one who had to spend all day with her, after all, I got to go to the office, I got some escape from it. And Laura does moan too much. The way she complains about her cramps, you’d think no one had ever been pregnant before! You’d think her own mother herself hadn’t been pregnant, and she’d had the cramps too, she was bent double with them, but she’d smiled through them, she’d welcomed them with open arms. But I feel sometimes that my wife doesn’t talk to Laura very much, she just talks to the foetus inside her—and even when she addresses Laura by name, tells her to clean her teeth or pick up her toys, it’s the bump she’s looking at. And me too—I still pick her up, I still hold her in my arms, but I feel I’m faking it, I no longer quite get that rush of love, I try to, I look for it, but it’s just out of reach. I hold Laura in my arms, and I can feel her little heart beating, but now I think, is it her heart? Or is it Jesus’s? And it troubles me. Laura cries so much, and my wife feels no sympathy, she tells her she should be grateful to be the vessel of the Living Lord. And I don’t know, I think there might be a less spiritual reason for this pregnancy, but I admit it, I can’t feel much sympathy either. Because she’s my little girl, and she’s hurting, and I wouldn’t want her hurting for the whole wide world—but deep down I wonder whether she might have brought this on herself, that she might just be a cheap slapper.

	The cramps were so bad this morning. Laura came to our room, and she was crawling along the floor, it was as if she’d regressed all the way back to a one year old. And there was blood. I insisted we take her to the hospital, and at first my wife refused, but I could tell she was scared, and I was able to convince her to do the right thing. And the doctor inspected Laura. He took X-rays. And even then I wondered whether we’d got the symptoms wrong, that Laura wasn’t pregnant, that our daughter was merely a fat kid who threw up. But no, he was amazed; he said he’d never seen anything like it; “Mr and Mrs Marshall, your little girl is with child.” “Yes, yes,” snapped my wife, “but what of the baby, is He all right, is He going to be okay?” The doctor smiled through his medical bemusement. “Everything’s all right,” he assured us, “the baby’s fine. You’re going to have a healthy granddaughter.”

	My wife didn’t say much in the car, and Laura didn’t either, she could tell her mother was cross. I tried to be cheerful. I said that maybe it’d be okay, or maybe the doctor had made a mistake. Until my wife retorted, “It’s not going to be okay, Jesus wouldn’t come back as a girl, would He? That’s just ridiculous.” So I said nothing for a bit. I then said, that maybe if the baby wasn’t Jesus, we could all have some fun thinking up another name for it instead? But my wife said she didn’t care, and Laura was still being quiet, and I had to admit I couldn’t think of anything appropriate.

	But when we got home there was a message on the answering machine. It was the doctor. And he sounded excited, and that wasn’t a surprise, he’d sounded excited from the start, he hadn’t had the time to get fed up with the pregnancy like we had. I nearly turned the message off, but my wife stopped me. And the doctor said they’d examined the X-rays of the foetus. And it was incredible. It was incredible, there were no words for it, it was incredible. Because she was pregnant. Not Laura—well, yes, Laura, but not just Laura—the foetus, the foetus inside her. The foetus was pregnant. Inside that little lump of life growing inside our daughter was another living lump littler still, not even a lump, no more than a speck, but it was thriving, and it was getting bigger, and it was human. And the doctor said he couldn’t tell the gender of the speck for sure, but he thought it might have a penis. A new baby. A new miracle. And my wife standing there listening to the news, and tears rolling down her cheeks—and my daughter, feeling at her stomach involuntarily, tears streaming too—and I thought I knew why they were both crying, there was despair on my daughter’s face, and I looked at my wife’s, expecting only to see relief and awe, but no, no, that was despair, I think she had a new despair of her very own.—And I have to be honest, I felt a bit emotional as well.

	Laura’s still cramping badly, but we’ve given her painkillers, and we’ve closed the bedroom door so we can’t hear her. And my wife and I are alone. And my wife has put on perfume, and she never wears perfume, not now. She’s come to me, and she’s smiling again, and I see the smile is made of lipstick. The smile is meant to be seductive, or maybe it’s trying to be happy, or maybe it’s just trying to look shy and awkward, and shy and awkward is its best bet. “I love you,” she says. “I love you.” And she kisses me, and we haven’t kissed for a long time, and I’m a bit taken aback, I don’t think of her as anything other than a mother anymore. “We’ve still got it, baby, haven’t we?” comes the whisper in my ear. “We’ve still got it?” And she asks me to make love to her. “Fill me with your baby juice, we can be special too, can’t we, we can be special too, tell me we can be special.” How she glows. And it seems wrong, that we’re competing with our own daughter like this, but my wife wants a baby of her own, and whatever she wants, that’s what I try to give. And I do my best. I really do. I strain inside her and try to think baby thoughts, I try to will something new to life. But I keep thinking of my grandchild on her way, and of my great-grandchild too, and all the descendants that may be following after, and I’m sad to say, I can’t help it, I droop a little, I droop, I feel so very old.

	
	

	FEATHERWEIGHT


	He thought at first that she was dead. And that was terrible, of course—but what shocked him most was how dispassionate that made him feel. There was no anguish, no horror, he should be crying but clearly no tears were fighting to get out—and instead all there was this almost sick fascination. He’d never seen a corpse before. His mother had asked if he’d wanted to see his grandfather, all laid out for the funeral, and he was only twelve, and he really really didn’t—and his father said that was okay, it was probably best Harry remembered Grandad the way he had been, funny and full of life, better not to spoil the memory—and Harry had quickly agreed, yes, that was the reason—but it wasn’t that at all, it was a bloody dead body, and he worried that if he got too close it might wake up and say hello.

	And now here there was a corpse, and it was less than three feet away, in the passenger seat behind him. And it was his wife, for God’s sake, someone he knew so well—or, at least, better than anyone else in the world could, he could say that at least. And her head was twisted oddly, he’d never seen her quite at that angle before and she looked like someone he’d never really known at all, he’d never seen her face in a profile where her nose looked quite that enormous. And there was all the blood, of course. He wondered whether the tears were starting to come after all, he could sense a pricking at his eyes, and he thought it’d be such a relief if he could feel grief or shock or hysteria or something . . . 
when she swivelled that neck a little towards him, and out from a mouth thick with that blood came “Hello.”

	He was so astonished that for a moment he didn’t reply, just goggled at her. She frowned.

	“There’s a funny taste in my mouth,” she said.

	“The blood,” he suggested.

	“What’s that, darling?”

	“There’s a lot of blood,” he said.

	“Oh,” she said. “Yes, that would make sense. Oh dear. I don’t feel I’m in any pain, though. Are you in any pain?”

	“No,” he said. “I don’t think so. I haven’t tried to . . . move much, I . . .” He struggled for words. “I didn’t get round to trying, actually. Actually, I thought you were dead.”

	“And I can’t see very well either,” she said.

	“Oh,” he said.

	She blinked. Then blinked again. “No, won’t go away. It’s all very red.”

	“That’ll be the blood,” he said. “Again.”

	“Oh yes,” she said. “Of course, the blood.” She thought for a moment. “I’d wipe my eyes, but I can’t seem to move my arms at all. I have still got arms, haven’t I, darling?”

	“I think so. I can see the right one, in any case.”

	“That’s good. I do wonder, shouldn’t I be a little more scared than this?”

	“I was trying to work that out too. Why I wasn’t more scared. Especially when I thought you were dead.”

	“Right . . . ?”

	“And I concluded. That it was probably the shock.”

	“That could be it.” She nodded, and that enormous nose nodded too, and so did the twisted neck, there they were, all nodding, it looked grotesque—”Still. All that blood! I must look a sight!”

	She did, but he didn’t care, Harry was just so relieved she was all right after all, and he didn’t want to tell her that her little spate of nodding seemed to have left her head somewhat back to front. She yawned. “Well,” she said. “I think I might take a little nap.”

	He wasn’t sure that was a good idea, he thought that he should probably persuade her to stay awake. But she yawned again, and look!—she was perfectly all right, wasn’t she, there was no pain, there was a lot of blood, yes, but no pain. “Just a little nap,” she said. “I’ll be with you again in a bit.” She frowned. “Could you scratch my back for me, darling? It’s itchy.”

	“I can’t move.”

	“Oh, right. Okay. It’s itchy, though. I’m allergic to feathers.”

	“To what, darling?”

	“To feathers,” she said. “The feathers are tickling me.” And she nodded off.

	
	His first plan had been to take her back to Venice. Venice had been where they’d honeymooned. And he thought that would be so romantic, one year on exactly, to return to Venice for their first anniversary. They could do everything they had before—hold hands in St Mark’s Square, hold hands on board the vaporetti, toast each other with champagne in one of those restaurants by the Rialto. He was excited by the idea, and he was going to keep it a secret from Esther, surprise her on the day with plane tickets—but he never kept secrets from Esther, they told each other everything, it would just have seemed weird. And thank God he had told her, as it turned out. Because she said that although it was a lovely idea, and yes, it was very romantic, she didn’t want to go back to Venice at all. Truth to tell, she’d found it a bit smelly, and very crowded, and very expensive; they’d done it once, why not see somewhere else? He felt a little hurt at first—hadn’t she enjoyed the honeymoon then? She’d never said she hadn’t at the time—and she reassured him, she’d adored the honeymoon. But not because of Venice, because of him, she’d adore any holiday anywhere, so long as he was part of the package. He liked that. She had a knack for saying the right thing, smoothing everything over.

	Indeed, in one year of marriage they’d never yet had an argument.

	He sometimes wondered whether this were some kind of a record. He wanted to ask all his other married friends, how often do you argue, do you even argue at all?—just to see whether what he’d got with Esther was something really special. But he never did, he didn’t want to rub anyone’s noses in how happy he was, and besides, he didn’t have the sorts of friends he could be that personal with. He didn’t need to, he had Esther. Both he and Esther had developed a way in which they’d avoid confrontation—if a conversation was taking a wrong turning, Esther would usually send it on a detour without any apparent effort. Yes, he could find her irritating at times, and he was certain then that she must find him irritating too—and they could both give the odd warning growl if either were tired or stressed—but they’d never had anything close to a full blown row. That was something to be proud of. He called her his little diplomat! He said that she should be employed by the UN, she’d soon sort out all these conflicts they heard about on the news! And she’d laugh, and say that he clearly hadn’t seen what she was like in the shop, she could really snap at some of those customers sometimes—she was only perfect around him. And he’d seen evidence of that, hadn’t he? For example—on their wedding morning, when he wanted to see her, and all the bridesmaids were telling him not to go into the bedroom, don’t, Harry, she’s in a filthy temper!—but he went in anyway, and there she was in her dress, she was so beautiful, and she just beamed at him, and kissed him, and told him that she loved him, oh, how she loved him. She wasn’t angry. She wasn’t ever going to be angry with him. And that night they’d flown off to Venice, and they’d had a wonderful time.

	So, not Venice then. (Maybe some other year. She nodded at that, said, “Maybe.”) Where else should they spend their anniversary then? Esther suggested Scotland. Harry didn’t much like the sound of that, it didn’t sound particularly romantic, especially not compared to Venice. But she managed to persuade him. How about a holiday where they properly explored somewhere? Just took the car, and drove—a different hotel each night, free and easy, and whenever they wanted they could stop off at a little pub, or go for a ramble on the moors, or pop into a stately home? It’d be an adventure. The Watkins family had put their footprints in Italy, she said, and now they could leave them all over the Highlands! That did sound rather fun. He didn’t want it to be too free and easy, mind you, they might end up with nowhere to stay for the night—but he did a lot of homework, booked them into seven different places in seven different parts of Scotland. The most they’d ever have to drive between them was eighty miles, he was sure they could manage that, and he showed her an itinerary he’d marked out on his atlas. She kissed him and told him how clever he was.

	And especially for the holiday he decided to buy a satnav. He’d always rather fancied one, but couldn’t justify it before—he knew his drive into work so well he could have done it with his eyes closed. He tried out the gadget, he put in the postcode of his office, and let it direct him there. It wasn’t the route he’d have chosen, he was quite certain it was better to avoid the ring road altogether, but he loved that satnav voice, so gentle and yet so authoritative. “You have reached your destination,” it’d say, and they’d chosen a funny way of getting there, but yes, they certainly had—and all told to him in a voice good enough to be off the telly. The first day of the holiday he set in the postcode to their first Scottish hotel; he packed the car with the suitcases; Esther sat in beside him on the passenger seat, smiled, and said, “Let’s go.” “The Watkinses are going to leave their footprints all over the Highlands!” he announced, and laughed. “Happy anniversary,” 
said Esther. “I love you.”

	On the fourth day they stayed at their fourth stately home of the holiday a little too long, maybe; it was in the middle of nowhere, and their next hotel was also in the middle of nowhere, but it was in a completely different middle of nowhere. It was already getting dark, and there weren’t many streetlights on those empty roads. Esther got a little drowsy, and said she was going to take a nap. And the satnav man hadn’t said anything for a good fifteen minutes, so Harry knew he must be going in the right direction, and maybe Esther sleeping was making him a little drowsy too—but suddenly he realized that the smoothness of the road beneath him had gone, this was grass and field and bushes, for God’s sake, and they were going down, and it was quite steep, and he kept thinking that they had to stop soon surely, he hadn’t realized they were so high up in the first place!—and there were now branches whipping past the windows, and actual trees, and the car wasn’t slowing down at all, and it only dawned on him then that they might really be in trouble. He had time to say “Esther,” because stupidly he thought she might want to be awake to see all this, and then the mass of branches got denser still, and then there was sound, and he hadn’t thought there’d been sound before, but suddenly there was an awful lot of it. He was flung forward towards the steering wheel, and then the seatbelt flung him right back where he had come from—and that was when he heard a snap, but he wasn’t sure if it came from him, or from Esther, or just from the branches outside. And it was dark, but not yet dark enough that he couldn’t see Esther still hadn’t woken up, and that there was all that blood.

	The front of the car had buckled. The satnav said, “Turn around when possible.” Still clinging on to the crushed dashboard. Just the once, then it gave up the ghost.

	He couldn’t feel his legs. They were trapped under the dashboard. He hoped that was the reason. He tried to open the door, pushed against it hard, and the pain of the attempt nearly made him pass out. The door had been staved in. It was wrecked. He thought about the seatbelt. The pain that reaching it would cause. Later. He’d do that later. Getting out the mobile phone from his inside jacket pocket—not even the coat pocket, he’d have to bend his arm and get into the coat first and then into the jacket. . . . Later, later. Once the pain had stopped. Please, God, then.

	Harry wished they’d gone to Venice. He was sure Venice had its own dangers. He supposed tourists were always drowning themselves in gondola-related accidents. But there were no roads to drive off in Venice.

	
	He was woken by the sound of tapping at the window.

	It wasn’t so much the tapping that startled him. He’d assumed they’d be rescued sooner or later—it was true, they hadn’t come off a main road, but someone would drive along it sooner or later, wouldn’t they? It was on the satnav route, for God’s sake.

	What startled him was the realization he’d been asleep in the first place. The last thing he remembered was his misgivings about letting Esther nod off. And some valiant decision he’d made that whatever happened he wouldn’t nod off, he’d watch over her, stand guard over her—sit guard over her, he’d protect her as best he could. As best he could when he himself couldn’t move, when he hadn’t yet dared worry about what might damage might have been done to him. What if he’d broken his legs? (What if he’d broken his spine?) And as soon as these thoughts swam into his head, he batted them out again—or at least buried them beneath the guilt (some valiant effort to protect Esther that had been, falling asleep like that!) and the relief that someone was there and he wouldn’t need to feel guilt much longer. Someone was out there, tapping away at the window.

	“Hey!” he called out. “Yes, we’re in here! Yes, we’re all right!” Though he didn’t really know about that last bit.

	It was now pitch black. He couldn’t see Esther at all. He couldn’t see whether she was even breathing. “It’s all right, darling,” he told her. “They’ve found us. We’re safe now.” Not thinking about that strange twisted neck she’d had, not about spines.

	Another tattoo against the glass—tap, tap, tap. And he strained his head in the direction of the window, and it hurt, and he thought he heard something pop. But there was no one to be seen. Just a mass of branches, and the overwhelming night. Clearly the tapping was at the passenger window behind him.

	It then occurred to him, in a flash of warm fear, that it was so dark that maybe their rescuer couldn’t see in. That for all his tapping he might think the car was empty. That he might just give up tapping altogether, and disappear into the blackness. “We’re in here!” he called out, louder. “We can’t move! Don’t go! Don’t go!”

	He knew immediately that he shouldn’t have said don’t go, have tempted fate like that. Because that’s when the tapping stopped. “No!” he shouted. “Come back!” But there was no more; he heard something that might have been a giggle, and that was it.

	Maybe there hadn’t been tapping at all. Maybe it was just the branches in the wind.

	Maybe he was sleeping through the whole thing.

	No, he decided forcefully, and he even said it out loud, “No.” There had been a rhythm to the tapping; it had been someone trying to get his attention. And he wasn’t asleep, he was in too much pain for that. His neck still screamed at him because of the strain of turning to the window. He chose to disregard the giggling.

	The window tapper had gone to get help. He’d found the car, and couldn’t do anything by himself. And quite right too, this tapper wasn’t a doctor, was he? He could now picture who this tapper was, some sort of farmer probably, a Scottish farmer out walking his dog—and good for him, he wasn’t trying to be heroic, he was going to call the experts in, if he’d tried to pull them out of the car without knowing what he was about he might have done more harm than good. Especially if there was something wrong with the spine (forget about the spine). Good for you, farmer, thought Harry, you very sensible Scotsman, you. Before too long there’d be an ambulance, and stretchers, and safety. If Harry closed his eyes now, and blocked out the pain—he could do it, it was just a matter of not thinking about it—if he went back to sleep, he wouldn’t have to wait so long for them to arrive.

	So he closed his eyes, and drifted away. And dreamed about farmers. And why farmers would giggle so shrilly like that.

	
	The next time he opened his eyes there was sunlight. And Esther was awake, and staring straight at him.

	He flinched at that. And then winced at his flinching, it sent a tremor of pain right through him. He was glad to see she was alive, of course. And conscious was a bonus. He hadn’t just hadn’t expected the full ugly reality of it.

	He could now see her neck properly. And that in its contorted position all the wrinkles had all bunched up tight against each other, thick and wormy; it looked a little as if she were wearing an Elizabethan ruff. And there was blood, so much of it. It had dried now. He supposed that was a good sign, that the flow had been staunched somehow, that it wasn’t still pumping out all over the Mini Metro. The dried blood cracked around the mouth and chin as she spoke.

	“Good morning,” she said.

	“Good morning,” he replied, and then automatically, ridiculously, “did you sleep well?”

	She smirked at this, treated it as a deliberate joke. “Well, I’m sure the hotel would have been nicer.”

	“Yes,” he said. And then, still being ridiculous, “I think we nearly got there, though. The satnav said we were about three miles off.”

	She didn’t smirk this time. “I’m hungry,” she said.

	“We’ll get out of this soon,” he said.

	“All right.”

	“Are you in pain?” he asked.

	“No,” she said. “Just the itching. The itching is horrible. You know.”

	“Yes,” he said, although he didn’t. “I’m in a fair amount of pain,” he added, almost as an afterthought. “I don’t think I can move.”

	“Not much point bothering with that hotel now,” said Esther. “I say we move right on to the next, put it down as a bad lot.”

	He smiled. “Yes, all right.”

	“And I don’t think we’ll be doing a stately home today. Not like this. Besides, I think I’ve had my fill of stately homes. They’re just houses, aren’t they, with better furniture in? I don’t care about any of that. I don’t need better furniture, so long as I have you. Our own house, as simple as it might be, does me fine, darling. With you in it, darling.”

	“Yes,” he said. “Darling, you do know we’ve been in a car crash. Don’t you?” (And that you’re covered in blood.)

	“Of course I do,” she said, and she sounded a bit testy. “I’m itchy, aren’t I? I’m itching all over. The feathers.” And then she smiled at him, a confrontation neatly avoided. Everything smoothed over. “You couldn’t scratch my back, could you, darling? Really, the itching is terrible.”

	“No,” he reminded her. “I can’t move, can I?”

	“Oh yes,” she said.

	“And I’m in pain.”

	“You said,” she snapped, and she stuck out her bottom lip in something of a sulk. He wished she hadn’t, it distorted her face all the more.

	“I’m really sorry about all this,” he said. “Driving us off the road. Getting us into all this. Ruining the holiday.”

	“Oh, darling,” she said, and the lip was back in, and the sulk was gone. “I’m sure it wasn’t your fault.”

	“I don’t know what happened.”

	“I’m sure the holiday isn’t ruined.”

	Harry laughed. “Well, it’s not going too well! The car’s a write-off!” He didn’t like laughing. He stopped. “I’ll get you out of this. I promise.” He decided he wouldn’t tell Esther about the rescue attempt, just in case it wasn’t real, he couldn’t entirely be sure what had actually happened back there in the pitch black. But he couldn’t keep anything from Esther, it’d have been wrong, it’d have felt wrong. “Help is on its way. I saw a farmer last night. He went to get an ambulance.”

	If the Scottish farmer were real, then he wouldn’t ever need to bend his arm to reach his mobile phone. The thought of his mobile phone suddenly made him sick with fear. His arm would snap. His arm would snap right off.

	“A farmer?” she asked.

	“A Scottish farmer,” he said. “With a dog,” he added.

	“Oh.”

	They didn’t say anything for a while. He smiled at her, she smiled at him. He felt a little embarrassed doing this after a minute or two—which was absurd, she was his wife, he shouldn’t feel awkward around his wife. After a little while her eyes wandered away, began looking through him, behind him, for something which might be more interesting—and he was stung by that, just a little, as if he’d been dismissed somehow. And he was just about to turn his head away from her anyway, no matter how much it hurt, when he saw her suddenly shudder.

	“The itch,” she said. “Oh God!” And she tried to rub herself against the back of the seat, but she couldn’t really do it, she could barely move. The most she could do was spasm a bit. Like a broken puppet trying to jerk itself into life—she looked pathetic, he actually wanted to laugh at the sight of her writhing there, he nearly did, and yet he felt such a pang of sympathy for her, his heart went out to her at that moment like no other. On her face was such childlike despair, help me, it said. And then: “Can’t you scratch my fucking back?” she screamed. “What fucking use are you?”

	He didn’t think he’d ever heard her swear before. Not serious swears. Not ‘fucking.’ No. No, he hadn’t. ‘Frigging’ a few times. That was it. Oh dear. Oh dear.

	She breathed heavily, glaring at him. “Sorry,” she said at last. But she didn’t seem sorry. And then she closed her eyes.

	And at last he could turn from her, without guilt, he hadn’t looked away, he hadn’t given up on her, in spite of everything he was still watching over her. And then he saw what Esther had been looking at behind his shoulder all that time.

	Oddly enough, it wasn’t the wings that caught his attention at first. Because you’d have thought the wings were the strangest thing. But no, it was the face, just the face. So round, so perfectly round, no, like a sphere, the head a complete sphere. You could have cut off that head and played football with it. And there was no blemish to the face, it was like this had come straight from the factory, newly minted, and every other face you had ever seen was like a crude copy of it, some cheap hack knock-off. The eyes were bright and large and very very deep, the nose a cute little pug. The cheeks were full and fat and fleshy, all puffed out.

	But then Harry’s eyes, of course, were drawn to the wings. There was only so long he could deny they were there. Large and white and jutting out of the shoulder blades. They gave occasional little flaps, as the perfect child bobbed about idly outside the car window. Creamy pale skin, a shock of bright yellow hair, and a bright yellow halo hovering above it—there was nothing to keep it there, it tilted independently of the head, sometimes at a rather rakish angle—it looked like someone had hammered a dinner tray into the skull with invisible nails. Little toes. Little fingers. Babies’ fingers. And (because, yes, Harry did steal a look) there was nothing between the legs at all, the child’s genitals had been smoothed out like it was a naked Action Man toy.

	The little child smiled amiably at him. Then raised a knuckle. And tapped three times against the glass.

	“What are you?”—which Harry knew was a pointless question, it was pretty bloody obvious what it was—and even the cherub rolled his eyes at that, but then smiled back as if to say, just kidding, no offence, no hard feelings.

	The child seemed to imitate Harry’s expressions, maybe he was sending him up a little—he’d put his head to one side like he did, he’d frown just the same, blink in astonishment, the whole parade. When Harry put his face close to the window it hurt, but he did it anyway—and the child put its head as close as it could too. There was just a sheet of glass between them. They could have puckered up, they could almost have kissed had they wanted! And at one point it seemed to Harry the child did pucker up those lips, but no, it was just taking in a breath, like a sigh, a hiss. “Can you understand me? Can you hear what I’m saying?” The child blinked in astonishment again, fluttered its wings a bit. “Can you get help?” And what did he expect, that it’d find a phone box and ring the emergency services, that it’d fly into the nearest police station? “Are you here to watch over us?”

	And then the cherub opened its mouth. And it wasn’t a sigh, it was a hiss. Hot breath stained the glass; Harry recoiled from it. And the teeth were so sharp, and there were so many, how could so many teeth fit into such a small mouth? And hiding such a dainty tongue too, just a little tongue, a baby’s tongue. The child attacked the window, it gnawed on the glass with its fangs. Desperately, hungrily, the wings now flapping wild. It couldn’t break through. It glared, those bright eyes now blazing with fury, and the hissing became seething, and then it was gone—with a screech it had flown away.

	There was a scratch left streaked across the pane.

	Harry sat back, hard, his heart thumping. It didn’t hurt to do so. There was pain, but it was something distant now, his body had other things to worry about. And whilst it was still confused, before it could catch up—and before he could change his mind—he was lifting his arm, he was bending it, and twisting it back on itself (and it didn’t snap, not at all), he was going for his coat, pulling at the zip, pulling it down hard, he was reaching inside the coat, reaching inside the jacket inside the coat, reaching inside the pocket inside the jacket inside the—and he had it, his fingers were brushing it, his fingers were gripping it, the phone, the mobile phone.

	By the time he pulled it out his body had woken up to what he was trying to do. Oh no, it said, not allowed, and told him off with a flush of hot agony—but he was having none of that, not now. The phone was turned off. Of course it was. He stabbed at the pin number, got it right second time. “Come on, come on,” he said. The phone gave a merry little tune as it lit up. He just hoped there was enough battery power.

	There was enough battery power. What it didn’t have was any network coverage. Not this far out in the Highlands! Not in one of the many middles of nowhere that Scotland seemed to offer. The signal bar was down to zero.

	“No,” he insisted, “no.” And the body really didn’t want him to do this, it was telling him it was a very bad idea, but Harry began to wave the phone about, trying to pick up any signal he could. By the time a bar showed, he was raising the phone above his head, and he was crying.

	He stabbed at 999. The phone was too far away for him to hear whether there was any response. “Hello!” he shouted. “There’s been a car crash! We’ve crashed the car. Help us! We’re in . . . I don’t know where we are. We’re in Scotland. Scotland! Find us! Help!” And his arm was shaking with the pain, and he couldn’t hold on any longer, and he dropped it, it clattered behind his seat to the floor. And at last he allowed himself a scream as he lowered his arm, and that scream felt good.

	The scream didn’t wake Esther. That was a good thing. At least she was sleeping soundly.

	For a few minutes he let himself believe his message had been heard. That he’d held on to a signal for long enough. That the police had taken notice if he had. That they’d be able to track his position from the few seconds he’d given them. And then he just cried again, because really, why the hell shouldn’t he?

	He was interrupted by a voice. “Turn around when possible.” His heart thumped again, and then he realized it was the satnav. It was that nice man from the satnav, the one who spoke well enough for telly. The display had lit up, and there was some attempt at finding a road, but they weren’t on a road, were they? And Satnav was confused, poor thing, it couldn’t work out what on earth was going on. “Turn around when possible,” the satnav suggested again.

	Harry had to laugh, really. He spoke to the satnav. It made him feel better to speak to someone. “I thought I’d heard the last of you!” 

	And then the satnav said, “Daddy.”

	And nothing else. Not for a while.

	
	For the rest of the day he didn’t see anything else of the child. He didn’t see much else of Esther either; once in a while she seemed to surface from a sleep, and he’d ask her if she were all right. And sometimes she’d glare at him, and sometimes she’d smile kindly, and most often she wouldn’t seem to know who he was at all. And he’d doze fitfully. At one point he jerked bolt upright in the night when he thought he heard tapping against the window—”No, go away!”—but he decided this time it really was the wind, because it soon stopped. Yes, the wind. Or the branches. Or a Scottish farmer this time, who can tell? Who can tell?

	In the morning he woke to find, once again, Esther was looking straight at him. She was smiling. This was one of her smiling times.

	“Good morning!” she said.

	“Good morning,” he replied. “How are you feeling?”

	“I feel hungry,” she said.

	“I’m sure,” he said. “We haven’t eaten in ages.”

	She nodded at that.

	Harry said, “The last time would have been at that stately home. You know, we had the cream tea. You gave me one of your scones.”

	She nodded at that.

	Harry said, “I bet you regret that now. Eh? Giving me one of your scones!”

	She nodded at that. Grinned.

	“The itching’s stopped,” she declared. “Do you know, there was a time back there that I really thought it might drive me mad. Really, utterly loop the loop. But it’s stopped now. Everything’s okay.”

	“That’s nice,” he said. “I’m going to get you out of here, I promise.”

	“I don’t care about that anymore,” she said. “I’m very comfortable, thanks.” She grinned again. He saw how puffed her cheeks were. He supposed her face had been bruised; he supposed there was a lot of dried blood in the mouth, distorting her features like that. “In fact,” she said, “I feel as light as a feather.”

	“You’re feeling all right?”

	She nodded at that.

	“Can you open the door?” he asked. She looked at him stupidly. “The door on your side. Can you open it? I can’t open mine.”

	She shrugged, turned a little to the left, pulled at the handle. The door swung open. The air outside was cold and delicious.

	“Can you go and get help?” he asked. She turned back to him, frowned. “I can’t move,” he said. “I can’t get out. Can you get out?”

	“Why would I want to do that?” she asked.

	He didn’t know what to say. She tilted her head to one side, waiting for an answer.

	“Because you’re hungry,” he said.

	She considered this. Then tutted. “I’m sure I’ll find something in here,” she said. “If I put my mind to it.” And she reached for the door, reached right outside for it, then slammed it shut. And as she did so, Harry saw how his wife’s back bulged. That there was a lump underneath her blouse, and it was moving, it rippled. And he saw where some of it had pushed a hole through the blouse, and he saw white, he saw feathers.

	“Still a bit of growing to do, but the itching has stopped,” she said. “But don’t you worry about me, I’ll be fine.” She grinned again, and there were lots of teeth, there were too many teeth, weren’t there? And then she yawned, and then she went back to sleep.

	
	She didn’t stir, not for hours. Not until the child came back. “Daddy,” said the satnav, and it wasn’t a child’s voice, it was still the cultured man, calm and collected, as if he were about to navigate Harry over a roundabout. And there was the cherub!—all smiles, all teeth, his temper tantrum forgotten, bobbing about the window, even waving at Harry as if greeting an old friend. And, indeed, he’d brought friends with him, a whole party of them! Lots of little cherubs, it was impossible to tell how many, they would keep on bobbing so!—a dozen, maybe two dozen, who knows? And each of them had the same perfect face, the same spherical head, the same halos listing off the same gleaming hair. Tapping at the window for play, beating on the roof, beating at the door—laughing, mostly laughing, they wanted to get in but this was a game, they liked a challenge! Mostly laughing, though there was the odd shriek of frustration, the odd hiss, lots more scratches on the glass. One little cherub did something very bad-tempered with the radio aerial. Another little cherub punched an identical brother in the face in a dispute over the rear view mirror. They scampered all over the car, but there was no way in. It all reminded Harry of monkeys at a safari park. He’d never taken Esther to a safari park. He never would now. “Daddy Daddy,” said the satnav. “Daddy Daddy,” it kept on saying, emotionless, even cold—and the little children danced merrily outside.

	“Oh, aren’t they beautiful!” cooed Esther. She reached for the door. “Shall we let them in?”

	“Please,” said Harry. “Please. Don’t.”

	“No. All right.” And she closed her eyes again. “Just leaves more for me,” she said.

	
	For the first few days he was very hungry. Then one day he found he wasn’t hungry at all. He doubted that was a good thing.

	He understood that the cherubs were hungry too. Most of them had flown away, they’d decided that they weren’t going to get into this particular sardine tin—but there were always one or two about, tapping away, ever more forlorn. Once in a while a cherub would turn to Harry, and pull its most innocent face, eyes all wide and Disney-dewed, it’d look so sad. It’d beg, it’d rub its naked belly with its baby fingers, and it’d cry. “Daddy,” the satnav would say at such moments. But however winning their performance, the cherubs still looked fat and oily, and their puffy cheeks were glowing.

	Harry supposed they probably were starving to death. But not before he would.

	One day Harry woke up to find Esther was on top of him. “Good morning,” she said to him, brightly. It should have been agony she was there, but she was as light as air, as light as a feather.

	Her face was so very close to his, it was her hot breath that had roused him. Now unfurled, the wings stretched the breadth of the entire car. Her halo was grazing the roof. The wings twitched a little as she smiled down at him and bared her teeth.

	“I love you,” she said.

	“I know you do.”

	“I want you to know that.”

	“I do know it.”

	“Do you love me too?”

	“Yes,” he said.

	And she brought that head towards his—that now spherical head, he could still recognize Esther in the features, but this was probably Esther as a child, as a darling baby girl—she brought down that head, and he couldn’t move from it, she could do whatever she wanted. She opened her mouth. She kissed the tip of his nose.

	She sighed. “I’m so sorry, darling,” she said.

	“I’m sorry too.”

	“All the things we could have done together,” she said. “All the places we could have been. Where would we have gone, darling?”

	“I was thinking of Venice,” said Harry. “We’d probably have gone back there one day.”

	“Yes,” said Esther doubtfully.

	“And we never saw Paris. Paris is lovely. We could have gone up the Eiffel Tower. And that’s just Europe. We could have gone to America too.”

	“I didn’t need to go anywhere,” Esther told him. “You know that, don’t you? I’d have been just as happy at home, so long as you were there with me.”

	“I know,” he said.

	“There’s so much I wanted to share with you,” she said. “My whole life. My whole life. When I was working at the shop, if anything funny happened during the day, I’d store it up to tell you. I’d just think, I can share that now. Share it with my hubby. And we’ve been robbed. We were given one year. Just one year. And I wanted forever.”

	“Safari parks,” remembered Harry.

	“What?”

	“We never did a safari park either.

	“I love you,” she said.

	“I know,” he said.

	Her eyes watered, they were all wide and Disney-dewed. “I want you to remember me the right way,” she said. “Not covered with blood. Not mangled in a car crash. Remember me the way I was. Funny, I hope. Full of life. I don’t want you to spoil the memory.”

	“Yes.”

	“I want you to move on. Live your life without me. Have the courage to do that.”

	“Yes. You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?”

	She didn’t deny it. “All the things we could have done together. All the children we could have had.” And she gestured towards the single cherub now bobbing weakly against the window. “All the children.”

	“Our children,” said Harry.

	“Heaven is filled with our unborn children,” said Esther. “Yours and mine. Yours and mine. Darling. Didn’t you know that?” And her wings quivered at the thought.

	She bent her head towards him again—but not yet, still not yet, another kiss, that’s all, a loving kiss. “It won’t be so bad,” she said. “I promise. It itches at first, it itches like hell. But it stops. And then you’ll be as light as air. As light as feathers.”

	She folded her wings with a tight snap. “I’m still getting used to that,” she smiled. And she climbed off him, and sprawled back in her seat. The neck twisted, the limbs every which way—really, so ungainly. And she went to sleep. She’d taken to sleeping with her eyes open. Harry really wished she wouldn’t, it gave him the creeps.

	Another set of tappings at the window. Harry looked around in irritation. There was the last cherub. Mewling at him, rubbing his belly. Harry liked to think it was the same cherub that he’d first seen, that it had been loyal to him somehow. But of course, there was really no way to tell. Tapping again, begging. So hungry. “Daddy,” said the satnav. “My son,” said Harry. “Daddy.” “My son.”

	Harry wound down the window a little way. And immediately the little boy got excited, started scrabbling through the gap with his fingers. “Just a minute,” said Harry, and he laughed even—and he gave the handle another turn, and the effort made him wince with the pain, but what was that, he was used to that. “Easy does it,” he said to the hungry child. “Easy does it.” And he stuck his hand out of the car.

	The first instinct of his baby son was not to bite, it was to nuzzle. It rubbed its face against Harry’s hand, and it even purred, it was something like a purr. It was a good five seconds at least before it sank its fangs into flesh.

	And then Harry had his hand around its throat. The cherub gave a little gulp of surprise. “Daddy?” asked the satnav. It blinked with astonishment, just as it had echoed Harry’s own expressions when they’d first met, and Harry thought, I taught him that, I taught my little boy. And he squeezed hard. The fat little cheeks bulged even fatter, it looked as if the whole head was now a balloon about to pop. And then he pulled that little child to him as fast as he could—banging his head against the glass, thump, thump, thump, and the pain in his arm was appalling, but that was good, he liked the pain, he wanted it—thump one more time, and there was a crack, something broke, and the satnav said “Daddy,” so calm, so matter-of-fact—and then never spoke again.

	He wound the window down further. He pulled in his broken baby boy.

	He discovered that its entire back was covered with the same feathers that made up the wings. So for the next half hour he had to pluck it.

	The first bite was the hardest. Then it all got a lot easier.

	“Darling,” he said to Esther, but she wouldn’t wake up. “Darling, I’ve got dinner for you.” He hated the way she slept with her eyes open, just staring out sightless like that. And it wasn’t her face anymore, it was the face of a cherub, of their dead son. “Please, you must eat this,” he said, and put a little of the creamy white meat between her lips; it just fell out on to her chin. “Please,” he said again, and this time it worked, it stayed in, she didn’t wake up, but it stayed in, she was eating, that was the main thing.

	He kissed her then, on the lips. And he tasted what would have been. And yes, they would have gone to a safari park, and no, they wouldn’t have gone back to Venice, she’d have talked him out of it, but yes, America would have been all right. And yes, they would have had rows, real rows, once in a while, but that would have been okay, the marriage would have survived, it would all have been okay. And yes, children, yes.

	When he pulled his lips from hers she’d been given her old face back. He was so relieved he felt like crying. Then he realized he already was.

	The meat had revived him. Raw as it was, it was the best he had ever tasted. He could do anything. Nothing could stop him now.

	He forced his legs free from under the dashboard, it hurt a lot. And then he undid his seatbelt, and that hurt too. He climbed his way to Esther’s door, he had to climb over Esther, “sorry, darling,” he said, as he accidentally kicked her head. He opened the door. He fell outside. He took in breaths of air.

	“I’m not leaving you,” he said to Esther. “I can see the life we’re going to have together.” And yes, the head was on a bit funny, but he could live with that. And she had wings, but he could pluck them. He could pluck them as he had his son’s.

	He probably had some broken bones, he’d have to find out. So he shouldn’t have been able to pick up his wife in his arms. But her wings helped, she was so light.

	And it was carrying Esther that he made his way up the embankment, up through the bushes and brambles, up towards the road. And it was easy, it was as if he were floating—he was with the woman he loved, and he always would be, he’d never let her go, and she was so light, she was as light as feathers, she was as light as air.


	
	

	JASON ZERRILLO IS
AN ANNOYING PRICK


	They’d all agreed, being with Jesus had been a right old laugh. He could get a bit holier-than-thou sometimes, obviously, but not with them, not with the Gang, just with the plebs, just with the ones Jesus sometimes referred to privately as ‘Mr and Mrs Ordinary.’ With the Gang he was different, he would clown around; sometimes, in the middle of one of those sermons of his, with him sounding so earnest and solemn, he’d catch their attention, and he’d pull a face or cross his eyes or stick out his tongue for a split second, as if to say, God-get-me-out-of-here! Or Can’t-wait-’til-we-can-sink-a-few-beers. And at the beginning, before he got famous, the hours had been good too—it had been so easy, a little spot of preaching in the afternoon, then the rest of the day could be theirs. They could go fishing, they’d get tickets for a gladiator game maybe, they’d just kick around the synagogue eyeing up the girls, not doing much. Jesus wearing that big lazy grin of his—Jesus always took his work seriously, yeah, but he took his play seriously too, and there were nights he’d go to taverns and order these enormous jars of water, just plain tap water, then turn them into wine—and fortified wine too, these babies were forty percent proof, and then the Gang would carry the jars back to Jesus’ place and then they’d lounge about and get pissed. And some nights, when he was in the right mood, or when they’d got him pissed enough most likely, they might get him to perform some miracles too. One night he turned Simon Peter into a goat. God, they’d laughed at that. God, even Simon Peter had seen the funny side eventually.

	They all agreed, it had been such bloody fun, and it didn’t much matter whether they believed too much, Jesus didn’t ask them to justify their faith. He’d just say, go with the flow, don’t embarrass me in public, you’re my apostles now—and that was fair enough. Some of the stuff he came out with was nonsense, even Jesus knew that. The night after he’d said that ‘meek shall inherit the earth’ bit he’d laughed like a drain, he’d rolled his eyes with them afterwards when they went out on the lash and said he’d never live that one down.

	It was hard to pinpoint the exact moment when it all just stopped being fun. But the Gang agreed, it was around the time Jason Zerrillo had appeared upon the scene. And it may not strictly have been Zerrillo’s fault, but that didn’t matter, no one liked Zerrillo, Zerrillo was an out and out tit.

	He hadn’t even seemed much of a problem at first. “I’ve got a surprise for you tonight!” said Jesus, “I want you to meet someone!” All the apostles had planned a quiet night in, a bit of manna, some fatted calves, an awful lot of wine. “This is Jason Zerrillo!” said Jesus. “And he’s a mime artist!” And that made sense of his appearance, at least: he looked so peculiar with his painted white face, his white gloves, his top hat, his mouth a dab of black lipstick pulled into a knot. And Jason Zerrillo showed them what he could do—he walked against the wind, he pretended he was trapped in a box and kept patting against the invisible glass looking for a way out. “That’s great,” said Bartholomew, “yeah, that’s a riot. Now, who wants a bevvy?” “No, no,” said Jesus, “tonight we’re going to have a bit of culture, Jason’s got lots more, he’s going to perform for us.” And the Gang sort of shrugged, and they supposed that was all right, there wasn’t a lot of culture in their lives, the closest they got was when Jude got really paralytic and started lighting his own farts. Jason did his whole repertoire for them: he pulled an imaginary rope, he walked up and down imaginary stairs, fought imaginary duels with imaginary rival mime artists. He watered and sniffed at imaginary flowers; he plucked one of the flowers out of the imaginary earth, then with a show of exaggerated bashfulness, eyes downcast, finger in mouth, presented it to Jesus. Jesus was entranced. “He’s really very good, isn’t he?” he said. “When I first saw him there in the crowd I thought he was having a fit, or needed exorcizing from demons. But he’s actually quite a talent.”

	The show lasted nearly four hours. The apostles all agreed privately that the mime was very skilled, but that his act needed some judicious editing. “And I didn’t buy that mute thing for a moment,” added James, son of Zebedee. “I bet he could really talk if he wanted to.”

	The next night Jason Zerrillo was back again at their digs, waiting for them. “We going out on the tiles tonight, boss?” Simon the Zealot asked Jesus. “No,” said Jesus, “I want to see some more mime.” Simon said, “But we didn’t go drinking last night either, I’m gasping!” And Jason Zerrillo smirked. He pulled his face into an uncanny imitation of Simon’s, his eyes blubbing, bottom lip stuck out in a sulky pout, and he played an invisible violin. Jesus laughed. “You prick,” raged Simon, “you want a knuckle sandwich?” And Simon advanced on the mime artist, but Jesus held up his hand. “Lo,” said Jesus, “no branch can bear fruit by itself, it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.” Simon the Zealot looked perplexed. “And what the hell’s that supposed to mean?” he asked. But Jesus wouldn’t say.

	And from then on, wherever Jesus went, the mime was sure to follow. Every day that Jesus would cast some evil spirits into swine, say, or he’d heal lepers, or raise men from the dead, there too would be Jason Zerrillo. And before long he’d learned to mime alongside Jesus; so there he’d be, the son of God, performing these great miracles, and next to him for all to see was this white-faced clown, acting out the same scenes in exaggerated dumb show. The mime got quite as much applause as Jesus himself, but Jesus didn’t care. “This is my true and trusted servant,” he’d say, as he took his curtain call, “and I am well proud of him.” And of an evening, when the apostles wanted to relax, now they’d have to sit through a replay of all the day’s greatest hits, Jason Zerrillo fine tuning the adventures of the day and turning them into little comic episodes of thrills and hijinks without benefit of speech or props. His presentation of the parable of the Prodigal Son was quite masterly, and Jesus laughed, and shed a tear, and said that this was high art indeed, look, it worked on so many different levels.

	The Gang met in secret. They all agreed they couldn’t take it anymore. Someone would have to tell Jesus—they’d go on strike, either the mime went or they did. But there was no telling Jesus anything anymore. He wasn’t the funny silly jokey preacher they’d once loved with the lazy smile and the wandering hands—he had fire in his eyes now, and his parables had become darker and more apocalyptic, and he’d sometimes lose his temper for no reason at all, there had been that time he’d knocked over all the tables in the temple, what on earth had that been all about? The only time Jesus seemed happy now, the only time they ever saw him smile, it was when he was watching his pet dance about and gurn and juggle invisible balls—Jesus would giggle until the tears rolled down his cheeks, Jesus wept. They knew that if they forced Jesus to choose, he wouldn’t choose them. They had to take matters into their own hands.

	And then there was that awful supper. Andrew had suggested they all go out for a meal, it was about time they had an evening out—and Jesus had agreed, much to their surprise, but of course he’d insisted he take his favourite toy with him. The mime bounced about and pulled faces, but for once Jesus wasn’t amused, he just glowered into his food, nothing could cheer him up. At last he said, “One of you will betray me.” And the apostles didn’t know where to look—they’d all betrayed him, really, hadn’t they? But it was for his own good, and he’d see that one day, it was an intervention, Jesus would feel so much his old self when he’d been cured of his mime artist addiction. They’d all drawn lots: Judas had been the one to go to the Romans, he’d shopped Jason Zerrillo, said he’d been calling himself King of the Jews or some such nonsense. Judas was given thirty pieces of silver; he told the rest of the Gang that that was nice, they could buy Jesus a nice present with it, that’d make him feel better, something fun, maybe a gift token, he could get whatever he wanted.

	The Romans came with swords. And there was some confusion—it was dark—everyone was drunk—Jason Zerrillo was skulking in the shadows pretending to be a camel passing through the eye of a needle of all things. And the Romans got the wrong guy. That’s what happened. They got the wrong guy, and when the apostles tried to explain the next day there were so many forms to fill in, so much red tape to wade through, really, they couldn’t even begin to make sense of it.

	Jesus was crucified. They nailed him to a cross at Golgotha. And the skies blackened with thunder, and Jesus cried out to the Lord. And the apostles stood by, awkward, guilty, God, was there egg on their faces! And in front of the cross, Jason Zerrillo danced about, his arms stuck out at right angles like a scarecrow, wincing at an imaginary crown of thorns, miming what it would feel like to have a spear stuck right into your side. And Jesus looked down on him, and said, “Not now. Really. Not now.” And died.

	
	The next day the Gang met up for coffee. They could barely look each other in the face for shame. “I don’t think,” said Matthew heavily, “there’s going to be any way we can put this right.” “All we can do,” said James, son of Alphaeus, “is carry on his work. Do what he’d have wanted us to do. Whatever it takes.” “Whatever it takes,” they solemnly agreed, and they all shook hands, and they left the cafe, and went out to preach across the world, and never saw each other again.

	The first apostle to be martyred was James, son of Zebedee. He was put to death by sword. And as he died, he looked up and he saw Jason Zerrillo there, contorting his white face into a comical display of agony, look how careless I’ve been, what’s this sword doing sticking into my body? Andrew refused to be crucified in the same manner Jesus had been, he said he was unworthy, and so was killed in Patras with his legs splayed; in Rome, Simon Peter pleaded the same thing, and was nailed upon his cross upside down. And Jason Zerrillo was there for both of them, for Simon Peter he did a handstand. Bartholomew died in Armenia, Thomas in India, Jude the Farter died in Beirut—and in their final moments, as they reached out to Heaven and glory, out of the corners of their eyes there they’d spy Jason Zerrillo, imitating their deaths in dumb show. Was it mockery, or was it mercy of a kind? They couldn’t be sure.

	
	The last surviving apostle was John. John had never liked Jason Zerrillo either, but had held his tongue, he’d never spoken out against him. That said, in truth, he’d never spoken up for him either.

	Ninety-four years old, living in exile in Patmos, he was hardly surprised when there was a knock at the door. He let Jason Zerrillo in. “I know why you’re here,” he said.

	Jason Zerrillo said nothing.

	“All my friends have died. I know that. They died bravely. They died for something greater than themselves. But that was never part of the deal, was it? That we had to die?”

	Jason Zerrillo said nothing.

	“I’ll be dead soon,” said John. “I have lived for longer than I should have, and seen things I would rather have not seen. Such terrible things. And then we’ll all be dead, all the Gang, we will all be the same. Dead forever, and what difference does it make whether I died fixed to a cross or in a warm bed?”

	Jason Zerrillo said nothing.

	“I am not afraid to die,” said John. “And when I do, when I see my friends, if they think they have anything to blame me for, I’ll answer them. And when I see Jesus, if he blames me—then I’ll know.”

	And Jason Zerrillo said nothing.

	“I’m not afraid to die,” insisted John. “If dying is such a great thing, what are you still doing clowning about? With your fucking white face and your fucking white gloves?”

	Jason Zerrillo said nothing, because Jason Zerrillo never said anything, Jason Zerrillo was a mime.

	“I am,” said John—he whispered it—”I am afraid to die.”

	And Jason Zerrillo smiled with all his teeth, and left.

	And John sat down and tried hard not to die. But it seemed to him that was like trying to escape from an invisible box, trying to walk against the wind.

	
	

	GRANNY’S
GRINNING
	
	
	Sarah didn’t want the zombie, and she didn’t know anyone else who did. Apart from Graham, of course, but he was only four, he wanted everything; his Christmas list to Santa had run to so many sheets of paper that Daddy had said that Santa would need to take out a second mortgage on his igloo to get that lot, and everyone had laughed, even though Graham didn’t know what an igloo was, and Sarah was pretty sure that Santa didn’t live in an igloo anyway. Sarah had tried to point out to her little brother why the zombies were rubbish. “Look,” she said, showing him the picture in the catalogue, “there’s nothing to a zombie. They’re just the same as us. Except the skin is a bit greener, maybe. And the eyes have whitened a bit.” But Graham said that zombies were cool because zombies ate people when they were hungry, and when Sarah scoffed Graham burst into tears like always, and Mummy told Sarah to leave Graham alone, he was allowed to like zombies if he wanted to. Sarah thought that if it was all about eating people, she’d rather have a the vampire: they sucked your blood for a start, which was so much neater somehow than just chomping down on someone’s flesh—and Sharon Weekes said that she’d tried out a friend’s vampire, and it was great, it wasn’t just the obvious stuff like the teeth growing, but your lips swelled up, they got redder and richer and plump, and if you closed your eyes and rubbed them together it felt just the same as if a boy were kissing you. As if Sharon Weekes would know, Sharon Weekes was covered in spots, and no boy had ever kissed her, if you even so much as touched Sharon her face would explode—but you know, whatever, the rubbing lips thing still sounded great. Sarah hadn’t written down on her Christmas list like Graham had done, she’d simply told Santa that she’d like the vampire, please. Just the vampire, not the mummy, or the werewolf, or the demon. And definitely not the zombie.

	Even before Granny had decided to stay, Sarah knew that this Christmas was going to be different. Mummy and Daddy said that if she and Graham wanted such expensive toys, then they’d have to put up with just one present this year. Once upon a time they’d have had tons of presents, and the carpet beneath the Christmas tree would have been strewn with brightly wrapped parcels of different shapes and sizes, it’d have taken hours to open the lot. But that was before Daddy left his job because he wanted to “go it alone,” before the credit crunch, before those late night arguments in the kitchen that Sarah wasn’t supposed to hear. Graham groused a little about only getting one present, but Daddy said something about a second mortgage, and this time he didn’t mention igloos, and this time nobody laughed. Usually the kitchen arguments were about money, but one night they were about Granny, and Sarah actually bothered to listen. “I thought she was staying with Sonia!” said Mummy. Sonia was Daddy’s sister, and she had a sad smile, and ever since Uncle Jim had left her for someone less ugly she had lived alone. “She says she’s fallen out with Sonia,” said Daddy, “she’s coming to spend Christmas with us instead.” “Oh, for Christ’s sake, for Christ’s sake,” said Mummy, and there was a banging of drawers. “Come on,” said Daddy, “she’s my Mummy, what was I supposed to say?” And then he added, “It might even work in our favour,” and Mummy had said it better bloody well should, and then Sarah couldn’t hear anymore, perhaps because they’d shut the kitchen door, perhaps because Mummy was crying again.

	Most Christmases they’d spend on their own, just Sarah with Mummy and Daddy and Graham. And on Boxing Day they’d get into the car and drive down the motorway to see Granny and Granddad. Granny looked a little like Daddy, but older and slightly more feminine. And Granddad smelled of cigarettes even though he’d given up before Sarah was born. Granny and Granddad would give out presents, and Sarah and Graham would say thank you no matter what they got. And they’d have another Christmas meal, just like the day before, except this time the turkey would be drier, and there’d be brussels sprouts rather than sausages. There wouldn’t be a Boxing Day like that again. Partly because on the way home last year Mummy had said she could never spend another Christmas like that, and it had taken all of Daddy’s best efforts to calm her down in the Little Chef—but mostly, Sarah supposed, because Granddad was dead. That was bound to make a difference. They’d all been to the funeral, Sarah hadn’t even missed school because it was during the summer holidays, and Graham had made a nuisance of himself during the service asking if Granddad was a ghost now and going to come back from the grave. And during the whole thing Granny had sat there on the pew, all by herself, she didn’t want anyone sitting next to her, not even Aunt Sonia, and Aunt Sonia was her favourite. And she’d cried, tears were streaming down her face, and Sarah had never seen Granny like that before, her face was always set fast like granite, and now with all the tears it had become soft and fat and pulpy and just a little frightening.

	Four days before Christmas Daddy brought home a tree. “One of Santa’s elves coming through!” he laughed, as he lugged it into the sitting room. It was enormous, and Graham and Sarah loved it, its upper branches scraped against the ceiling, they couldn’t have put the fairy on the top like usual, she’d have broken her spine. Graham and Sarah began to cover it with balls and tinsel and electric lights, and Mummy said, “How much did that cost? I thought the point was to be a bit more economical this year,” and Daddy said he knew what he was doing, he knew how to play the situation. They were going to give Granny the best Christmas she’d ever had! And he asked everyone to listen carefully, and then told them that this was a very important Christmas, it was the first Granny would have without Granddad. And she was likely to be a bit sad, and maybe a bit grumpy, but they’d all have to make allowances. It was to be her Christmas this year, whatever she wanted, it was all about making Granny happy, Granny would get the biggest slice of turkey, Granny got to choose which James Bond film to watch in the afternoon, the one on BBC1 or the one on ITV. Could he count on Graham and Sarah for that? Could he count on them to play along? And they both said yes, and Daddy was so pleased, they were so good he’d put their presents under the tree right away. He fetched two parcels, the same size, the same shape, flat boxes, one wrapped in blue paper and the other in pink. “Now, no peeking until the big day!” he laughed, but Graham couldn’t help it, he kept turning his present over and over, and shaking it, and wondering what was inside, was it a demon, was it a zombie? And Sarah had to get on with decorating the tree all by herself, but that was all right, Graham hadn’t been much use, she did a better job with him out of the way.

	And that was just the start of the work! The next few days were frantic! Mummy insisted that Granny come into a house as spotless and tidy as could be, that this time she wouldn’t be able to find a thing wrong with it. And she made Sarah and Graham clean even the rooms that Granny wouldn’t be seeing in the first place! It was all for Granny, that’s what they were told, all for Granny—and if Graham sulked about that (and he did a little), Daddy said that one day someone close to him would die, and then he could have a special Christmas where everyone would run around after him, and Graham cheered up at that. On Christmas Eve Daddy said he was very proud of his children, and that he had a treat for them both. Early the next morning he’d be picking Granny up from her home in the country—it was a four and a half hour journey there and back, and that they’d been so good they were allowed to come along for the trip! Graham got very excited, and shouted a lot. And Mummy said that it was okay to take Graham, but she needed Sarah at home, there was still work for Sarah to do. And Sarah wasn’t stupid, the idea of a long drive to Granny’s didn’t sound much like fun to her, but it had been offered as a treat, and it hurt her to be denied a treat. Daddy glared at Mummy, and Mummy glared right back, and for a thrilling moment Sarah thought they might have an argument—but they only ever did that in the kitchen, they still believed the kids didn’t know—and then Daddy relaxed, and then laughed, and ruffled Graham’s hair, and said it’d be a treat for the boys then, just the boys, and laughed once more. So that was all right.

	First thing Christmas morning, still hours before sunrise, Daddy and Graham set off to fetch Granny. Graham was so sleepy he forgot to be excited. “Goodbye then!” said Daddy cheerily; “Goodbye,” said Mummy, and then suddenly pulled him into a tight hug. “It’ll all be all right,” said Daddy. “Of course it will,” said Mummy, “off you go!” She waved them off, and then turned to Sarah, who was waving along beside her. Mummy said, “We’ve only got a few hours to make everything perfect,” and Sarah nodded, and went to the cupboard for the vacuum cleaner. “No, no,” said Mummy, “to make you perfect. My perfect little girl.” And Mummy took Sarah by the hand, and smiled at her kindly, and led her to her own bedroom. “We’re going to make you such a pretty girl,” said Mummy, “they’ll all see how pretty you can be. You’ll like that, won’t you? You can wear your nice dress. You’d like your new dress. Won’t you?” Sarah didn’t like her new dress, it was hard to romp about playing a vampire in it, it was hard to play at anything in it, but Mummy was insistent. “And we’ll give you some nice jewellery,” she said. “This is a necklace of mine. It’s pretty. It’s gold. Do you like it? My Mummy gave it to me. Just as I’m now giving it to you. Do you remember my Mummy? Do you remember the Other Granny?” Sarah didn’t, but said that she did, and Mummy smiled. “She had some earrings too, shall we try you out with those? Shall we see what that’s like?” And the earrings were much heavier than the plain studs Sarah was used to, they stretched her lobes out like chewing gum, they seemed to Sarah to stretch out her entire face. “Isn’t that pretty?” said Mummy, and when Sarah said they hurt a bit, Mummy said she’d get used to it. Then Mummy took Sarah by the chin, and gave her a dab of lipstick—and Sarah never wore make-up, not like the girls who sat on the back row of the school bus, not even like Sharon Weekes, Mummy had always said it made them cheap. Sarah reminded her of this, and Mummy didn’t reply, and so Sarah then asked if this was all for Granny, and Mummy said, “Yes, it’s all for Granny,” and then corrected herself, “it’s for all of them, let’s remind them what a pretty girl you are, what a pretty woman you could grow up to be. Always remember that you could have been a pretty woman.” And then she wanted to give Sarah some nail varnish, nothing too much, nothing too red, just something clear and sparkling. But Sarah had had enough, she looked in the mirror and she didn’t recognize the person looking back at her, she looked so much older, and greasy, and plastic, she looked just like Mummy. And tears were in her eyes, and she looked behind her reflection at Mummy’s reflection, and there were tears in Mummy’s eyes too—and Mummy said she was sorry, and took off the earrings, and wiped away the lipstick with a tissue. “I’m sorry,” she said again, and said that Sarah needn’t dress up if she didn’t want to, it was her Christmas too, not just Granny’s. And Sarah felt bad, and although she didn’t much like the necklace she asked if she could keep it on, she lied and said it made her look pretty—and Mummy beamed a smile so wide, and gave her a hug, and said of course she could wear the necklace, anything for her darling, anything she wanted.

	The first thing Granny said was, “I haven’t brought you any presents, so don’t expect any.” “Come on in,” said Daddy, laughing, “and make yourself at home!”, and Granny sniffed as if she found that prospect particularly unappealing. “Hello, Mrs. Forbes,” said Mummy. “Hello, Granny,” said Sarah, and she felt the most extraordinary urge to curtsey. Graham trailed behind, unusually quiet, obviously quelled by a greater force than his own. “Can I get you some tea, Mrs. Forbes?” said Mummy. “We’ve got you all sorts, Earl Grey, Lapsang Souchong, Ceylon . . .” 
“I’d like some tea, not an interrogation,” said Granny. She went into the lounge, and when she sat down in Daddy’s armchair she sent all the scatter cushions tumbling, she didn’t notice how carefully they’d been arranged and plumped. “Do you like the tree, Mummy?” Daddy asked, and Granny studied it briefly, and said it was too big, and she hoped he’d bought it on discount. Daddy started to say something about how the tree was just to keep the children happy, as if it were really their fault, but then Mummy arrived with the tea; Granny took her cup, sipped at it, and winced. “Would you like your presents, Mummy? We’ve got you presents.” And at the mention of presents, Graham perked up: “Presents!” he said, “presents!” “Not your presents yet, old chap,” laughed Daddy amiably, “Granny first, remember?” And Granny sighed and said she had no interest in presents, she could see nothing to celebrate—but she didn’t want to spoil anyone else’s fun, obviously, and so if they had presents to give her now would be as good a time to put up with them as any. Daddy had bought a few gifts, and labelled a couple from Sarah and Graham. It turned out that they’d bought Granny some perfume, “your favourite, isn’t it?” asked Daddy, and “with their very own pocket money too!” “What use have I got in perfume now that Arthur’s dead?” said Granny curtly. And tilted her face forwards so that Sarah and Graham could kiss it, by way of a thank you.

	Graham was delighted with his werewolf suit. “Werewolf!” he shouted, and waving the box above his head tore around the sitting room in excitement. “And if you settle down, old chap,” laughed Daddy, “you can try it on for size!” They took the cellophane off the box, removed the lid, and took out the instructions for use. The recommended age was ten and above, but as Daddy said, it was just a recommendation, and besides, there were plenty of adults there to supervise. There was a furry werewolf mask, furry werewolf slippers, and an entire furry werewolf body suit. Granny looked disapproving. “In my day, little boys didn’t want to be werewolves,” she said. “They wanted to be soldiers and train drivers.” Graham put the mask over his face, and almost immediately they could all see how the fur seemed to grow in response—not only outwards, what would be the fun in that?, but inwards too, each tiny hair follicle burying itself deep within Graham’s face, so you could really believe that all this fur had naturally come out of a little boy. With a crack the jaw elongated too, into something like a snout—it wasn’t a full wolf’s snout, of course not, this was only a toy, and you could see that the red raw gums inside that slavering mouth were a bit too rubbery to be real, but it was still effective enough for Granny to be impressed. “Goodness,” she said. But that was nothing. When Daddy fastened the buckle around the suit, straight away Graham’s entire body contorted in a manner that could only be described as feral. The spine snapped and popped as Graham grew bigger, and then it twisted and curved over, as if in protest that a creature on four legs should be supporting itself on two—the now warped spine bulged angrily under the fur. Graham gave a yelp. “Doesn’t that hurt?” said Mummy, and Daddy said no, these toys were all the rage, all the kids loved them. Graham tried out his new body. He threw himself around the room, snarling in almost pantomime fashion, he got so carried away whipping his tail about he nearly knocked over the coffee table—and it didn’t matter, everyone was laughing at the fun, even Sarah, even Granny. “He’s a proper little beast, isn’t he!” Granny said. “And you see, it’s also educational,” Daddy leapt in, “because Graham will learn so much more about animals this way, I bet this sends him straight to the library.” Mummy said, “I wonder if he’ll howl at the moon!” and Daddy said, “Well, of course he’ll howl at the moon,” and Granny said, “All wolves howl at the moon, even I know that,” and Mummy looked crestfallen. “Silly Mummy,” growled Graham.

	From the first rip of the pink wrapping paper Sarah could see that she hadn’t been given a vampire suit. But she hoped it wasn’t a zombie, even when she could see the sickly green of the mask, the bloated liver spots, the word “Zombie!” far too proudly emblazoned upon the box. She thought it must be a mistake. And was about to say something, but when she looked up at her parents she saw they were beaming at her, encouraging, urging her on, urging her to open the lid, urging her to become one of the undead. So she smiled back, and she remembered not to make a fuss, that it was Granny’s day—and hoped they’d kept the receipt so she could swap it for a vampire later. Daddy asked if he could give her a hand, and Sarah said she could manage, but he was helping her already, he’d already got out the zombie mask, he was already enveloping her whole face within it. He helped her with the zombie slippers, thick slabs of feet with overgrown toenails and peeling skin. He helped her with the suit, snapped the buckle. Sarah felt cold all around her, as if she’d just been dipped into a swimming pool—but it was dry inside this pool, as dry as dust, and the cold dry dust was inside her. And the surprise of it made her want to retch, but she caught herself, she swallowed it down, though there was no saliva in that swallow. Her face slumped, and bulged out a bit, like a huge spot just ready to be burst—and she felt heavier, like a sack, sodden—but sodden with what, there was no water, was there, no wetness at all, so what could she be sodden with? “Turn around!” said Daddy, and laughed, and she heard him with dead ears, and so she turned around, she lurched, the feet wouldn’t let her walk properly, the body felt weighed down in all the wrong areas. Daddy laughed again, they all laughed at that, and Sarah tried to laugh too. She stuck out her arms in comic zombie fashion. “Grr,” she said. Daddy’s face was shining, Mummy looked just a little afraid. Granny was staring, she couldn’t take her eyes off her. “Incredible,” she breathed. And then she smiled, no, it wasn’t a smile, she grinned. “Incredible.” Graham had got bored watching, and had gone back to doing whatever it was that werewolves do around Christmas trees.

	“And after all that excitement, roast turkey, with all the trimmings!” said Mummy. Sarah’s stomach growled, though she hadn’t known she was hungry. “Come on, children, toys away.” “I think Sarah should wear her suit to dinner,” said Granny. “I agree,” said Daddy, “she’s only just put it on.” “All right,” said Mummy. “Have it your own way. But not you, Graham. I don’t want a werewolf at the dining table. I want my little boy.” “That’s not fair!” screamed Graham. “But werewolves don’t have good table manners, darling,” said Mummy. “You’ll get turkey everywhere.” So Graham began to cry, and it came out as a particularly plaintive howl, and he wouldn’t take his werewolf off, he wouldn’t, he wanted to live in his werewolf forever, and Mummy gave him a slap, just a little one, and it only made him howl all the more. “For God’s sake, does it matter?” said Daddy, “let him be a werewolf if he wants to.” “Fine,” said Mummy, “they can be monsters then, let’s all be monsters!” And then she smiled to show everyone she was happy really, she only sounded angry, really she was happy. Mummy scraped Graham’s Christmas dinner into a bowl, and set it on to the floor. “Try and be careful, darling,” she said, “remember how hard we worked to get this carpet clean? You’ll sit at the table, won’t you, Sarah? I don’t know much about zombies, do zombies eat at the table?” “Sarah’s sitting next to me,” said Granny, and she grinned again, and her whole face lit up, she really had quite a nice face after all. And everyone cheered up at that, and it was a happy dinner, even though Granny didn’t think the turkey was the best cut, and that the vegetables had been overcooked. Sarah coated her turkey with gravy, and with cranberry sauce, she even crushed then smeared peas into it just to give the meat a bit more juice—it was light and buttery, she knew, it looked so good on the fork, but no sooner had it passed her lips than the food seemed stale and ashen. “Would you pull my cracker, Sarah?” asked Granny brightly, and Sarah didn’t want to, it was hard enough to grip the cutlery with those flaking hands. “Come on, Sarah,” laughed Daddy, and so Sarah put down her knife and fork, and fumbled for the end of Granny’s cracker, and hoped that when she pulled nothing terrible would happen—she’d got it into her head that her arm was hanging by a thread, just one firm yank and it’d come off. But it didn’t—bang! went the cracker, Granny had won, she liked that, and she read out the joke, and everyone said they found it funny, and she even put on her paper hat. “I feel like the belle of the ball!” she said. “Dear me, I am enjoying myself!”

	After dinner Granny and Sarah settled down on the sofa to watch the Bond movie. Mummy said she’d do the washing up, and she needed to clean the carpet too, she might be quite a while. And Daddy volunteered to help her, he said he’d seen this Bond already. Graham wanted to pee, so they’d let him out into the garden. So it was just Granny and Sarah sitting there, just the two of them, together. “I miss Arthur,” Granny said during the title sequence. “Sonia tells me I need to get over it, but what does Sonia know about love?” Sarah had nothing to say to that. Sitting on the sofa was hard for her, she was top heavy and lolled to one side. She found though that she was able to reach for the buckle on her suit. She played with it, but her fingers were too thick, she couldn’t get purchase. The first time Bond snogged a woman Granny reached for Sarah’s hand. Sarah couldn’t be sure whether it was Granny’s hand or her own that felt so leathery. “Do you know how I met Arthur?” asked Granny. Sitting in her slumped position, Sarah could feel something metal jab into her, and realized it must be the necklace that Mummy had given her. It was buried somewhere underneath all this dead male flesh. “Arthur was already married. Did you know that? Does it shock you? But I just looked at him, and said to myself, I’m having that.” And there was a funny smell too, thought Sarah, and she supposed that probably was her. 

	James Bond got himself into some scrapes, and then got out of them again using quips and extreme violence. Granny hadn’t let go of Sarah’s hand. “You know what love is? It’s being prepared to let go of who you are. To change yourself entirely. Just for someone else’s pleasure.” The necklace was really rather sharp, but Sarah didn’t mind, it felt real, and she tried to shift her body so it would cut into her all the more. Perhaps it would cut through the layers of skin on top of it, perhaps it would come poking out, and show that Sarah was hiding underneath! “Before I met him, Arthur was a husband. And a father. For me, he became a nothing. A nothing.” With her free hand Sarah tried at the buckle again, this time there was a panic to it, she dug in her nails but only succeeded in tearing a couple off altogether. And she knew what that smell was, Sarah had thought it had been rotting, but it wasn’t, it was old cigarette smoke. Daddy came in from the kitchen. “You two lovebirds getting along?” he said. And maybe even winked. James Bond made a joke about re-entry, and at that Granny gripped Sarah’s hand so tightly that she thought it’d leave an imprint for sure. “I usually get what I want,” Granny breathed. Sarah stole a look out of the window. In the frosted garden Graham had clubbed down a bird, and was now playing with its body. He’d throw it up into the air and catch it between his teeth. But he looked undecided too, as if he were wondering whether eating it might be taking things too far.

	Graham had tired of the werewolf suit before his bedtime. He’d undone the belt all by himself, and left the suit in a pile on the floor. “I want a vampire!” he said. “Or a zombie!” Mummy and Daddy told him that maybe he could have another monster next Christmas, or on his birthday maybe. That wasn’t good enough, and it wasn’t until they suggested there might be discounted monsters in the January sales that he cheered up. He could be patient, he was a big boy. After he’d gone to bed, Granny said she wanted to turn in as well—it had been such a long day. “And thank you,” she said, and looked at Sarah. “It’s remarkable.” Daddy said that she’d now understand why he’d asked for all those photographs; to get the resemblance just right there had been lots of special modifications, it hadn’t been cheap, but he hoped it was a nice present? “The best I’ve ever had,” said Granny. “And here’s a little something for both of you.” And she took out a cheque, scribbled a few zeroes on to it, and handed it over. She hoped this might see them through the recession. “And Merry Christmas!” she said gaily.

	Granny stripped naked, and got into her nightie—but not so fast that Sarah wasn’t able to take a good look at the full reality of her. She didn’t think Granny’s skin was very much different to the one she was wearing, the same lumps and bumps and peculiar crevasses, the same scratch marks and mottled specks. Hers was just slightly fresher. And as if Granny could read Sarah’s mind, she told her to be a good boy and sit at the dressing table. “Just a little touch up,” she said. “Nothing effeminate about it. Just to make you a little more you.” She smeared a little rouge on to the cheeks, a dash of lipstick, mascara. “Can’t do much with the eyeballs,” Granny mused, “but I’ll never know in the dark.” And the preparations weren’t just for Sarah. Granny sprayed behind both her ears from her new perfume bottle. “Just for you, darling,” she said. “Your beautiful little gift.” Sarah gestured towards the door, and Granny looked puzzled, then brightened. “Yes, you go and take a tinkle. I’ll be waiting, my sweet.” But Sarah had nothing to tinkle, had she, didn’t Granny realize there was no liquid inside her, didn’t she realize she was composed of dust? Sarah lurched past the toilet, and downstairs to the sitting room where her parents were watching the repeat of the Queen’s speech. They started when she came in. Both looked a little guilty. Sarah tried to find the words she wanted, and then how to say them at all, her tongue lay cold in her mouth. “Why me?” she managed finally.

	Daddy said, “I loved him. He was a good man, he was a kind man.” Mummy looked away altogether. Daddy went on, “You do see why it couldn’t have been Graham, don’t you? Why it had to be you?” And had Sarah been a werewolf like her brother, she might at that moment have torn out their throats, or clubbed them down with her paws. But she was a dead man, and a dead man who’d been good and kind. So she nodded briefly, then shuffled her way slowly back upstairs.

	“Hold me,” said Granny. Sarah didn’t know how to, didn’t know where to put her arms or her legs. She tried her best, but it was all such a tangle. Granny and Sarah lay side by side for a long time in the dark. Sarah tried to feel the necklace under her skin, but she couldn’t, it had gone. That little symbol of whatever femininity she’d had was gone. She wondered if Granny was asleep. But then Granny said, “If only it were real. But it’s not real. You’re not real.” She stroked Sarah’s face. “Oh, my love,” she whispered. “Oh, my poor dead love.”

	And something between Sarah’s legs twitched. Something that had long rotted came to life, and slowly, weakly, struggled to attention. You’re not real, Granny was still saying, and now she was crying, and Sarah thought of how Granny had looked that day at the funeral, her face all soggy and out of shape, and she felt a stab of pity for her—and that was it, the pity was the jolt it needed, there was something liquid in this body after all. “You’re not real,” Granny said. “I am real,” he said, and he leaned across, and kissed her on the lips. And the lips beneath his weren’t dry, they were plump, they were moist, and now he was chewing at her face, and she was chewing right back, like they wanted to eat each other, like they were so hungry they could just eat each other alive. Sharon Weekes was wrong, it was a stray thought that flashed through his mind, Sharon Weekes didn’t know the half of it. This is what it’s like, this is like kissing, this is like kissing a boy.

	
	

	ALICE THROUGH
THE PLASTIC SHEET


	Alan and Alice liked Barbara and Eric. Barbara and Eric were good neighbours. Barbara and Eric were quiet. Barbara and Eric never threw parties—or, at least, not proper parties, not the sort of parties with music and loud noise; they’d had a dinner party once, and Alan and Alice knew that because they’d been invited beforehand, inviting them had been such a good neighbourly thing for Barbara and Eric to do. And Alan and Alice had thanked Barbara and Eric, and said that it was a very nice gesture, but they wouldn’t accept, all the same—they gave some polite reason or other, probably something about needing a babysitter for Bobby (although Bobby was a good boy, he didn’t need a babysitter). But the real reason they didn’t go was that they didn’t know Barbara and Eric. They liked them, they liked them perfectly fine. They were good neighbours. But they didn’t want them to be friends. As good neighbours, they worked. Good neighbours was good.

	Barbara and Eric had a dog, but it was a quiet dog, it was just as quiet as Alan and Alice’s own. They had two children, but they were grown-up children, and the three times a year the grown-up children visited Barbara and Eric (Christmas, both parents’ birthdays) they did so without fuss or upheaval. Some weekends Alan would see Eric, out clearing leaves from the front garden, out mowing the lawn, and Alan might be out tending to his own lawn, and the two of them would recognize the mild coincidence of that, Eric might raise a hand in simple greeting over the fence and Alan would do the same in return; for her part, Alice might smile at Barbara in the supermarket. And when Barbara put the house up for sale, Alan and Alice didn’t know why—“Hello!” said Alice cheerily one day when she saw Barbara at the checkout queue, “So, where are you off to then?” And Barbara had told her that Eric was dead, Eric had had a heart attack, Eric was dead—months ago now, and she couldn’t bear the loneliness any longer, she worried quite honestly that the loneliness would drive her mad. And she’d broken down in tears right there in front of Alice. Shrill, with lots of noise, it wasn’t like Barbara at all. And Alice said she was sorry, she offered Barbara her condolences, she offered Barbara her handkerchief, she said she and Alan had had no idea, “how dreadful!” and “we had no idea!” And later she told Alan she’d felt a bit embarrassed, how could they have had no idea? How could all that death and suffering being going on not thirty feet away without their knowing? She supposed they hadn’t been especially good neighbours after all.

	“We’re going to miss them,” said Alice, as the family gathered around—Alice, Alan, little Bobby, even the dog got in on the act—and peered through the curtains to watch the removal men take the last pieces of Barbara’s life away.

	“I suppose we will,” said Alan. And let the curtains twitch back.

	
	“They’re never going to sell it like that,” said Alan one night at dinner. Alan worked in sales, he was an expert on sales. He was pretty much Head of Sales really, or would have been had Old Man Ellis not nominally still been in charge, but Alan was pretty much de facto Head of Sales, even Ellis had said so, pretty much everyone accepted that. “The first rule of sales,” said Alan, “is you have to let the consumers know you’ve something to sell in the first place. There’s no point in being coy about it.”

	There was a “For Sale” sign stuck into the lawn of the house they all still thought of as Barbara and Eric’s, but, as Alan said, it wasn’t well displayed. It was positioned right beside the largest of the trees so it was permanently obscured by shadow; from the road you could barely see it at all. “It’ll never sell,” said Alan, and sliced into his potatoes with an air of smug finality—and it did the trick, this was certainly where the conversation ended, neither Alice nor Bobby nor the dog showed any inclination to contradict him.

	Later that evening, Alan was giving Bobby a game of Super Champion Golf Masters IV on the Xbox, and Bobby was playing as Tiger Woods and Alan was playing as Jack Nicklaus but frankly would rather have played as Tiger Woods, but Bobby had been a good boy and had done his homework promptly and done the washing-up without being asked and was in consequence allowed first pick—and as all this was going on, Bobby said he had an idea. Alan said, well, champ, I’m all ears. And Bobby suggested that maybe he and his Daddy could move the “For Sale” sign away from the tree and into a more prominent position. That would help everybody, wouldn’t it? Though he didn’t use the word ‘prominent.’ And Alan thought about it as he made Jack Nicklaus putt, and then said that they really shouldn’t bother; after all, wasn’t it quite nice that they didn’t have any neighbours, wasn’t it nice that it was all so quiet? Wouldn’t it be nice if no one moved in ever, couldn’t it be their little secret? And Bobby shrugged, and said okay, and made par. Bobby was really a very kind and considerate child; Alan had been warned by his friends at work that children could start getting snippy when they got older, and Alan was watching out for it, but here was Bobby eight years old already and there was no sign of it so far. Bobby would say that playing golf with his father on the Xbox was the best part of his day, and Alan would like that, sometimes Alan was touched. What did his friends at work know anyway? Maybe Bobby would always be like this. Right then Alan decided he liked Bobby as a person, not just as a son but a Person in his own right—one day, when he was older, he looked forward to sharing a pint with him in a pub, men together, he’d be so much better company than his friends at work, he didn’t like his friends much. He looked forward to playing golf with Bobby for real.

	Anyway, Alan was wrong. The house was sold within the week.

	
	The van arrived early in the morning, before Alan went to work, and stout uniformed men began unloading boxes and furniture on to the next door lawn. When Alan returned home nine hours later they were still at it; and Alice was still watching it all from behind the curtains. “You haven’t been here all day, have you?” asked Alan, and Alice said, “Of course not!” and looked a bit cross. “Alan,” she said, “there’s so much stuff, how do they have so much stuff? How are they going to fit it all in the house?” “I’m hungry,” said Bobby, and he sounded unusually plaintive—and the dog began to yip for food as well—”It’s all right, champ,” said Alan, “let’s go and see what’s in the fridge, shall we?”

	After supper Alan went back to join Alice at the window. “They’ll have to stop soon,” said Alice. “It’s getting dark. You can’t go moving stuff in the dark. That makes no sense, does it? You won’t be able to see what the stuff is.”

	Now the removal men were offloading from the van a green Chesterfield sofa. It was large and heavy, and the men struggled with it in the summer evening clamminess. At last it was out, and down—and joined three other sofas on the lawn, just as big and cumbersome, all in different colours—one was black, one was burgundy, one was a beige so lurid it could hardly be called beige at all. All four of them were still covered in their protective plastic sheets, not a single sofa had ever been used.

	“It’s all been brand new,” said Alice. “All the televisions, the washing machines, the hi-fi system. All still in their packaging. Isn’t that peculiar?”

	“I expect so,” said Alan, “if you like. And what of our new neighbours themselves? What do they look like?”

	“I haven’t seen them yet,” said Alice. “I keep on looking, but there’s been no sign. I might,” she admitted ruefully, “have missed them,” and she turned to Alan for the first time since he’d come home, her eyes so full of apology as if she’d let him down somehow. Then she started, she realized she’d taken her eyes off the game, and back whirled her head towards the chink of opened curtain.

	“Maybe,” said Alice suddenly, “I should go over there.”

	“Why?”

	“Maybe,” Alice said, “I should take them a cup of sugar.”

	“What for?”

	“It’d be the neighbourly thing to do.”

	“They probably have sugar,” said Alan. “They have four sofas and, look, three widescreen TVs. Look.”

	“I’ll take them some sugar,” said Alice, and she tore herself away from the window, and hurried to the kitchen. Alan followed her. She poured the sugar into a cup—not one of the best cups—she wasn’t offering them the cup to keep, the cup was merely a receptacle for the sugar, she wanted the cup back—but she didn’t want any awkwardness, if the cup were to be accidentally sacrificed in the spirit of good neighbourliness then it was going to be a cup she didn’t like all that much. And then, now appropriately armed, she went outside and up the driveway to the next door house. Alan watched her from the window. He was surprised to see that in the little time it had taken Alice to fetch the sugar that the removal van had gone; the lawn was bare; the garden was deserted; night had fallen. Alan saw Alice knock at the door. He saw Alice pause, then knock harder. He saw her bite her lip and chew it, it was what she always did when she couldn’t make up her mind. Then she set the cup down gently, carefully, upon the welcome mat; she stood up, waited expectantly, as if that very act alone might have attracted the neighbours’ attention.

	“Can we play golf, Daddy?” 

	“Isn’t it a bit late?”

	“Please, Daddy.”

	“All right. Just for a little while.”

	“Can I be Tiger Woods again?”

	At last Alice came home. “They weren’t in,” she said.

	“So I gathered.”

	“I waited a bit, though.”

	“So I gathered.”

	She frowned. “Who are you tonight, Alan?”

	“I’m Jack Nicklaus,” said Alan.

	“And I’m Tiger Woods,” said Bobby.

	Alice drifted back to the window. She gave a little cry of surprise that caused Alan to miss his stroke. “What?” he said.

	“The cup,” she said. “It’s gone.”

	“Right,” said Alan.

	“They must have been in after all,” said Alice. “How very rude. I wonder,” she went on, and she pressed her hands hard against the window, as if she could force her way through it, be that tiny bit nearer, “I wonder what they’re like.”

	Alan said, “I just wonder why you care.”

	They said no more about it, and when they went to bed Alice undressed silently, and went to sleep without saying good night. Alan wondered whether she was in a mood or not—but it was so hard to tell, she was usually pretty quiet in the bedroom, it had never been a place for noise or chat.

	
	Theirs had never been a relationship based upon romance. Not even at the start, not oven on that first date. And for the first few years this had nagged at Alan a little, he suspected he was doing something wrong, missing out on something nice all his friends at work got. So he would take to giving Alice boxes of chocolates, sending her the odd bouquet of flowers every now and again. And Alice would eat the chocolates, and she’d put the flowers in a vase, and she’d do both readily enough, but never with any especial gratitude; indeed, sometimes she’d give him a look, that look, as if to say, “what do I want these for?” So he stopped.

	Alan hadn’t wanted a date anyway, not after Sandra, not after what Sandra had done to him and (he supposed) what he had done to her. But Tony had said to him one day, “You could do with a girlfriend, feller,” and Alan respected Tony, Tony was very senior in sales, at that time Tony was pretty much the de facto head. Alan thought at first this was typical Tony banter, and Alan laughed along, but Tony assured him he was being very serious. “It shows stability of character, feller,” he said. “It shows us you’re somebody we can rely upon.” And he recommended Alan try someone he knew, he recommended Alice, and so Alan gave Alice a call, and Alice suggested they meet for dinner that very Friday. Alan could come and pick her up, early would be best, there was an Italian restaurant she liked around the corner, close enough that if the date wasn’t working to either of their advantages they could skip dessert and she could be back home without wasting the entire evening.

	Alan dressed up for the date. He took a second set of clothes with him to the office, and at five o’clock got changed in the toilet. Alice had dressed up too; when she opened the door to him Alan noticed right away how immaculate her make-up was, nothing too much, nothing garish or extreme—and it took him a few long seconds to recover and look through the shininess and see the woman underneath. She looked him up and down. She nodded. She gave him a polite smile, and he gave one back, just as polite. He told her his name was Alan. She nodded again, fetched her coat.

	As they were walking down the street to the restaurant, Alice suddenly stopped. It caught Alan up short, right in the middle of some smart observation he’d been making about the weather.

	“Have you forgotten something?” he asked.

	“Yes. No. Oh,” she said, “oh.” And looked him up and down again, and chewed at her lip. She looked quite distressed for a moment, and Alan felt a sudden desire to protect her, to assure her that everything would be okay. “Please don’t take this the wrong way,” she said.

	“No, no . . .”

	“But. Your tie.”

	“My tie?”

	“It’s just wrong. It doesn’t go with that jacket at all.”

	“Oh,” he said. And then, somewhat lamely, “It’s my best tie.”

	“Would you mind?” she asked. “I’m sorry. Would you mind if? We went back? I have ties. I have a better tie for you.”

	“Oh. Well. If you’d prefer.”

	“I would.”

	“If it means that much to you.”

	“It does.”

	“All right then.” And they turned around and walked back to the house. Alan resumed his weather remark from where he’d left off, but he soon stopped, his heart really wasn’t in it.

	“You wait down here,” Alice said. “Make yourself at home. I won’t be a moment.” And she went upstairs. Alan looked around the sitting room. It was pretty. The wallpaper was a woman’s wallpaper, but quite nice. Everything was clean and ordered and well vacuumed, and there was the smell of recent polish, and Alan thought to himself that he could get used to that.

	“Here,” said Alice. And she was smiling, and it was proper smiling this time, there was a warmth to it. “Try this one.” She held out to him a tie, quite formally, draped over her arm. It was pure black. Alan put it on, taking off his own tie with stripes. Alice gave him an inspection.

	“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Oh. Oh. Just wait,” and then she went back upstairs. This time she came down with a jacket, and a shirt, and some shoes. “Try these,” she said, “these will go with the tie.” And she was smiling all over now, her face was one big beaming smile, and Alan couldn’t help but beam back, and he did as he was told.

	“Why do you have all these clothes?” he asked, and she stopped smiling, and gave a sort of shrug.

	She didn’t smile again for the rest of the evening. The moment had been lost. He had lasagne, she fettuccini. The lasagne took longer to cook than the fettuccini, and that kept her waiting, and he felt a bit guilty. She didn’t respond to his conversation; his small talk was too small, he realized, and he longed suddenly for Sandra with whom he could have talked about anything, even if there sometimes had been shouting and swearing included, and though the restaurant was quite busy and the tables squashed too close together Alan felt desperately lonely. He didn’t expect Alice would want dessert. She did. She ordered tiramisu. Alan was so surprised that he ordered tiramisu as well, even though he didn’t like tiramisu.

	And when she had devoured the tiramisu, after she had consumed it deliberately and precisely, Alice laid down her dessert spoon and examined Alan quite intently. She chewed her lip. “I cannot decide,” she said, at last. “Whether we’re going to be friends or not. I can’t work you out.”

	And Alan said something about how he hoped they’d be friends, and she laughed at that, shook her head.

	He paid for the meal; she let him. He walked her home, and neither of them said a word. He pretended they were both enjoying the still of the night. “You’d better come in,” she said. He supposed this was so he could retrieve his own clothes. But as soon as the front door was closed behind them she tore into him, she ripped off his tie, his jacket, began to unbutton his shirt. Then she grabbed at the trousers, and Alan suddenly thought, the trousers are mine, she’s at last touching something that’s me.

	And he knew then that she would look after him. That she’d make sure he looked good for the office and wore the right things, that she cared, she actually cared about him, that somebody out in the whole wide world was prepared to do that. She proposed to him on their fourth date, and he could see no reason to refuse. He asked Tony to be his best man, and Tony said yes, and although asking Tony was a good career move it wasn’t just that, Alan genuinely felt quite grateful his boss had played matchmaker. It was during the best man speech that Tony announced Alan’s promotion. Alan and Alice had a son called Bobby, and the way he was conceived wasn’t especially romantic either, but Alan admired the way Alice took all those vitamins and boosters to facilitate the chances of pregnancy once she’d decided it was time they had a baby. And they all moved to a bigger house, and the neighbours were nice and quiet and elderly. And Bobby was bought a dog when he was deemed old enough to take care of it. And the sex between Alan and Alice swiftly became more sober, more manageable, and ultimately more for special occasions, and that was a good thing, a Good Thing, and Alan only very rarely thought of Sandra at all. And Tony, Tony was long dead, Tony had died years ago, Alan took his job and the power that went with it, Alan very rarely now thought of Tony either.
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	By the time Alan got home from work he was already in a bad mood. Sales were down, and that of course was nonsense; there were more and more people in the world, and people needed more and more Stuff, and Stuff just happened to be what they were selling. Impressing upon his workers the logic of this had exhausted him. As de facto head, he felt responsible for their incompetence.

	“They’re having a party,” said Alice, the moment he closed the door.

	“Who’s having a party?”

	“The neighbours. Housewarming, I bet. And they didn’t invite us.”

	Alan began to reply to that, but Alice shushed him. She raised a finger for silence. “Listen,” she mouthed. So he did. And yes, he supposed it was true, he could hear the beat of distant music.

	“Why would they invite us? They don’t know us.”

	“That’s right, Alan, take their side. All I know is . . . that what they’re doing is invasive. I feel invaded. How long’s this music going on for? What if we can’t sleep?”

	“It isn’t very loud,” said Alan.

	“What if Bobby can’t sleep?”

	“I’ll be able to sleep,” said Bobby, cheerfully.

	“It’s like an invasion,” said Alice. “And I think you should go over there, and ask them to turn it down.”

	“It’s still early,” said Alan. “If the music is still playing later. Then. Then we’ll see.”

	The family ate their dinner in silence. Silence, except for the bass thumping from next door. Alice deliberately didn’t mention it, but Alan was annoyed to hear she was right, it was getting louder, and it was invasive. There was a snatch of something familiar about the music, but he couldn’t place it, the melody was smothered by the thump. Alan tried to talk, he hoped that some dinner conversation would drown out the neighbours, or at the very least distract him a bit. He would have liked to have told his family about his day, about the slump in sales, but he knew they wouldn’t be interested. “What did you learn at school today, Bobby?” he asked at last—”Give me one fact you learned,” and Bobby promptly gave him the date for the Battle of Naseby. There wasn’t much to add to that. “Hey, good boy,” said Alan, relieved to see the dog slouch past the open doorway, “hey, come here, come here, boy.” The dog trotted closer, but when he saw that Alan had no intention of feeding him anything, turned right round and trotted away again.

	“I bet the music will be off by nine o’clock,” said Alan. “That’s the watershed. Everyone knows that.”

	Bobby did the washing-up, and so as a treat was allowed to be Tiger Woods ’til bedtime. Alan enjoyed concentrating on golf for a while; he almost persuaded himself he couldn’t hear the beat of music getting louder and thicker and uglier, couldn’t hear the pointed sighs of despair from his wife.

	“It’s gone nine o’clock,” Alice said at last. “You said they’d have stopped by now.”

	“I said they might have.”

	“Bobby has to go to bed. Bobby, will you need ear plugs?”

	“I don’t need ear plugs,” said Bobby. “I’m fine. I kind of like it. Night, Mummy. Night, Daddy.”

	Alan and Alice watched television for a while.

	“There’s a child here trying to sleep!” Alice suddenly cried, and she didn’t even wait for a commercial break. “That’s what I don’t understand! How they can just ignore that!”

	“They don’t know we’ve got a child,” said Alan.

	“They didn’t bother to ask. It’s gone ten o’clock.”

	“I know.”

	“Next, it’ll be eleven. Eleven!”

	“Yes, I know.”

	The music never stopped. There was never a pause when one song ended, and another waited to begin. Alan idly wondered how they managed to do that. Was it just lots of little songs mashed into one unending paste, or were his neighbours simply playing the longest song in the world?

	At last Alan and Alice went to bed. Alice used the bathroom first. Alan got undressed in the bedroom. At first he thought the music was quieter in the bedroom, and that was good, that was a relief. But then he realized it wasn’t quieter, it was just different—and this different, if anything, was louder. He heard Alice spit out her toothpaste, and she really spat, she really went for it. They swapped positions, bedroom out, bathroom in, and he brushed his teeth as well. He thought he saw the mirror reverberate to the sound of the beat, but he had to really stare at it to check, and he wasn’t sure whether it was just the effect of his head moving as he breathed. He got into bed beside Alice. She had her eyes screwed up tight, not wanting to look at him, not wanting to let in the world. He turned off the light.

	As soon as the red neon of the clock radio turned midnight, that very second, Alice said, “That’s enough.”

	“Yes.”

	“You have to do something now.”

	“All right.” Alan turned on the bedside lamp. He put on his dressing gown, his slippers.

	“Tell me what you’re going to say to them,” said Alice.

	“Um. Please turn the music down?”

	“Ask them to turn the music off.”

	“I will.”

	“Down isn’t good enough.”

	“All right.”

	“And be firm.”

	“Yes.” He went towards the door.

	“You can’t go out like that,” she said. “Not in your pyjamas.”

	“But I’ve just been woken up . . .”

	“It sends entirely the wrong message,” said Alice. “It robs you of any authority. You should look smart, formal even. Wait. Wait.” She got up, looked through the wardrobe. She handed him a jacket, a freshly ironed shirt. “This will do,” she said. She smiled as he put the clothes on, she was enjoying this. “Now, go. And whilst you’re there, get me my cup back.”

	He stepped outside into the night. The air was still so clammy, but there was a welcome breeze to it, and Alan closed his eyes and drank it in and enjoyed it; he wished he was still wearing his pyjamas, he’d have loved to have felt it properly against his skin. He could feel the sweat already beginning to pool behind the layers of his suit, and rebelliously he loosened his tie—

	And listened. Because he could now hear what the music was, and it wasn’t aggressive, it posed no threat, it was charming, charming. And he felt the urge to go back inside, go and fetch Alice—yes, and Bobby too, wake him up, wake him and the dog, bring them all out for this. How much we take it for granted, thought Alan, when it plays on every television ad, when it’s pumped into every department store, when it’s allowed to define just one little month of the year, when it sells stuff—you get sick of it, or you screen it out—but now, here, in the middle of a July heat wave, how incongruous it sounds, how nostalgic. Memories of days long ago, when he was a child, when his mother was still alive, when his father still talked to him—and he felt his eyes pricking with happy tears, he should rush inside, get his family whilst the music lasted, this was a treat. But he didn’t go back inside. He didn’t want his family there. He didn’t want them, and the thought of that surprised him, and hurt him a bit, and somehow made him lighter too. And he stood on his porch, and listened, and basked in the little breeze he could feel, basked in the sound of ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’ as it segued seamlessly into ‘Santa Claus is Coming to Town.’

	But he knew Alice would be watching him. She’d be watching from behind the curtains. Watching and waiting. So he set his face into the proper authoritative pose, he straightened his tie again. And he marched down the garden path, out on to the pavement, through the next door gate, into strangers’ territory.

	There was no light visible from the house. All the curtains were closed. It looked as if everyone had gone to bed—no, more than that, it looked as if the house were deserted, as if it had been long ago abandoned and no one had lived in there for years and no one ever would again. It looked like a dead place. And he nearly turned back—not out of fear, Good God, no—but because it was ridiculous to think that such music could be coming out of a house like that. But it was, it was.

	The mat in front of the house said ‘Welcome’ upon it. Alan stood to one side of it; he didn’t want to be accused of accepting even the smallest part of their hospitality. He knocked on the door—gently, very gently, because he didn’t want to wake the household up. Then he realized how stupid that was; he lifted the knocker high, he let it swing.

	He knocked like this for a little while. There was no answer. He felt like an idiot, knocking away, in the middle of the night, dressed like he was going to a business seminar, and no one paying him any attention. He stooped down to the letterbox, lifted the flap, called through. He felt a cold draft from it—they must have had their air conditioning on. “Hello?” he called. “Hello? Is there anyone there?” He hated how weak and anxious his voice sounded. “Hello? Could you turn the music down a little? Hello?” You idiot.

	He tried knocking again. He then tried knocking whilst calling through the letterbox at the same time. “Please!” he cried. “I’ve got a family and they can’t sleep! Really, you’re being a little selfish! And, and. And if you don’t quieten down, I’ll . . .”

	Alan had no idea how to finish that sentence, so it was just as well that at that very moment the music switched off. The sudden silence was numbing. He blinked in it.

	“Oh,” he said. “Well, thank you. Thank you, that’s very kind! Sorry to be a nuisance, we don’t want to be . . . But it was past midnight and I . . . Well. Well, welcome to the neighbourhood!”

	With that he eased the letterbox back into position, gently teasing it closed with his fingers so it wouldn’t make any unwelcome sound. And he left their porch, walked up their driveway. He turned around, and the house was still so dark, and the curtains still drawn—and he doubted anyone could see him, but nevertheless he gave a friendly neighbourly wave.

	The sound that burst out of that house a few seconds later almost knocked him off his feet. It couldn’t have been loud enough to have done that—not really—that was silly—but the sudden blast of it frightened him, and he did stagger, he did, he nearly toppled to the ground. It took his brain a few precious moments to realize it was just music, maybe music ten times louder than before—and a few moments longer to identify the song as ‘Auld Lang Syne.’ But in even that little time he was overcome with an almost primal terror, that this was the roar of a monster, that this was the roar of death, that he should run from this inhuman scream wrenched so impossibly out of the perfect silence, that he should run away fast whilst he still could. And he very nearly did; he suddenly knew with absolute cold certainty how very small and useless he was before that wall of noise, and how very quickly the night had become very dark indeed, he could be lost within that pitch darkness, and within the battle cry the pitch was shrieking out, he knew that he’d drown in that noise and be lost forever. . . . 

	And instead he found a rage within him he’d long forgotten, or never even guessed he had.

	He stood his ground. 

	“Should auld acquaintance be forgot, and never”—”You fucks!” he screamed at the music. “You selfish fucks! I’ve got work in the morning! And a wife, and a son, and a dog—we’ve all got work in the morning!”

	And up on the first floor he saw a curtain twitch—a little chink of light, then gone.

	“I see you!” he raged. “I see you up there! Do you think I can’t see you?” He picked up a loose piece of crazy paving, he ran towards the house, towards that noise, he hurled it up at the window. It struck. For a moment he thought he’d broken the glass, terrified he had—then he hoped he had, hoped he’d smashed the whole fucking pane in—and was disappointed when the paving bounced back harmlessly.

	“I’m coming to get you!” Alan screamed.

	“We’ll take a cup of kindness yet, for the sake of auld lang syne . . . !”

	He raced out of their garden and into his own. He scrabbled at the door of his garage. He pulled out a metal stepladder, it clanked in his grasp. He felt his jacket rip under the strain, but that was too bad, fuck Alice for making him wear a jacket in the first place. For a terrible moment as he lugged the ladder out into the darkness he thought the song might have stopped, and he didn’t want that, then what would he do?—but no, it was back on for another bout, ‘Auld Lang Syne’ was ringing in another new year, just so loud, just so selfish, just so fucking festive. He dragged the ladder out of his garden, first pulling on one side then on the other, it looked as if the two of them were dancing together to the music.

	And now he was leaning the ladder against their house—no, slamming it against the house, and up he went, the metal rungs creaking under his weight—”I’m coming to get you!” he shouted again, but perhaps less confidently than before, and he knew his rage was still powering him on, but maybe it was starting to ebb away, who knows, just a little? And he looked down once, and he wished he hadn’t, because the night was so black now, everything was so black, and he couldn’t see the ground below. But still he climbed, “I’m coming to get you,” but almost softly now, like it was a secret, and suddenly there were no more rungs to climb, he was at the top, and—look! happy coincidence!—he was right by the window. And there was no light behind, the curtain was closed tight. “Hey!” He banged upon the glass. “Hey! Open up! Open up!” And this close to the music he thought it was buffeting him, that the force might knock him from the ladder, but he was strong, he was holding firm—nothing could stop him now, and any terror he might be feeling in his gut, that was just a private terror no one could see, right? Right? “Open up! One last chance!” And he banged again—

	And the curtains opened.

	And the music stopped.

	Later on, he would doubt what he saw in that room. He would suspect that he’d misunderstood it at some fundamental level. Alice would ask him about what had happened that night, and he’d lie, he’d just say he never got a glimpse inside the house at all. That the neighbours had resolutely refused to show themselves, that he still had no idea who their enemies were. It was so much easier that way. He almost began to believe it himself. 

	The curtains pulled back all the way, they opened wide and he was blinded for a moment in the light of the room. So maybe that’s why he couldn’t see who had opened them, because someone had to have, surely, they couldn’t open themselves? But there was no one in the room—no one—Alan thought there was at first—he gasped when he saw those figures, they looked so human—so lifelike—but . . . 

	But they were dummies. Dummies, the sort you’d get in clothes shops, modelling the latest fashions. There was a child wearing sports gear, and he was lying on his back, his body splayed out over cardboard boxes. The child looked dead in that position, or wounded, that wasn’t a natural way for a body to lie—so why then was he smiling so widely? There was a man, and he was in a business suit (and, Alan noted, not a suit as good as his, this dummy didn’t have someone like Alice to dress him, quite clearly!)—and he was almost standing, propped in the corner of the room, head swivelled towards the window, almost facing Alan but not quite, almost grinning at Alan, almost grinning because of Alan, but not really, not quite. And the third figure—the closest figure—oh—she was naked, and Alan felt such guilt suddenly, here he was staring at her, like she wasn’t a woman at all, just an object, a slab of meat—but wait, she was just an object, just a dummy, what was the problem? And her breasts were perfect symmetrical mounds, and they looked quite inhuman, so why did Alan want to look anyway?—and her legs were long and smooth and had no trace of hair on them, the (frankly) pretty face locked into a smile too, but it was a cautious smile, a demure smile—it made her look so innocent, as if she needed protecting—or, wait, did it just make her look stupid? She was bending over, her arse in the air, one hand dangling towards the floor as if in a painful yoga position—and now it looked to Alan as if the man in the corner was inspecting that arse, as if he were examining it critically, and his grin was because he had that job, who wouldn’t grin if their job was arse-examiner?—and the little boy in the sports clothes was rolling around on the floor laughing at the fun of it. And all three of them wore Santa hats, little red Santa hats, as if they weren’t just part of some Christmas revelry but were Christmas decorations them very selves.

	And that’s when the dog began to bark, and it was loud, and it was fierce, and it was the fury of a dog defending its territory and its family from attack—and in a moment the curtains pulled back shut, impossibly fast—and Alan was lost again in the darkness, and suddenly the stepladder was falling one way and he felt himself falling another. “I’m going to die,” he thought, quite clearly, “I’m falling back into the black,” and down he crashed, and he wondered whether death would hurt. And he wasn’t bothered, and he wondered why he wasn’t bothered, and his brain said to him, “God, Alan, just how depressed are you?” but he put that out of his head quickly, he always put it from his head, he had no time for depression, and besides, he didn’t want that to be his final thought as he died. But he wasn’t dead—that fact now dawned on him—he hadn’t fallen that far after all—and he was lying in the little flowerbed that only so recently Barbara and Eric had worked at hard to make look pretty.

	There was still barking, but it was definitely inside, so he was safe—but what if the beast burst through the door? And he hadn’t got time to pick up the stepladder, they could keep the stepladder—he stumbled to his feet, ran from the garden, so fast that it wasn’t until he reached his own bedroom he realized how bruised he must be and how much those bruises hurt.

	“You got them to turn down the music,” said Alice, in the dark. She sounded snug and cosy beneath the duvet. “Well done.”

	“Yes,” said Alan. “But I think I woke up their dog.”

	
	That night Alan dreamed of the woman dummy. He couldn’t help it. He dreamed of her breasts, and decided quite formally that they were a lot firmer than Alice’s—from what he could remember of Alice’s breasts, that is. The dummy’s were too perfect to be human, too round, too sculpted—but inhuman was better than nothing, surely. He dreamed that there had been hair on that too smooth plastic skin, something soft there after all. He dreamed that the dummy was smiling at him.

	And the next morning Alan woke up, and was surprised at how refreshed he felt. He was in a good mood. A cloud had lifted—he’d known the cloud would just go away if he didn’t think about it, and now he could be happy again, couldn’t he?—he couldn’t even remember why he’d been unhappy in the first place. He thought of the breasts and he smiled—and he looked across at the still sleeping Alice and he smiled at her too, oh, bless. He felt he could face the day with equanimity. And next door was quiet, no music, no barking, everything back to normal. 

	He went to his car. The stepladder was propped against the garage door. The neighbours had brought it back. That was kind of them. The neighbours had brought it back. The neighbours had been around and brought it back. All smiles, how kind of them, all smiles and breasts. The neighbours had been around, they had left that still dead house, they had stolen into his garden in the night, they had come on to his property, they could have come up to his very front door, they could have been leaving their footprints all over his welcome mat, they could have been wiping their plastic hands all over his door knocker. How kind. The neighbours—they’d been around—in the dark, whilst he slept, whilst his family slept, whilst they slept and would never have known. They’d brought the stepladder back. He could have it back. He could use the stepladder again. He was welcome. He was welcome. He could come over with his stepladder, and climb up, and look through their windows whenever he wanted. He was welcome.

	Alan felt a pain in his chest, and had to sit down to catch his breath.

	
	At work, sales continued to slump. Alan called a meeting for his staff. He told them to buck their ideas up. That everyone was counting on them. That he was trying his best to be harsh but fair, everyone could see him being harsh but fair, right? Some of them smiled, and promised Alan that they would indeed buck up, and a couple of them even seemed convincing.

	At home Alice would tell him that the barking was at its loudest in the afternoons. It’d start a little after lunchtime usually, and would continue throughout the day. The worst of it was that Bobby’s dog was incensed by it. He’d run around the house, yipping back in pointless fury. Alice said she could cope with one dog barking, maybe, at a pinch. But to have two in stereo was beyond her.

	The dog next door would settle down each evening. That was when the music came on. It was always Christmas music, but you could only ever tell which song it was by standing out in the front garden. That way you heard not only the beat, but could get the full benefit of the sleigh bells, the choir, the dulcet tones of Bing Crosby, the odd comical parp from Rudolf the Reindeer’s shiny red nose.

	They tried calling the police. The police took down their details. Said they’d drive by and see for themselves.

	One evening the neighbours played ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’ seventy-four times straight times in succession. Bing Crosby sang it. Bing sounded angry. Bing hated them and wanted them to suffer. When the song eventually segued into ‘Once in Royal David’s City,’ Alan and Alice felt so relieved they almost cried.

	And in the day time, Alice would tell Alan, when Bobby came home from school, as he did his homework and his chores, he’d be humming Christmas carols under his breath. She asked him to stop. She screamed at him to shut the hell up.

	At work, Alan was forced to call an emergency meeting. He had to use that word in the memo, ‘emergency.’ He told his sales force to work harder. He begged them. Or else he’d be obliged to take punitive measures. He had to use that phrase in the follow-up memo, ‘punitive measures.’ One or two openly laughed at him.

	Alice said she’d called the police again, and that they’d just said the same thing as before. So Alan called them. He explained the situation very calmly. The police took down his details. Said they’d drive by. Said they’d see for themselves.

	The neighbours were at last unpacking their belongings. Their front lawn was littered with cardboard boxes, sheets of plastic wrapping. The breeze would blow them over the fence. And each morning Alan would leave for work, and walk through a flurry of Styrofoam and polystyrene balls.

	The dog continued to bark. Bobby’s dog stopped. Bobby’s dog couldn’t take it anymore. He’d hide in the kitchen when the barking started, and he’d whimper. He’d piss on the floor in fear. He’d throw up.

	Alice told Alan that he had to speak to the neighbours again. To go over there, knock on their door, demand an answer. He suggested they should do it together, that as a family they would more represent a united front. Bobby asked if he could come too, Bobby got very excited, and his parents said no, and Bobby got disappointed and a little cross. Alan and Alice walked to the neighbours’ house. The music playing was ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’ again, but it wasn’t Bing this time, it was some other version, so that was good, that was all right. The welcome mat read “Welcome—Welcome to our Home Sweet Home!” Neither Alan nor Alice wanted to tread on it. They stood in the porch and knocked and called through the letterbox. There was no reply. “We’re not giving in,” Alice told Alan, and he agreed. “We’re not going home until we’ve got this straightened out.”

	But some hours later they had to.

	The police told them they should stop phoning them. What they were doing, they said, was harassment. Not only to the neighbours, but to the police receptionist. Their neighbours were fine, good people; they shouldn’t hate them just because they were different. “But different in what way?” asked Alan, and he wasn’t angry, and he clearly wasn’t shouting, so he didn’t think he deserved the subsequent warning. “Just different.”

	Alan and Alice tried knocking on the doors of other people in the street. Neighbours they’d never said hello to, not in all those years. But no one was ever in.

	One evening Alan came home to find Bobby was in the front garden. He was playing in all the bubble wrap. “Look, Daddy,” he said, “I can make it go pop!” He was jumping on it, rolling around in it, setting off a thousand tiny explosions. He was laughing so much. Alan told him to get away from it, get inside the house. It wasn’t theirs, it was rubbish, get away. Bobby looked so hurt—but couldn’t he play in it, couldn’t he and Daddy play in it together? “It’s not safe,” said Alan. “You stupid boy, you idiot. It isn’t clean.”

	And Bobby still looked hurt. His mouth hung down in a sad little pout. But then the pout became a scowl. His face contorted. It actually contorted. And slowly, Bobby raised his hand, he raised a single finger. He held it out defiantly at his father.

	That night Bobby wasn’t allowed to play golf on the Xbox.

	Alan and Alice slept wearing ear plugs. But Alan thought he could still hear the music. He couldn’t be sure. Whether the thumping was the bass beat, or his own heart.

	And he dreamed about the mannequin next door with her fake plastic body and tits, and her fake plastic smile. “Oh, Barbara,” he grunted one night, as he took her from behind, bending over like that, arse pointing up to the heavens, just asking for it. He liked to call her Barbara. With his heart thumping away like the drums of ‘Winter Wonderland.’

	Bobby still played in the garden. Alan would watch him from the window, catching pieces of polystyrene on his tongue like snow. He’d knock on the glass, try to get him to stop, but Bobby couldn’t hear, or wouldn’t hear, and he looked so happy, like an eight year old on Christmas morning. Tilting back his head, mouth wide open, the white specks of packaging floating down on to his face. Spitting them out, or swallowing them down, whichever way the fancy took him.

	Alice worked out that the barking next door stopped if no one made a sound. So they tried not to provoke the dog, they trod gently, tried not to walk on floorboard creaks, they kept the television on mute. They talked in whispers, if they talked at all.

	“Do you fancy a game of golf, champ?” whispered Alan to Bobby one evening. “We haven’t played golf in ages.” And Bobby shrugged. “You can be Tiger Woods if you like,” said Alan. And so they played golf together, one last time, and Bobby didn’t try very hard, and still won anyway. “We can play real golf one day, if you like,” said Alan. “Real golf, not just this fake version, the real one in the fresh air. We can go and have a pint together in a pub. We can be friends.”

	At work, Old Man Ellis summoned Alan to a meeting. It was just the two of them, in that airless little office. Ellis told Alan that if he couldn’t handle his staff, he’d find someone who could.

	One night Alan came home with a good idea. The idea had been buzzing around his head all afternoon, it had kept him happy. “Let’s give them a taste of their own medicine!” he cried, and he didn’t even bother to whisper, let’s see what they make of that! And he and Alice got together all their favourite CDs, and they played them in the hi-fi, and turned the volume up as far as it would go. Alice played her Abba, Alan his Pink Floyd. And next door went crazy—the dog began barking like nobody’s business, the retaliatory Christmas music was deafening. But it didn’t matter, it was fun, Alan and Alice rocking out to ‘Voulez-Vous’ and ‘Comfortably Numb.’ Even Bobby joined in, and Bobby was grinning, and Alan hadn’t seen Bobby smile for such a long time, and his heart melted, it did. “Can I play some music too?” asked Bobby, and Alan laughed, and said, “Sure!” And Bobby played something his parents didn’t recognize, and it had a few too many swear words in it for either to approve—but they were all jumping up and down to it, and Alan said, “I’m not sure you can dance to it, Bobby, but it’s got a good beat!” And for some reason they all found that simply hilarious. At last, of course, they had to give up; they had no more music to play; they were exhausted. And it hadn’t done any good, Bing Crosby was screaming out apoplectic rage, and their own dog was a quivering wreck of piss and sick. But as they got into bed that night, Alice said to Alan, “Did you recognize it? That was our song. Do you remember? That was the song we used to play, back when we first met.” And Alan didn’t think they’d ever had a song, they’d never been that romantic, had they? But she kissed him, and it was on the lips—it was very brief, but it was sweet—and then turned over and went to sleep. Alan lay there in the dark and wondered which song she had been referring to. Probably one of the ones by Abba.

	The next morning, beneath the sea of cardboard and plastic and bubble wrap crap, Alan saw that there were now holes in the lawn. Craters even. It was like a battlefield. And he supposed that last night the neighbours had let the dog out. And that afternoon, at work, he sacked three of his team force. He called an emergency meeting, and sacked them at random. One of them even cried. “But I’ve got a family,” she said. “Tough,” said Alan. “We’ve all got fucking families.”

	
	Alice phoned Alan at work. She never did that. “Are you coming home soon?” she asked.

	“What’s the matter?”

	“It’s the dog. He’s very ill.”

	“Well, he’s always a bit ill, isn’t he?”

	“This is different. Oh God, he got out of the house. I don’t know how, but he escaped, and he’s just crawled his way back and . . . Come home soon.”

	Alan explained he was really very busy, and that he didn’t know much about dogs, and there was nothing he could do to help. But he still left work early, he drove back as quickly as he could.

	By now Bobby was home from school. He was crying. “Oh, Sparky,” he said. “Sparky, please don’t die.” And all at once he was an eight year old again, Alan’s special little boy, and he loved him so much, and he pulled him into a hug. And Bobby clung to him, and sobbed all over his suit. “Please, Daddy, don’t let Sparky die.”

	“I won’t,” said Alan. “I won’t. What did the vet say? You have called the vet?” And both Alice and Bobby looked at him blankly. Alan felt cross. “Well, why not?”

	“Look at him,” said Alice.

	The dog was doing its best to stand on all fours, but the paws kept sliding beneath him. At first Alan thought it was simple weakness—but no, it was odder than that, the paws themselves looked so shiny and slippery, they couldn’t get purchase on the kitchen tiles. The dog was trying hard not to look at anyone, it almost seemed to be frowning with human irritation—I know how to stand, don’t worry, I’ll puzzle it out in a moment. Around him lay clumps of fur, big handfuls of it. There was a pool of liquid that looked a bit like cream but smelled much worse.

	Then the dog sneezed—a peculiar little squeak like a broken toy, and it almost made Alan laugh. And it was too much for the dog, its legs shot out from underneath him, his belly slumped to the floor in one big hilarious pratfall. And the dog opened its mouth, as if to give some punchline to the gag, and instead retched out a little more of that cream.

	“They did this to him,” said Alice. “They poisoned him.”

	“We can’t know that.”

	“Fuckers,” said Bobby. “Dirty shitty little fuckers, they did this. Pesky nasty motherfucks.” And he glared at his parents, and that eight year old innocence was lost again, and Alan thought it was probably lost for good.

	“Hey, boy,” said Alan, bending down towards the dog. “Hey, champ. How are you doing? Don’t you worry, champ, everything will be fine.” And the dog’s eyes bulged wide, in utter confusion, and it retched again. But this time there was no mere trickle of cream. It poured out, thick and fast, as if some hose inside had just been turned on. No wonder the eyes bulged—there was more liquid here than there was room inside the dog’s body, surely!—it was as if each and every one of his innards had been diluted into one same sticky mulch and were now being pumped out of him on to the floor, coming out now in waves, lapping against the dog’s head and getting stuck in the remaining scraps of fur, lapping against the open eyes that stared on beadily in vague disinterest, the contents of his entire body swimming lazily past him and his not even showing the inclination to care. There was a pinkish quality to the cream now, and Alan thought that might be the blood—but the creamy beige flattened the pink out, it became a beige so lurid it was hardly beige at all. And oh God, it wasn’t even liquid, not really, it was like a syrup, soft and smooth, and the dog was now quivering in it, seemed to be supported by it and floating upon it, this syrup so thick you could stand a dessert spoon up in it. Clean, and pure, and hard like plastic.

	The dog gave one last shudder, as if trying to shake out the last of its body’s contents; a few last drops out, all done? Good. 

	“Sparky,” said Bobby.

	“Now, we have to be brave,” said Alan.

	“Fuckers,” said Bobby.

	“Now, now.”

	“Yes,” said Alice. “Fuckers.”

	Alan opened his mouth. He wasn’t sure why, to say something, what? Something conciliatory possibly, or just some sort of eulogy for a dead pet, something suitably touching for the circumstances. His family looked at him expectantly. “What,” he asked, “do you want to do?”

	“Revenge,” said Bobby. “We’ll get revenge. We’ll poison them, we’ll poison their dog. We’ll . . . we’ll put shit through their letterbox.”

	“Right,” said Alan, “right, or we could . . .”

	Alice looked at him. Stared at him, in fact. “What, Alan?” she said, and it was so soft, that was the dangerous thing. “Well? Well, tell us. What can we do?”

	He tried to think of an answer to that. She waited. Give her her due, she waited. Then she tutted with exasperation, and stormed out of the room.

	Alan and Bobby watched the dog for a little while. Even now the fur was still falling from its body, each hair a rat deserting a ship that had already sank. Alan thought he should close the dog’s eyes, if only for Bobby’s sake, but he didn’t. Instead, “Come on,” he said, awkwardly, reaching out to put his arm around his son, then thinking better of it. “Come on, let’s leave poor old Sparky in peace.” They left the kitchen, and Alan left the door behind them.

	Alice was waiting for them both in the sitting room. “Here,” 
she said.

	She handed Alan a little cellophane bag, the same she’d use to pack his lunch for work and Bobby’s lunch for school. Inside nestled what looked like three sausages, small and thin, with knobbles on—and they were three turds, Alice’s turds, and they looked so dainty, they looked like polite little lady turds.

	“Oh God,” said Alan.

	And Bobby grinned at that, a wolfish grin that showed his teeth. “Yeah, all right!” he said, and left the room. He returned a minute or two later, still all smiles, his dog was dead but everything was okay now because they had a plan. And he was carrying his own offering in his bare hands, proud, like a hunter, like a child who had now proved himself a man—look upon the fruits of my labours!—and it was a big greasy hot dog of a turd, and Alan realized that Bobby was really no longer just a little boy.

	“You expect me to put these through their letterbox, just like that?”

	“Not at all,” said Alice. “We need to tell them why. We need them to know we know.” She went to her desk, found an envelope, a nice big padded one. She wrote on it in bold felt tip: DOG KILLERS. She took her bag of chipolatas dangling from Alan’s still outstretched hand, dropped it inside; Bobby dropped his inside as well.

	“Now we’re just waiting for your contribution,” said Alice.

	“Don’t you think we’ve got enough?”

	“This is a present from the entire family.”

	So Alan went to the toilet. He took the envelope with him. He thought of his wife and son outside the door waiting for him. It was too much pressure. He couldn’t perform like that. He strained and strained, he honestly tried. But nothing popped out. He opened the envelope, looked at the turds inside for moral support, at the pioneering turds that would be forebears to his own turds. It did no good.

	He flushed away an empty bowl.

	“All done?” asked Alice as he emerged.

	“Yes,” he lied.

	And his family nodded at him grimly. “Then,” said Bobby, “it’s time.”

	The neighbours’ house was actually quiet when he stepped outside. It was too early for the Christmas music, and the dog was taking a break from barking. It was peaceful, and Alan almost believed this was a joke, that nothing really had happened, that Barbara and Eric still lived there, and all was well. He wondered if he were being watched as he walked up the driveway. By them, his enemies—and by them, his family—both sides watching his progress secretly from behind curtains. He tried to hold the envelope as nonchalantly as possible, as if it wasn’t the sole reason for his paying a visit, as if, with his pet dog dead, he now wanted to take his pet envelope for walkies instead.

	The sun was already setting as Alan reached the front door, and that was peculiar.

	For once he didn’t want to attract attention. One simple delivery, and he was done. Gently, very gently, he pushed open the flap of the letterbox. He bent down to it, he peered through into the house—but there was nothing to see, it was dark. Pitch dark, and Alan got the sudden thought that it was from inside the house that the night was leaking. He felt a slight draft from it. He shivered, looked back. The light was almost gone already, get it over with. He measured the envelope against the letterbox, and it was a perfect fit, the right size exactly, and he balanced it there, began to feed it in.

	And then from the other end he felt a tug.

	At first he thought he’d just hit an obstruction, he prepared to adjust the angle so he could push it through more easily—but then he felt it again, a definite tug—there was something waiting behind that door, and it’d taken hold of the envelope, it was pulling it in.

	Instinctively Alan pulled back, and he didn’t know why—he wanted this delivered, didn’t he? But from inside the house he heard a growl, something thwarted, something angry, and he knew then he mustn’t let this envelope go inside that house, he mustn’t let any part of his wife or his son go in there, not even the worst part of them, not even their shit. And he pulled back harder, and the growler was shocked by that, at the sheer nerve of it, there was a gnashing of teeth too, Alan was sure of it. And he set his feet upon the welcome mat to try to get a better grip, and he looked down at it, and that was a mistake, because there was nothing now on the welcome mat, no wording at all—and more than that, there was really nothing there, it was smooth and soft and oh so slippery, and Alan couldn’t stop himself, Alan fell backwards, Alan let go.

	The envelope was snatched away; the letterbox slammed shut; the jaws of the house, they slammed shut. And Alan cried out in frustration and fear, and suddenly realized how very dark the night was.

	When he got home, Alice was in the bedroom waiting for him. She was wearing her underwear. She never showed that. He could see her breasts peeking out, saying hello. “But where’s Bobby?” he asked. 

	“Bobby went to bed hours ago,” said Alice. “Hey. You did it. You big, bad, bold man. You’ve been husband to me, and father to our boy. You’ve protected your family, you’ve kept us safe.”

	And for only the second time since he’d known her, she tore into him. She ripped off his tie, his jacket, her hands were all over him, her lips too. “I want you so much,” she said, “I love you so much,” and she pulled him down on to the bed—”Oh, okay,” said Alan—and, oh God, she was everywhere, how was she doing that, when she only had two hands, and she was in him and now he was in her and that last bit was pretty unexpected—”I love you!” she shouted, and he wanted her to hush, Bobby would hear, the neighbours would hear—and it was all so silent out there, there was no music at all, and Alan could picture them maybe as a family sitting around the contents of the envelope soberly, “Well, I guess we learned our lesson,”—and Alan wished the music was back, just a bit of it, just to give him a bit of rhythm, it had been a long time since he’d done anything like this. “I love you,” cried Alice, “Alan, why did we ever stop? Why did we ever stop loving each other?” 
And Alan didn’t know.

	
	Alan was woken by Alice with a kiss.

	“I have to go to work,” he said.

	“Couldn’t you just stay here with me?”

	“Not really,” he said.

	“Okay.”

	There was still no sound from next door, and Alan supposed that was a good thing.

	
	Alan phoned Alice from work. He never did that.

	It was late morning, he wanted to hear her voice.

	“I love you,” he said.

	“That’s nice,” she replied. “Will you be home at the usual time?”

	“I think so. I hope so.”

	“Good.”

	He phoned her again later in the afternoon, but this time there was no answer.

	
	When he got home at last he was surprised to see the dog was waiting for him.

	The fur had fallen out, every last hair of it. But the dog didn’t seem too distressed by this. His face was etched into one big doggy grin, tongue lolling out. He waddled towards Alan on those shiny smooth paws of his.

	“Hey,” he said. “Hey. Good dog. Good boy.”

	He stroked at his off-beige skin, and it was a little sticky to the touch.

	Bobby was playing on his Xbox.

	“Hello, champ,” said Alan. “What about Sparky, then? Sparky pulled through!”

	Bobby didn’t look up; he was too absorbed in his game. Alice came in from the kitchen.

	“Bobby,” she said. “That dog of yours needs feeding.” Bobby’s body twitched in irritation. “Now, come on,” she said. “He’s your responsibility.”

	“Hello,” said Alan. “I love you.”

	“Now, Bobby,” insisted Alice.

	So Bobby tottered to his feet. Then tottered to the kitchen, fetched a can of dog food. He tottered back to the dog, who all this time had gazed after his young master in utter adoration. Bobby scooped some of the food out of the tin with his fingers. He bent down towards his dog. And then, very carefully, he smeared it all over the dog’s face. He smeared it in good and hard, so that the jellied meat stuck there firm—some of it went into the mouth, and a little on to that hanging tongue, but the majority hung off the face and gave Sparky an impromptu beard.

	The Bobby sat down again, picked up his Xbox joystick. He squeezed the controls hard, and the remains of dog food oozed out from his fist.

	Alan watched, appalled. “What’s wrong with Bobby?”

	“Nothing’s wrong with Bobby,” said his wife. “Bobby’s got his dog back. Bobby’s happy, the dog’s happy, everybody’s happy.”

	“Are you happy?”

	“Of course I’m happy. Come into the kitchen. I want to talk to you privately.” He followed her, and she smiled as she closed the door.

	“What is it?”

	“You should sit down.”

	He did.

	“I’m having an affair,” smiled Alice.

	Alan didn’t know what to say. “What?” And then, “Why?” And, “But you said you were happy . . .”

	“I am happy. I’m happy because I’m having an affair.”

	“Oh,” said Alan. He supposed he ought to have felt angry. Was that what she wanted? But he had no anger left. He’d used it all up, wasted it on loud music and garden rubbish.

	“Don’t look glum, Alan. I’m not glum. We’re going to sort this out. Let me explain how.”

	“Okay.” And Alan felt strangely reassured, actually; Alice always sorted everything out.

	She explained how she could keep everything she wanted. And how he could get the same thing in return. That way everything would carry on as normal. It’d just be a different normal. A better normal.

	He said, very quietly, “Can I have time to think?”

	She was very polite. “Of course you can, darling.” He’d been staring down at the kitchen table as she coolly told him what she wanted from him, how she saw their marriage surviving, what her conditions were. And now he looked up at her. She was staring at him closely, and there was still that smile, and her head was fixed to one side for the best angle, and he shuddered for the briefest moment. “Oh, Alan,” she said. “When we first met, I remember. Trying to work out whether we ought to have just been friends. I think, darling, that we lost our way. I think we could have been such good friends.”

	“And last night?”

	Alice turned her head to the other side, narrowed her eyes, frowned. “What about it?”

	
	That night Alan stayed on the sofa. He played on Bobby’s Xbox. He played as Tiger Woods. He beat the computer once.

	He went to work. The roads were filled with motorists who’d found love. Old Man Ellis called him in for another emergency meeting, and this time Ellis told him he was a disgrace, and threatened him with redundancy, and Ellis was a short ugly man and body odour clung to him like a limpet, but he’d found love, he’d found Mrs Ellis, he’d made it work, and Alan wanted to ask him what the secret was. Waiting on his desk when Alan came out was an unsigned note calling him ‘Wanker.’ The man who’d called him a wanker was probably in love too.

	He thought about calling Alice. He didn’t dare.

	He didn’t go straight home. He went to the pub. He sat on his own. He drank lager and ate crisps.

	By the time he reached the house, Alice was already in bed. He undressed in the dark, and climbed in beside her. She didn’t move, not a muscle. He couldn’t tell whether she were asleep or awake. Alive or dead. Human or. Or. He wanted to rub against her. In the moonlight her skin looked so smooth.

	There was still no sound from next door, and the silence, the desperate silence, began to hurt.

	“All right,” he said, out loud. “I’ll do what you want.”

	
	Alan hadn’t been on a date in years, and didn’t know how to dress. So Alice took him to the wardrobe and picked out a tie, a jacket, a shirt, shoes. She inspected the results critically. “You look good enough to eat.” Alice herself was immaculate, she’d never lost the knack, who’d have thought?

	“Maybe we don’t have to do this then,” said Alan. “If this is what you like.”

	She chewed her lip, just for a second, then laughed. “Come on,” she said, and plucked him by the sleeve, and took him downstairs.

	Bobby was playing golf with his new friend. “Hello, champ,” said Alan. “Hello, champs.” He thought the boy on the right was Bobby, because that was Tiger Woods.

	“Don’t wait up!” Alice told the two children gaily.

	They stood on the welcome mat. The mat read, “Nostra Casa” and “A Very Happy Family Lives Here!” and “Home Sweet Home Sweet Home Sweet Home Sweet Home.” Alan raised the knocker, but at his touch the door swung open.

	“We’re expected,” Alice assured him.

	The house was pretty. Everything was clean and ordered and there was the smell of recent polish—or was it something besides? On a shelf with the telephone directory Alan saw his padded envelope, still sealed. “DOG KILLER,” it said, and that accusation seemed so spiteful now. We’re all good neighbours, aren’t we, good friends. Next to it, he saw, there were other envelopes, similarly sized—”Cat Poisoner” read one. “Murderer” said another. Still more: “Child Abuser.” “Rapist.” “Killer.” “Rapist.” “Killer.” 

	On a shelf beneath, a cup filled to the very brim with sugar.

	“But where are they?” said Alan.

	“They’ll be in the dining room,” said Alice. Her eyes were shining with excitement. “Let’s see what they’ve got for us!”

	
	They’d cooked pasta. Lasagne, fettuccini.

	Barbara had really made an effort. Alan had never seen her with her clothes on before, and she looked beautiful, she’d done a really good job. Barbara smiled, a little demurely Alan thought. “Doesn’t she look wonderful, Alan?” Alice cooed. “Good enough to eat!”

	Eric’s smile had no shyness to it, and he flashed it throughout the whole meal. He was wearing a suit. His tie was pure black. Alan thought it made his own striped one look wrong and silly. Eric looked so good he could have got away with a striped tie; even the Santa hat perched on the side of his head looked smart and chic.

	The small talk was very small, but Alice laughed a lot at it, and Alan had almost forgotten what her laughter sounded like. In the background, playing very subtly, was a selection of festive favourites. But there was nothing cheesy about them, they were performed by famous opera singers, and the orchestra was one of the Philharmonics.

	It was time for the dessert. “Allow me,” said Alice, “you two have worked so hard already,” and she fetched it from the brand new refrigerator. “Tiramisu!” she said. “It’s my favourite! Oh, how did you know?” And she sat down, kissed Eric gratefully upon the lips.

	“Tiramisu, yum yum,” said Alan.

	Alice scooped a fistful of tiramisu from the bowl. She looked straight at Alan. And her eyes never leaving his, she smeared it slowly over her face. She massaged it into her cheeks, her lips and chin—then rubbing lower, down on to the neck, thick cream and chocolate peeping over the top of her cleavage.

	Alan winced. Alice’s eyes flashed for a moment.

	“If you don’t like it,” she said, “why don’t you come over here and wipe it off me? Come on. Lick it off. Lick it off me, if you dare.”

	Eric grinned at that, Barbara smiled so demurely. Alan didn’t move.

	And Alice smiled such a polite smile from beneath her mask of soft dessert. “I think it’s time we left you two lovebirds alone.” And so saying, she got to her feet. She picked up Eric from the waist, she tucked him under her arm. And they left the room.

	Alan couldn’t be sure, but he thought as he left that Eric may have winked at him.

	“Well,” said Alan. He looked at Barbara, who was still smiling, but was it really demure, was she perhaps just as embarrassed as he was? “Well,” said Alan. “What do we do now? Just the two of us.”

	He reached across the table, and took hold of Barbara’s hand. It felt like the skin of his dead dog.

	Alan said, “I hope we can be friends.”

	He closed his eyes. He concentrated hard. As if through thought alone he could make that hand warm to his touch, make it take hold of his in turn. As if, by wanting it enough, he could make Barbara love him.

	He heard the sound of bedsprings, of his wife shrill and noisy, her screams of pleasure as she reached orgasm. He kept his eyes squeezed tight, and tried to block out all the noise, all the noise there was in the world.

	
	

	THE
BATHTUB


	Sarah Anne Rachel Hadley did not like her grandmother’s bathtub. Whenever she visited her grandmother, the bathtub was something she took great pains to avoid. She’d try very hard for the duration of that visit not to pee. And if she needed to pee, she’d tap with her feet really quickly to try to drive all the pee away. But sometimes she couldn’t help it, she really had to pee. And when she did, she wouldn’t look at the bathtub, she would walk straight to the toilet, eyes fixed forward. And after she’d peed she’d have to use the sink, and to do that she’d face the wall, press her feet up right against the skirting board, and she would shuffle around, and that way she’d be as far from the bathtub as could be.

	There was hair in her grandmother’s bathtub, coming out of the plughole. It looked like they were growing out. They were thick, like spiders’ legs, but spiders don’t have that many legs, so it was like lots of spiders had been mushed together. They were black. And that was wrong, because her grandmother didn’t even have black hair.

	
	Sarah Anne Rachel Hadley really liked her name, Sarah Anne Rachel Hadley. She liked it, because if you spelled out the first letters, S A R H, that was very nearly her first name back again. It was only missing a second A, and she could pretend that it was there. It made her feel secure. And when the kids at school spoke to her, or her mother, or her father (when he was there), when they called her Sarah, she would feel that, yes, she was doubly Sarah, she would think, I’m Sarah through and through.

	Sarah Anne Rachel Hadley’s mother was called Sophie Maureen Hadley, and that wasn’t any good, that didn’t spell anything.

	Sarah’s grandmother was called Eunice Pinnock. Sarah didn’t know if her grandmother had a middle name. She’d never asked.

	
	Sarah liked her grandmother well enough, but she would sometimes try and hug Sarah, and Sarah didn’t like that. Whenever Mummy told her they were going to visit her grandmother, Sarah would get sad, and she’d ask her Mummy to stop all the hugging from happening, and Mummy said she’d do her best, and she had told Granny, but Granny sometimes forgot. Granny was old, old people forget things. So if Granny hugged Sarah, Sarah would have to be a brave little girl and put up with it, and not cry, and not shout, and Mummy would reward Sarah with a treat.

	Her grandmother was always forgetting that Sarah was a special girl, and that her skin was very soft, and that hugging was very bad for soft skin because it would leave marks on it, or even worse, lots of grandmother’s skin might get left on Sarah’s skin, and then maybe it’d get sucked through the pores, and then grandmother would be inside Sarah. Sarah didn’t want that. Sarah wanted to be Sarah through and through.

	When her grandmother hugged Sarah, she’d smell of cigarettes and cinnamon. Sarah would sometimes see her grandmother smoking cigarettes, but she never saw her eat cinnamon. Sarah liked the smell of cinnamon, but not when it was on grandmother. And she didn’t like the smell of cigarettes at all.

	
	And another thing about the bathtub was the taps. The taps were too big. Something could be hiding inside the taps. Sarah would sometimes look at the taps. Because she didn’t want to, but she would sometimes look at the bathtub, she couldn’t help it, not for all her precautions, she would just stare at the bathtub, it was like an itch in her mind—she’d stare at those giant taps, those ogre taps, she’d wonder why they had to be so big.

	She didn’t like the pipes either, which were rusty, bits of rust would get in the water, it’d make the water dirty. She didn’t like the cracks in the side of the bath, they looked like dirt too, but they wouldn’t wash away. She didn’t like the colour of the bath. It was a green bath. Sarah liked green well enough. But it was the wrong colour for a bath.

	
	For that second A, S A R A H, Sarah would make up lots of names. Sometimes she would be Antonia. Sometimes she would be Adelaide, she’d read that in a book once, she thought that was pretty. Sometimes, when she felt bad, she’d be Anne. Sarah Anne Rachel Anne. She’d rattle it through her head, it sounded like a train on the tracks.

	Most days Sarah didn’t put much thought into which name she’d pick. She was a sensible girl, really. She thought choosing her new name might be silly.

	She sometimes wondered whether which name she chose affected anything. Whether she had better days as Antonia or Alexandra or Adelaide or Alice or Agnes or Anne. She’d thought about keeping a diary to see, it would be interesting. She hadn’t got around to it yet.

	
	She was trying out a brand new name the day that Mummy gave her the news, she was Amanda, and maybe that had been the problem.

	“Pack some toys,” Mummy said. “We’re going to Granny’s for a while.”

	Going to her grandmother’s made Sarah sad, mostly because of the hugging, but also because of the cigarettes and the cinnamon. But she liked the journey to Granny’s. She’d learned it by heart. They’d catch the 23 bus to the train station. Then they’d catch the train. Then they’d catch the 32 bus to grandmother’s house. Sarah liked the way that 23 was 32 backwards, and that 32 was 23 backwards, and the train bit could be sandwiched in the middle.

	She’d sometimes ask Mummy whether they could go to her grandmother’s house, but not actually bother seeing her grandmother, they could just turn right round when they got there and go home again, they could get off the 32 bus and get another 32 bus going in the opposite direction, then get the train, then get the 23 bus, and that would be good. And Mummy always said no.

	Sarah said, How long are we going for?

	Mummy said, “I don’t know, as long as it takes,” and that wasn’t an answer at all, but Mummy sounded cross, and Sarah didn’t like it when Mummy was cross. Sarah had only been trying to work out whether they’d be there so long that at some point she might need to go and pee, and Sarah grimly concluded they probably might be. She cried at that.

	She cried too when Mummy said they were going to get there by car, because that would miss out the only good bit. Sarah said, I want to go by bus, and train, and bus. Mummy said, “We’re going by car, we’ll be carrying too much luggage,” and Sarah didn’t like the sound of that.

	
	And another thing about the bathtub was that it made a noise, a sort of whispering noise.

	And another thing about the bathtub was that it smelled of cigarettes and cinnamon.

	
	The good news was that grandmother didn’t even try to hug her. Grandmother hugged Mummy, and Mummy held on to grandmother so long and so tight, and grandmother just forgot.

	Sarah went into the sitting room whilst Mummy and grandmother talked in the kitchen. Sarah sat down on the sofa. She counted the tiles on the ceiling, and there were fifty-three complete ones, and sixteen half ones, and three which were partially obscured by light fittings. The same as always.

	After a while, her grandmother came in to see her. She stood in the doorway. “Do you want to take your coat off, dear?” and Sarah said, No, and grandmother left.

	After a while, Mummy came in to see her too. “Take your coat off, Sarah,” she said. Sarah did, and Mummy took it, she left the room to hang the coat up somewhere, Sarah didn’t know where.

	
	Sarah began to fidget because it was Tuesday and Tuesday was bath night, and they never visited grandmother on Tuesday because Sarah was too busy at home doing ordinary things and having her bath. But she didn’t want to fidget too much, she didn’t want Mummy to notice, because then Mummy might ask what was wrong, and Sarah was very bad at lying, and she’d have to tell her, and then Mummy might say she’d have to have her bath at her grandmother’s. And the idea of missing bath night distressed Sarah, but the idea of grandmother’s bathtub with its pipes and taps and spider legs distressed her more, she’d rather have the one distress over the other.

	And at seven o’clock sharp Mummy said, “Time for bed, little lady,” and Sarah thought she might have got away with it. She’d lie in bed all night and be covered in dirt and the dirt would be soiling the bed sheets but that would be okay. And her grandmother said, “Do you want to use the bathroom, dear?” and Mummy said, “I’d forgotten, it’s bath night!” and Sarah hated her grandmother so much.

	Mummy went upstairs to run the bath. Sarah thought she would stay downstairs, if she stayed downstairs as long as possible then maybe Mummy would forget who the bath was for, and at home Mummy never needed Sarah to be in the room whilst the bath was being run. But this time she said, “Come along, Sarah,” and Sarah had to follow her, and as she climbed up the stairs it seemed to her that her body was getting heavier and heavier and that she was walking through glue. Mummy didn’t seem to notice the dangers of the bathtub, she walked straight up to it without even taking a deep breath or anything, and she turned on the taps and the taps whistled and spat out water, spat it out in thick gobbets, then the water began to flow.

	Mummy said, “I’m sorry about this, darling, I know this is all very confusing. But you’ll understand one day, and I promise you, it’s for the best.” And Sarah was looking straight at her, and nodding, just so she wouldn’t have to look at the bathtub, and hear what the bathtub was whispering.

	Mummy turned off the taps. Steam rose out of the water. “You’re all set,” she said. It’s too hot, said Sarah. “It’s fine,” said Mummy. Sarah said, it’s too hot. Mummy said, “You want to wait until it cools down? Okay. Don’t be too long, I might need the bath myself! Here’s a towel.” And Sarah wanted to say, don’t go, don’t go, don’t leave me, don’t go—but she’d been having baths on her own now for years, and Mummy left.

	Once they were on their own, the bathtub whispered even more. Sarah put her fingers in her ears.

	She looked at the bath. She supposed the water in the middle wasn’t too bad. The water in the middle wasn’t touching any part of the bath. If she could just get into that bit, she’d be fine. If she could just get into the bath, and not touch the bath, not the sides, not reach the bottom, she’d be okay. If she were the size of a little mouse, she could bob about on the surface, safe.

	But she was a sensible girl, really. And that might be silly.

	She peered over the side, carefully, not too close, in case the bathtub leaped up, caught her, pulled her in. The plug was in the plughole. That was good. Because all the spider legs were in the plughole, and now they were hidden by the plug. But if she got in the bath, the plug might come free. The bathtub would pop it out, maybe the spider legs would kick it out, and then the water would be sucked down the drain, and she’d be sucked down too, she’d be sucked into a whirlpool going round and round and down and down. And Sarah didn’t mind so much the thought of going down the drain, but she’d have to brush against so many spider legs along the way.

	She looked at the ogre taps. She knew what was hiding inside the taps. Fingers. And the fingers would crawl out, once she was in the bath, sitting in the bath and touching it, touching the cracks with her bare skin, the fingers would come out and prod at her. And then they’d pull the plug chain, and out of the plughole would come the plug. And the fingers would be hairy too, probably, with thick black hair, like spiders’ legs.

	The water had a smell.

	Cinnamon. Cigarettes.

	She refused to listen to what the bathtub was whispering, but she had to take her fingers out of her ears to stop her nostrils fast against that smell.

	She went to the sink. She ran water into the sink. She had no problem with the sink. The sink wasn’t cracked. There were no hairs in the sink. Hardened lumps of toothpaste, but toothpaste was good for you. The sink was green, but Sarah liked green well enough.

	She got undressed. She splashed sink water all over her body, cupping her hands, and trying to get it on to her before it trickled out through her fingers. She kept her back to the bathtub, she wouldn’t look at it anymore.

	She dried herself, went down to Mummy.

	She knew if Mummy said, “Have you had your bath?” Sarah couldn’t lie to her. Sarah was no good at lying.

	Mummy and her grandmother were in the kitchen. Her grandmother was smoking. Mummy was clasping on to a cup of tea with all her might. Neither of them were speaking. They didn’t notice Sarah standing there for a little while. Then Mummy looked up.

	“Are you washed?” she asked.

	Sarah said, Yes.

	
	Sarah slept with her Mummy that night. The spare room was right next door to the bathroom, but Sarah wasn’t frightened, she knew her Mummy would always protect her.

	
	In the morning, Sarah woke alone.

	She went downstairs to the kitchen. Grandmother sat at the table, on her own, and she was smoking, and clouds of blue mist hung around the room. She saw Sarah, and smiled. “Hello, dear. Do you want some breakfast?”

	No, said Sarah.

	Grandmother got up. She opened her arms. “You poor thing. Come here.”

	No.

	
	She looked all over for her mother, until the last room to try was the bathroom. Sarah took a deep breath, and went in.

	Mummy was there. She was in the bath. She wasn’t washing. She was just sitting there, in the bath. She wasn’t even using the soap. She was in the bath, and the water was right up to her neck, and she was just sitting there, very still, and staring ahead, and Sarah wondered whether she might be dead, whether the bath had killed her, and she was excited, and not frightened yet, but she knew if she were dead she would get very frightened soon.

	“Hello,” said Mummy. She wasn’t dead.

	Sarah said, What are you doing?

	“I’m having a bath.”

	Okay, said Sarah.

	She turned to leave.

	“You don’t have to go,” said Mummy.

	Okay, said Sarah. She stayed a bit longer. They didn’t say anything else. So Sarah left anyway.

	
	Sarah Anne Rachel used to be much worse! She couldn’t remember now, but Mummy and Daddy once sat together on the sofa, and they told her this story. About how when she was very small, they had all gone on holiday together. They’d driven all the way to Cornwall, and Sarah had been as good as gold, just looked out of the window the whole way, hadn’t made a fuss. But when they got to the hotel, oh, it was a different matter! Oh, she’d been a nightmare! She didn’t like the bathroom there. She screamed the place down, they didn’t know, maybe she’d thought it was haunted or something. They’d booked this hotel months ago, mind. And they had to ask the manageress for another room, on another floor, with another bathroom. And Sarah hadn’t liked that one either! They had to leave the hotel, they lost their deposit. And they drove around for hours, checking out all the hotels. And it was tourist season, so most of the hotels were fully booked, and the ones that weren’t, she didn’t like the bathrooms there any better! So eventually they had to give up, no holiday to be had. They drove all the way back home that night, Mummy and Daddy taking turns at the steering wheel, and all the way Sarah sleeping soundly in the back, good as gold, not a fuss. You’d never have known, they said. You looked so peaceful, you’d never have known.

	Mummy and Daddy were cuddled up together, and they laughed a lot at the story, and Sarah laughed too, but she couldn’t see really what was so funny.

	Mummy and Daddy said they were just thankful Sarah had got so much better.

	She was better now, it was only the bathtub at her grandmother’s house she didn’t like. But she never told her parents. She couldn’t. She didn’t listen to what the bathtub whispered, but sometimes the words seeped into her head anyway. And the bathtub warned her, don’t you ever tell your Mummy and Daddy, don’t you dare tell anyone. Or I’ll come and get you, and make you mine.

	
	They told Sarah to go and play, but she’d already counted all the tiles on the ceiling of the sitting room. She counted them again, and then went to find Mummy. The kitchen door was closed. They had closed it on her. And there were whispers going on behind it. Sarah knew she didn’t want to hear the whispering, but she stood outside the door, ear jammed right up against the wood, and the words seeped into her head anyway.

	She opened the door, and her grandmother and her Mummy stopped talking.

	There was even more smoke in the room now, grandmother was holding a cigarette, Mummy was too, and Mummy didn’t ever hold cigarettes. Mummy’s face looked puffy like she’d been crying, though Sarah couldn’t see any wetness on her cheeks now, and the puffiness made Mummy look old, and wrinkled, and a bit ugly, she looked just like grandmother. She had become grandmother.

	Mummy started, looked a bit guilty, and Mummy never looked guilty, she looked less like herself than ever. She’d had a bath and she looked worse, she wasn’t wearing any lipstick, her face was dull.

	And Sarah understood, it wasn’t grandmother who made the bath smell so, it wasn’t grandmother who was bad, it was the bathtub, this is what it did to people, it made them ugly like Granny. I’ll come and get you, it had said, I’ll make you mine. And she knew she must never get into that tub, not ever. Or she’d lose herself, just as sure as she’d lost her Mummy.

	“I’m sorry,” Mummy said, and put her cigarette in the ashtray, and got up, and came towards Sarah, and yes, she was going to give Sarah a hug, she was opening her arms out wide, and Sarah didn’t mind hugs from Mummy, but she minded them now, and Mummy pressed Sarah close to her, and she smelled like cinnamon.

	
	And another thing about the bathtub. It doesn’t make you clean. It makes you a different sort of dirty.

	
	Grandmother suggested they all deserved a day out, they should all go to the shopping mall. And Mummy agreed, but then, she would have, wouldn’t she? Mummy put on her make-up, and it made her look a bit more like herself, but Sarah wasn’t fooled. They went to a department store, and grandmother liked a dress, but it wasn’t in her size, and she ordered it, and she gave her name, Eunice Pinnock, and Sarah still didn’t know what her middle initial could be, but she didn’t much care. And Mummy admired the dress, and grandmother said, well, why don’t you get one for yourself? You need a treat, all you’ve been through. And they didn’t have it in Mummy’s size either, and so Mummy ordered it too, and gave her name as Sophie Pinnock, and that wasn’t right, that wasn’t right, that wasn’t right. It made her new name Sophie Maureen Pinnock, and that was SMP, and that still didn’t stand for anything, but it had been better before. And grandmother said, do you like the dress, Sarah? And Mummy said, you like the dress, don’t you, Sarah? Have a treat. You need a treat, all you’ve been through. And the shop did have the dress in Sarah’s size, and grandmother bought it for her, and it looked very nice.

	They had drinks in the cafe. Grandmother and Mummy had coffees, Sarah had a milkshake.

	And Sarah wondered if she’d have to change her name now as well. She’d be Sarah Anne Rachel Pinnock. A sarp. What was a sarp? A sarp wasn’t anything.

	Mummy told Sarah to thank her granny for her dress and for the shake, and Sarah did. And when they got back to grandmother’s house they hung the new dress in the wardrobe, and Mummy promised they’d put more clothes in there soon, this was only the beginning, and Sarah thanked her too, thank you, Mummy, she said. She wanted to fidget, but she also didn’t want to fidget, she didn’t want Mummy realizing anything was wrong. Mummy and grandmother went back into the kitchen to make it smell all smoky and sweet. They closed the door on Sarah. Sarah took all the money from Mummy’s purse, because she didn’t know how much she’d need. And then, very quietly, she went to the front door, opened it carefully, stepped outside, and left.

	
	Sarah went to the bus stop, caught the 32 to the train station. At the station the woman behind the ticket window asked her where she wanted to go, and Sarah gave her the full address. “Which station?” asked the woman, and Sarah told her. Sarah got on the train, and she enjoyed the journey, the tracks seemed to be singing to her, Sarah Anne Rachel Anne, Sarah Anne Rachel Anne—and that was good, because today was an Anne day, today was very much an Anne day. Sarah got off the train, went to the bus stop, caught the 23, got off the bus, went home.

	She rang her own doorbell to her own house, and a woman she didn’t recognize opened the front door. She was younger than Mummy. “Yes?” the younger than Mummy woman said. Sarah said that she lived there. The woman blushed. “You must be Sarah,” she said. Sarah told her name was Sarah Anne Rachel Hadley. She didn’t tell her the whole name, she didn’t know her well enough.

	The woman seemed frightened of Sarah. Sarah didn’t know why. “Come in,” the woman said. “Please. Your father’s not here. He’s at work. I don’t know when he’ll. He’ll be back soon. I’ll call him, I’ll get him. So. How did you get here? Do you want anything? A coffee, you probably don’t drink coffee, there’s milk, there’s juice.”

	Sarah said, I want to have a bath. My bath is overdue.

	The woman blinked, and said, “All right.”

	Sarah thought back to some of the whispering she’d heard. Not the nasty whispering from the bathtub, the nastier whispering through the kitchen door. “Are you going to end up my new mummy?”

	The woman said, “Well. Well, I. No.”

	Sarah said, Good.

	Sarah went upstairs, and ran herself a bath. The bathtub was pink, the way bathtubs are meant to be, and it didn’t talk to her.

	
	Sarah was still in the bath when Daddy got home. “Where is she?” she heard from downstairs. She didn’t hear what the woman said in reply, her voice was too feeble.

	Daddy entered the bathroom without knocking. This would have upset Sarah once, but she hadn’t seen him for a while, she’d forgive him anything.

	“Does your mother know you’re here?” he said.

	Sarah didn’t know what her Mummy might know.

	“Oh God.” He took out his mobile phone, and left the room. He didn’t bother to close the door, and it let cold air in, and that was annoying. Sarah heard her father downstairs, and his voice was raised.

	When he came back, his voice was softer, kinder.

	“What are you doing here, poppet?” he said. “You can’t just. You know.”

	Sarah said, I came home.

	“You can’t,” he said again. “Not for a little while. Okay? Mummy 
and me. We have things to sort out. Okay?”

	Sarah said, Don’t you want to see me?

	Daddy said, “It’s not a question of what I want, poppet.”

	Sarah said, Don’t you want to see me?

	Daddy said, “Not right now. Not like this. No. No.”

	Sarah said nothing.

	Daddy said, “Get out of the bath now, poppet.”

	Sarah said, No. No.

	
	The longer she stayed in the bath the more wrinkly her fingers got. She looked old, like her grandmother.

	The water got cold, but to reach the taps and run more hot water in she’d have had to get out of the bath, and Sarah didn’t want to get out of the bath.

	There was a knock on the door at one point, very gentle, and Sarah thought it would be her father, maybe he’d come to say sorry, maybe he’d come to say he wanted her. But it was the scared woman, the younger than Mummy woman, and she asked whether she could get Sarah a glass of milk or juice. Sarah didn’t want milk or juice. Sarah thought the woman seemed rather nice, and probably would have made a nice mummy, but she was glad she wasn’t going to be hers.

	The water was very cold by the time her real Mummy arrived, and it was dark outside too. Mummy didn’t ask, she just said, “Out of the bath, now,” and Sarah was happy to oblige.

	
	In the car, Mummy said, “I’m very cross with you. That was a very mean and selfish thing you did.”

	Sarah thought for a while, and said, I’m cross with you too.

	Sarah wondered what the noise was, and realized it was her Mummy starting to cry.

	
	It was gone midnight by the time they got to grandmother’s. Sarah was dozing.

	“Wake up,” said her mother, roughly, but the way she stroked Sarah’s hair was gentle enough.

	Grandmother was awake, waiting for them, and the ashtray was overflowing. “What happened? Did you see her?”

	“Yes,” said Mummy.

	“What did you say to her?”

	“It doesn’t matter,” said Mummy.

	“What was she like?”

	“Oh, for Christ’s sake. For Christ’s sake, Mum. Stop it. All right? Stop it.”

	“I only . . .”

	“Go to bed. I’ve had enough of it now. I’ve had it up to here. All right?”

	“All right.”

	“To bed with you, Sarah. Mummy will be along soon. I’m just going to have a bath.”

	“Now?” Granny dared to ask.

	“Now. I just need to. I want to, I. I need to wash the dirt out of me. I want to get rid of the dirt.”

	Sarah lay in bed, and although she was very tired, she couldn’t fall asleep. She was listening to the water as it splashed into the tub, as it thrummed through the rusted pipes. She was listening to the whispering, and it wasn’t just whispering now, she could hear every word loud and precise and clear.

	
	Sarah knocked on the bathroom door gently. She went in.

	Mummy was lying in the bath. She turned her head. She looked surprised to see her.

	“Go to bed,” she said.

	But Sarah stood her ground.

	“Oh, what do you want, Sarah?” Mummy sighed.

	Sarah thought. Said, honestly—I don’t know.

	Sarah then said, He doesn’t want me.

	“He doesn’t want us,” said Mummy.

	He doesn’t want me.

	“No.”

	And then: “Sorry.”

	Sarah said, Is this going to be our new home?

	Mummy said, “Just for a while. Not forever. You don’t mind, do you?”

	No.

	“This was my home. When I was your age. This house. It makes me feel like me.”

	Sarah wanted to give her mother a hug, but she didn’t give hugs. And Mummy was in the bath, the bath was all around her. Sarah didn’t know how to hug her without the bath touching her. Sarah didn’t know how to offer a hug, so she didn’t.

	“I want you,” said Mummy, quietly. “I promise. I do.” And Sarah gave her a hug anyway, just a little one around the neck, and the side of the tub brushed up against her, and Sarah was revolted, and Mummy was wet, and Mummy left damp patches on Sarah’s nightie.

	“Get in,” said Mummy.

	I can’t.

	“Yes, you can. There’s plenty of room. It’s a big tub.”

	So Sarah took her nightie off. Mummy sat up to make more room, and the water sloshed about a bit, and the waves seemed big and menacing, and then the water settled down again. Mummy held out her hand, and smiled. And Sarah took it. And Sarah put first one foot into the warm water, and then the other, and both feet hit the bottom of the tub, and then Sarah lowered herself into the water, and her bum hit the bottom of the tub too.

	Mummy put her arms around Sarah’s waist, pulled her back, pulled her into her soapy body, and it was slippery, it made Sarah want to laugh.

	“We’ll be all right, you know,” said Mummy.

	And the bathtub continued to whisper. And it didn’t say such reassuring things. But it was all right, it was.

	And Sarah had such soft skin, and she could feel the water leaking in through her thin pores, swelling her up fat like a balloon. The bathtub had got her now. And she would be her grandmother, she would be her mother, she would be SARP. She would learn how to hug, and to smoke, and she’d smell of sweet cinnamon. And it was all right, all of it. And she put her head back upon her mother’s chest, and she closed her eyes, closed them against the cracks and the spider legs and the fingers coming out at her from the taps, she closed her eyes, and she felt safe.

	
	

	THE DARK SPACE 
IN THE HOUSE 
IN THE HOUSE 
IN THE GARDEN 
AT THE CENTRE 
OF THE WORLD
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	Let’s get something straight, right from the outset, okay? I’m not angry with you. Mistakes were made on both sides. Mistakes, ha, arguably, I made just as many mistakes as you. Well, not quite as many, ha, but I accept I’m at least partly to blame. Okay? No, really, okay? Come on, take those looks off your faces. I’m never going to be angry with you. I promise. I have wasted so much of my life on anger. There are entire aeons full of it, I’m not even kidding. And it does nothing. It achieves nothing. Anger, it’s a crock of shit.

	Isn’t it a beautiful day? One of my best. The sun’s warm, but not too warm, you can feel it stroking at your skin, it’s all over your bare bodies and so comforting, but without it causing any of that irritating sweaty stuff under the armpits. Though I do maintain that sweat’s a useful thing. Look at the garden. Breathe it in. Tell me, be honest, how do you think it’s coming on? See what I’ve done, I’ve been pruning the roses, training the clematis, I’ve been cutting back the privet hedges. Not bad. And just you wait until spring, the daffodils will be out by then, lovely.

	No. Seriously. Relax. Relax, right now! I’m serious.

	The apples were a mistake. Your mistake, my mistake, who’s counting? My mistake was to set you a law without explaining why the law was being enforced, that’s not a sound basis for any legal system. Of course you’re going to rebel, right. And your mistake, that was eating a fruit in which I had chosen to house cancer. Well, I had to put it somewhere. You may have wondered about all those skin sores and why you’ve been coughing up blood and phlegm. Now you know. But don’t worry, I’ll fix it, see, you’re cured. Poppa looks after you. As for the apples, good source of vitamin A, low in calories, you just wait ’til you puree them up and top them with sugar, oh God, do I love a good apple crumble. I’m not even kidding! Keep the apple with my blessing. As for the cancers, well, I’ll just stick them in something else, don’t worry, you’ll never find them.

	Give me a smile. We’re all friends. Smile for me. Wider than that.

	And so, are we good? Cindy, and what is it, Steve. I think we’re good. The fruit is all yours to eat. The air is all yours to breathe, the flowers are all yours to smell. The beasts of the world, yours to name and pet and hunt and skin and fuck. We’re good, but there is one last thing. Not a law, ha ha, I wouldn’t call it a law, ha ha, no, okay, no, it’s a law. Don’t go into the forest. The forest that’s at the heart of the garden, the garden at the centre of the world. The forest where the trees are so tall that they scratch the heavens, so dense that they drown out the light, where even the birds that settle on the branches come out stained with black. What, why, because I said so. What? Oh. Yes, fair point. Because at the centre of the forest there stands a house, and the house is old, and the house is haunted.

	Okay.

	Okay. I’ll be off then. Night, night, sleep tight. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.

	
	So they went into the forest the very next morning, man and wife, hand in hand, and they dropped apple cores along the way so they could find a path back again. “Like Hansel and Gretel!” said Cindy, because God had told them all his favourite fairy tales when they’d just been children, he’d tucked them up tight in beds of leaves and moss with stories of enchanted castles and giant killers and heroes no bigger than your thumb; “you can be Gretel,” agreed Steve, “and I’ll be Hansel!” And the trees were so tall and so dense and so black, and they were glad they were doing the hand holding thing together, it made them both feel warm and loved. And they didn’t know for how long they walked, it may have been days, and they worried they might soon run out of apple cores, but presently they came across the house, right there at the forest’s heart. And it was a magical house, a structure of red brick and thin chimneys and big bay windows and vinyl-sided guttering. It didn’t look very haunted; “it’s probably quite nice inside,” said Cindy, and Steve agreed, but he held on to her hand tightly, and both hands began to sweat. They went up to the front door, and peered their way through the panel of frosted glass, but they couldn’t see anyone, nothing inside was moving. Steve rang the doorbell, and Cindy called “Hello!” through the letterbox, but there was no answer, and they were both about to give up, turn about, pick up their apple cores and go home, when the door swung open anyway at their touch. It didn’t creak, the hinges were too good on that door. 

	Cindy and Steve wondered if they could squeeze themselves into something as small as that house, they’d been so used to the sheer size of the garden that was their world. And they exchanged glances. And they shrugged. And they went in.

	In the kitchen there were two places set for dinner, and at each place there was a bowl of porridge. “Like Goldilocks!” said Cindy, because God really hadn’t stinted himself in his fairy tale telling; “you can be Goldilocks,” said Steve, “I’ll be the bear!” They ate the porridge. They both privately wondered who the porridge belonged to. They both wondered if the porridge belonged to the ghosts. They thought they should go home, but it had started to rain. So they decided there was no harm in staying a little longer; they inspected the sitting room, the bathroom, a nice space under the stairs that could be used for storage; “Hello,” Cindy called out, “we’re your new neighbours!” And they looked for the ghosts, but saw neither hide nor hair of a single one. The rain was coming down hard now, it was a wall of wet, and it hit the ground fierce like arrows and it was so dark outside you couldn’t see where the rain might have fallen from, how it could have found its way through so dense a crush of treetops. And the apple cores were gone, maybe they hadn’t been dropped clearly enough, maybe the birds had eaten them, maybe they had long ago just rotted and turned to mush. So they had no choice, they had to stay the night together in a haunted house, maybe they could find their way back to their own garden in the morning, maybe.

	The bedroom was big. There were two large wardrobes, and there was a dressing table with a nice mirror to sit in front of and do make-up, and there was a huge bed laden high with blankets and pillows. Cindy and Steve got under the covers.

	They both listened out for the ghosts in the dark.

	“I’m frightened,” said Cindy, and reached out for Steve’s hand. And Steve didn’t say he was frightened too, that his stomach felt strange stuffed as it was with porridge, that his skin felt strange, too: tingly and so very sensitive with a mattress underneath it and sheets on top of it and this smooth naked body lying next to it, brushing against it, tickling its hairs, yes oh yes. “Don’t be frightened,” said Steve, “I’ll protect you, my Snow White, my Rapunzel, my unnamed princess from Princess-and-the-Frog,” and he kissed her, and they had never kissed before, and they explored each other’s mouths much as they had explored the house, with false bravado, and growing confidence, and some unspoken sense of dread. They pushed their tongues deep into each other’s dark spaces. And slept at last. And dreamed of ghosts. And of what ghosts could even possibly be.
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	So this is where you are! I couldn’t find you! I didn’t know where you could be, I thought maybe you were in the maze. You know, that maze I made for you, with all those tall hedges, cylindrical archways, and any number of delightful red herrings. The maze, yeah? I thought, they’re playing in the maze, it’s easy to get lost in the maze, what a hoot! So I waited for you at the exit, I thought you’d come out eventually, I’d surprise you by saying boo! And I waited quite a long time, and one day I thought to myself, you know what, I don’t think they’re in this maze at all. The maze I made for them. So where could they be?

	I felt a bit of a prawn, I must say, waiting outside a maze for six months all primed to say boo. Getting the exact facial expression right. I got a bit bored. I made a lot more cancers and viruses to keep my mind occupied. Oh, and I made the antelope extinct. Hope it wasn’t a favourite.

	But, no, you’ve found the house! And good for you. Oh, did I say that you shouldn’t come to the house? Did I? Doesn’t sound like me, hang on, trying to think, no. No, I can’t imagine why I would have said that. You want a house, with what, rooms and floorboards and curtains and shit, then you go for it. Much better than a maze. Really, fuck the maze. I want to hear you say it. Say it with me. Fuck the maze. Fuck the maze. That’s it, so you can see, I’ve no problem with the maze at all. I’m not even kidding! You have whatever you like, I never want to hold you guys back, I love you, I’m crazy about you. You have your house, a house with a roof to keep the rain off.

	(In fact, sorry about the rain. Not quite sure what that’s about. Very frustrating, must be leaking somewhere up there, the sky’s cracked, got to be. And yeah, I can hold the rain back, but the thought of that crack, at that poor cowboy workmanship, it makes me a bit cross, quite angry, and when I get angry, it seems to rain all the more, and you know what? It’s a vicious circle.)

	And you’ve found the wardrobes! Picking through the cupboards as if they’re yours, and they are yours, of course they are. Look at you, Cindy, no, I mean, look at you. All those dresses, all those shoes. That skirt, ha, that doesn’t leave a lot to the imagination, ha, that really emphasizes your, um, ha, hips, ha ha! And make-up too. Though? If I can? Make a suggestion? The lipstick. Goes on the lips. Hence the name, yeah. . . . And you, erm, Steve, you look nice too.

	No, not all the house is haunted. Did I give you? That impression? No, the kitchen’s fine. The bedroom’s fine. The sitting room, fine. Bathroom, ha, there are no bogeymen lurking behind the toilet cistern. No, it’s the attic. It’s the attic that has all the ghosts in. You haven’t found the attic yet? You didn’t know there even was an attic? Well, there is. I wouldn’t go looking for it, though. No good will come of it. Sometimes you stand underneath that attic, at the right spot, you can feel the temperature drop, there’ll be a cold chill pricking over your skin. There’ll be a sickness in your throat, your heart will start to beat uncomfortably fast. Listen hard enough, press your ears up to the ceiling, you can hear whispers. The whispers of the dead. No, I wouldn’t bother, you just stick with your mercifully spook-free lavatory, you’ll be fine.

	Is that the time? I should go. It’s a long way back to the garden, and it’s getting late. No, how kind, shouldn’t stay for dinner, maybe next time. But how kind. What a kind thought. How lovely. I’ll get back to my maze, my silly little maze, that’d be best. Better hurry, it’s pissing down out there.

	Night-night then. You be happy. Be happy, and stay happy. You both mean the world to me. Night-night, sleep tight. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.

	
	It took them four days to find the attic. It was difficult. No matter whereabouts they stood they felt no chill or nausea, and their heartbeats remained frustratingly constant. Eventually it took Cindy balanced upon Steve’s finer shoulders, reaching up and prodding at the ceiling—a painstaking operation, and one that took a lot of straining and swaying—before Cindy said that beneath the wallpaper she felt something give. They cut away the wallpaper with a kitchen knife. They exposed a hatchway—small, neat, perfectly unassuming.

	It hadn’t been opened in a long time. No matter how much Cindy pushed at it just wouldn’t move; Steve at last had to help, crouching down with Cindy on his shoulders and then springing up tall, sending his wife fast up in the air and using her as a battering ram.

	The rather dazed Cindy poked her head through, and Steve called up, “Can you see anything? Can you hear anything?” Cindy remembered the fairy tales she’d been told, Jack climbing his way up a beanstalk to dangers unknown, Aladdin lowered into the darkness whilst his uncle stayed safe up top. “No, nothing,” she said. Steve got up on to a table and climbed through the hatchway after her. There were a few nondescript boxes piled up, mostly cardboard; they contained years old fashion magazines, clothes, toys, a stamp collection, stuff. If there was a chill, it was only because they were away from the central heating. If there was a whispering, it was just the lapping from inside the water tank, or the sound of wind playing against the roof.

	And if they were disappointed, neither Cindy nor Steve said they were. They went back to their ordinary lives. Cindy learned how to use the kitchen, she’d make them both dinner from tins she found in the cupboard. Steve found a DIY kit, and would enjoy banging nails into things pointlessly with his hammer.

	And in bed they continued to explore each other’s bodies. Steve discovered that Cindy enjoyed it when he nibbled on her breasts, but that he should stop well short of making the blood thing leak out; for her part, Cindy quickly learned that sucking at appendages rather than biting down hard and chewing was always a more popular option. They examined and prodded at each and every one of their orifices, and into them would experiment inserting opposing body parts; they found out that no matter what they tried to stick up there, be it tongue, finger or penis, the nostrils weren’t worth the effort. And soon too they realized that it was better to do all of these things in the dark, where the ridiculous contortions of facial expressions on their spouse’s face wouldn’t put them off.

	They listened out for the ghosts. They never heard them.

	One night Steve woke from his sleep to find Cindy wasn’t there. He put on his favourite silk dressing gown from the wardrobe, went to look for her. At last he found her in the attic, sitting on the floor, rocking back and forth as she cried so hard. At his approach she started, turned about, looked at him with startled teary eyes. “Where are our ghosts?” she begged to know. “Where’s the chill, the sickness in my stomach? I can’t feel anything. Why can’t I feel anything at all?”
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	You were thinking of a nursery, right? The attic for a nursery, that was the plan?

	Oh, sorry, didn’t mean to make you jump! Coming round unannounced, very rude, but I tried the doorbell, and there was no answer, and I thought, shall I just pop in anyway, why not, good friends like us don’t need to stand on ceremony. I can see why you didn’t hear me. You’re pretty busy. Pretty . . . entwined, there.

	Don’t stop on my account. I can wait. You finish off, I don’t mind, I’ll watch. Oh. Oh. Suit yourselves.

	Speaking of which! I can see that you’ve discovered the joys of sex. Which is nice. I’m a little surprised, ha, by your choice of partners, I mean, doesn’t it strike you as a bit incestuous? You crazy kids, what will you get up to next! I don’t mind. I don’t mind at all. I mean, it makes me wonder why I invented the zebu in the first place, you don’t fancy the zebu, all those dewlaps? It could have been a baby zebu that’s growing inside your stomach this very moment, imagine what that would have looked like!

	Oh, you didn’t realize? Yeah, you’re pregnant. Congratulations! Some men don’t like women when they’re pregnant, but Cindy, I must say, you look great, all shiny and hormonal like that, all your body parts swelling every which way. And yeah, well done too, Steve, yeah. And you’re going to need a nursery. Which is why, I’m sure, you had only the best intentions when you ignored my advice and went up into the attic. And why not, good choice. Babies are great, but take it from me, they’re annoying, they cry a lot, there’s a lot of noise and sick, keeping the baby up in the attic out of earshot is a good plan. Clear away the boxes, there’ll be room up there for all those baby things babies seem to like. It’s all just junk, there’s nothing in there to worry about.

	Except, of course, for that one box. The one with the padlock on. Now, you two and I have had a bit of a laugh, haven’t we? It’s all been fun. But this time I’m really telling you. It’s a padlock. That’s a big fucking hint. You are not to open the box. You are not to open the box. I forbid it. I absolutely forbid it, and yes it’s a law, it’s an order, it’s a commandment from up high. Leave the box alone. No matter what you hear inside. No matter what the ghosts inside the box say to you.

	Lightening the mood!—any ideas for a name for the baby yet? No? Well, I’m just saying. You want to name it after me, you can. Call it God, or Lord, or Jehovah, or some such, and I’d be honoured.

	The daffodils are out. They look beautiful.

	Well, I can see you have things to do. Some of which will no doubt make you drowsy, you’ll be wanting to sleep soon. So, you know. Night-night. Sleep tight. Don’t let the bedbugs bite. No, I really mean it, I’m not sure, but I think I put cancer in a few of them, the bedbugs are riddled with cancer. You see a bedbug, you run.

	
	So they smashed the padlock, and straightaway they heard them, the whispers inside—and there were so many, there was so much chatter, the conversations were all overlapping so they couldn’t make out what was being said! “Open the box!” said Cindy, too eagerly, and “I’m trying!” Steve snapped back, and it seemed such a fragile little box, but now the lid was heavy, they pulled together and the lid raised an inch, and husband and wife had to prise their fingers painfully into the little gap to stop it from shutting again. And the whispers seemed so loud now, how could they not have heard the ghosts before? And they both felt a bit ashamed of that. Ashamed that they’d been carrying on with their lives quite pleasantly, cooking and hammering and shagging away, and had never paid the ghosts any attention. Cindy looked at Steve, and smiled at him, and thought, I wonder if I’ll find someone new to talk to. And Steve looked at Cindy, smiled back, thought, I wonder if their orifices will be prettier. Because they both loved each other, they knew they did; but how can you tell what that love is worth if you’re nothing to compare it to?

	They took strength from each other’s smiles; they heaved again; the box opened.

	The whispering stopped, startled.

	Inside there was a house. Not a proper house, of course, but a doll’s house. And it wasn’t quite like their house; it too had red bricks, and thin chimneys, it had windows and guttering, but they could see that the sitting room was smaller, there was less wardrobe space in the bedroom, the toilet had a broken flush.

	There was no one to be seen.

	“Talk to us!” said Cindy. “Come back!” said Steve.

	They wondered if they could squeeze themselves into something as small as that house. And they exchanged glances. And they shrugged. And they went in.
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	God didn’t talk to them for a long while after that.

	
	There was lots of fun to be had in the haunted doll’s house.

	Their new neighbours were very kind. Their names were Bruce and Kate. Bruce and Kate knocked on the door one day, said they’d heard people had moved in next door, wanted to welcome them, hoped they’d be very happy. They invited them round to dinner. Cindy and Steve didn’t know what to bring, but they found a bottle of old red wine in the back of one of the kitchen cupboards, and Bruce and Kate smiled nicely at it and said it was one of their favourite tipples. Kate made a really lovely casserole, “nothing fancy, just thrown it together,” and Bruce laughed and said Kate’s casserole was a secret recipe, and it was certainly better than anything Cindy could have come up with. Bruce was in charge of dessert. Bruce and Kate showed Cindy and Steve around their modest house, and it wasn’t much different to Cindy and Steve’s, only in the bathroom their flush did work, Cindy and Steve felt a little bit jealous. And Bruce and Kate had a seven year old daughter called Adriana who was quite pretty and very polite and did ballet and whose drawings from school were hung on display for all to see with fridge magnets. “Can see you’re expecting!” said Kate to Cindy, and Cindy agreed she was; Kate said it’d be nice for Adriana to have a new friend to play with, maybe. Bruce and Kate were dead. They were dead, but they didn’t seem to know they were dead. Cindy and Steve could see right inside them and there was nothing but ash in there and their souls were spent. They smelled of death, their eyes rolled dead in their heads, they waddled awkwardly as they walked. Adriana was dead, and when at Kate’s indulgent prompting she agreed to show the new neighbours a few choice ballet steps it was like watching a broken puppet splaying cack-legged across the floor. “Well done!” said Kate, and clapped her dead hands, and Bruce laughed the most cheery of death rattles, and Cindy and Steve were good guests and clapped and laughed too.

	Bruce asked Steve what he did for a living, and Steve said that he was between jobs. And Bruce was very kind, he got Steve an interview at the bank where he worked. And Steve spent the day sorting money and counting money and giving money to people through a little glass grille. He’d never seen money before, but he liked the feel of it, and in return for his hard work he was given money of his very own. Steve determined he would try hard to collect an awful lot of it. And the bank manager was very nice, and congratulated Steve on his efforts, and gave him a promotion, which basically meant that Steve gave more money to different people through a slightly bigger glass grille. And the bank manager was dead, and the customers were dead, and Bruce was still dead, of course, Bruce being dead wasn’t going to change in a hurry. And Steve would sometimes after work go out with Bruce to a pub and get pissed.

	And Cindy wanted to work at the bank too, but Kate told her she’d really be better off staying at home and looking after her baby. And Cindy could feel it kicking inside, and decided it was high time she let the baby out, she couldn’t be sure but she thought it had been kicking inside there now for years. She went to the hospital and the doctors were dead and the nurses were dead and all the patients were dead, and some of the dead patients were so ill that during their stay at the hospital they died again and somehow got even deader, that was so weird. And a particularly dead nurse told Cindy she had to push the baby out, and that she was being very brave, and that they were having this baby together, and push. And out came the baby, and the baby was crying, and still kicking away, and the nurse cooed and said it was a beautiful little girl, and Cindy felt a sudden strange rush of love for her child, a stronger love than she’d ever known before, stronger than anything she’d felt for Steve or, even, God; but the baby was dead, it was dead, Cindy was given it to hold and it rolled its dead eyes at her and burbled and sneezed and Cindy could see there was no soul to it, just ash. “I don’t want it,” she said to the dead nurse, “I don’t want this dead baby,” and she thought of how this ashen soulless corpse monster had been feeding inside her stomach and she felt sick. The dead nurse told her again the girl was beautiful, she was such a beautiful girl; “You keep it then,” said Cindy. But apparently that just wasn’t an option, and Cindy had to take the stillborn little parasite home and feed it and pet it and read it fairy tales and give some sort of shit when it screamed.

	And Steve didn’t like their new baby daughter either—he said he did, and he played with it, and sat it on his knee, and asked after it when he came back home pissed from the pub—he didn’t say anything against the baby at all, come to think of it; but Cindy knew he must hate it, because she hated it, and they were one flesh, weren’t they, they were soulmates, they were one. And they still had sex, it was a little more routine than before, even a bit desultory—but Cindy didn’t mind, she wasn’t quite sure what part of the sex process had resulted in this baby growing inside her in the first place; she thought that if they did the sex thing very quietly, almost without passion, almost as if they weren’t really there at all, then they wouldn’t draw attention to themselves. Then no future daughter would see.

	Cindy stayed at home. Cindy felt trapped. Cindy remembered the fairy tales she’d been fed when she was a child. Damsels with long hair locked away in high towers, princesses forced down to sleep on peas. Mothers pressed into bargains with grumpy evil dwarves who wanted to steal their first-born. Cindy didn’t meet many dwarves, no matter how hard she looked—not at the supermarket, not at the kindergarten, not at the young mothers’ yoga group that the erstwhile Kate had persuaded her to join. Cindy knew that the dwarves wouldn’t have been much use anyway, the dwarves too would have been dead.

	“I love you,” Steve would say to Cindy, each night as they got into bed, and he meant it.

	“I love you,” Cindy would say back, and she meant it too.

	Steve had met someone at work, a little cashier assistant less than half his age. He didn’t expect her to like his whitening beard and his receding hairline and his now protruding gut. She fucked him at the office Christmas party, and he told her it had to be a one off, but she fucked him three more times in January, and an astonishing fifteen times in February, she was really picking up speed. “Tell me you love me,” she’d say afterwards as she smoked a fag, ash in her ash, and he’d say he did, and he thought that maybe that was even true, just a little bit; she’d wrap her corpse legs around him and her dead matted bush would tickle the bulge of his stomach, and then he was inside her, he was inside something that felt warm and smooth but he knew was really so so cold and was rotting away into clumps of meat. He thought her death would infect him, he hoped it would. He wished he had the sort of relationship with Cindy where he could talk about his new girlfriend, who bit by bit was becoming the very centre of his world, the little chink of garden at the heart of his day. But Cindy had never been one to share things with, nothing of any importance. And some nights he’d cry.

	Once in a while they’d try to escape the doll’s house. But they couldn’t find the exit. They took their dead daughter on a holiday to Tenerife, but there was no exit there, not even as far away as Tenerife. When their dead daughter was older, and wanted holidays of her own, with disreputable looking dead boys who had strange piercings and smelled of drugs, Cindy and Steve took their very first holiday alone. They went to Venice. They drank wine underneath the Rialto. They were serenaded on a gondola. They made love in their budget hotel, and it felt like love too. It felt like something they could hold on to. And sometimes, back at home, when Steve cried at night, or during the day when Cindy stared silently at the wall, they might think of Venice, and the memory made them happy.

	This account focuses too much upon the negatives, maybe. They had a good time in the haunted doll’s house, and the ghosts were very chatty, and some of them were kind.
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	“Hello, hello!” Beaming smiles all round. “Well, here we are! Here we all are again!” A clap on the host’s back, hearty and masculine, a kiss on the hostess’ cheek just a little too close to the mouth. “So good to see you both, I’m not even kidding! I brought some wine, where would you like it?”

	They showed him the house. He made appreciative noises at the sitting room, the kitchen, the bedroom. He admired the toilet, Steve pointed out to him the flush, and how he’d fixed it with all the DIY he’d learned. They settled down at the kitchen table and ate Cindy’s casserole, and they all agreed it was really good.

	“Well. Well! Here we all are again.”

	God was wearing a sports jacket that was meant to look jaunty, but it was two sizes too big for him; God looked old and too thin; the jacket was depressing, it made him look diminished somehow. The wine he’d brought was cheap but potent. The conversation was awkward at first, a series of polite remarks, desperate pauses, too-big smiles and eyes looking downward. The wine helped. They began to relax.

	Cindy asked if they could return to the garden.

	“Go backwards?” said God. “I don’t know if you can go backwards. You crazy kids, what will you think of next!”

	They laughed, and shared anecdotes of mazes and apples, of fairy tales told long ago.

	God mused. “I think the idea is. If I think about it? I think, the older you get, and the more experienced you get. And the more you realize how big the world is, and how many opportunities are in front of you. Then the smaller the world becomes. It gets smaller and smaller, narrowing in on you, until all that’s left is the confines of a wooden box.” He coughed. “You could say that it’s a consequence of maturity, of finding your place in the world and accepting it, of discovering humility and in that humility discovering yourself. Or, maybe. Ha. It’s just a fucking bad design flaw. Ha! Sorry.”

	He drank more wine, he farted, they all laughed, oh, the simple comedy of it all.

	“But,” God said, “this world isn’t all there is. It can’t be. There must be a way out. At the very centre of the world, there’s a dark space. Don’t go to it. Don’t go. It isn’t a law. I’m not, ha, forbidding you. But I think,” God said, and his voice dropped to a whisper, and he looked so scared, “I think there are ghosts there. I think the dark space is haunted.”

	“Well,” said Steve, eventually. “It’s getting late.”

	“It is getting late,” said Cindy.

	“No doubt you’ll be wanting to get back home,” said Steve. “Back to your garden and whatnot.”

	“Back,” said Cindy, “to your maze.” She took away God’s wine glass, put it into the sink with a clatter.

	God looked sad.

	“I’m dying,” he said.

	“Oh dear,” said Steve.

	“That’s a shame,” said Cindy.

	“I’ve been mucking about with too many cancers. I’ve got nobbled by the Ebola virus, I’ve come down with a spot of mad cow disease. It’s all the same to me. I’ve been careless. Too careless, and about things that were too important.” He coughed again, gently wiped at his mouth with a handkerchief, looked at the contents of the handkerchief with frank curiosity. He blinked.

	“Shame,” said Cindy again.

	“And I wanted to see you. I wanted to be with you, because we’re family, aren’t we, you were always my favourites, weren’t you, you’re my favourites, did you know that? I’m crazy about you crazy kids. I miss you. I miss you like crazy. We never had a cross word. Others before you, others after, well. I admit, I got angry, plagues, locusts, fat greasy scorch marks burned into the lawns of the Garden of Eden. But I love you guys. I love you, Cindy, with your big smile and your deep eyes and your fine hair and your huge norks and your sweet, sweet smelling clit. And you, what was it, Steve, with your, um. Winning personality. If I have to die, I want to die with you.”

	His eyes were wet, and they couldn’t tell if he were crying or rheumy.

	“This world can’t be all there is,” he breathed. “It can’t be. I have faith. There must be a way out.” He opened his spindly arms wide. “Give me a hug.”

	So they did.

	“Because,” said God. “You loved me once. You loved me once, didn’t you? You loved me once. You loved me. Tell me you loved me. Tell me you loved me once. You loved me. You loved me. You loved me.”

	
	They buried their father in the back garden that night. It wasn’t a grand garden, but it was loved, and Cindy and Steve had planted flowers there, and it was good enough.

	Then they went indoors, and they began looking for the dark space at the centre of the world. They’d been to Tenerife and to Venice, they’d seen no dark spaces there. So they looked in the kitchen, they cleared out the pots and the pans from the cupboard. They looked in the bathroom behind the cistern. They looked in the attic. 

	They decided to go to bed. It had been a long day. And Steve offered Cindy his hand, and she took it, a little surprised; he hadn’t offered her a hand in years. They both liked the feel of that hand holding thing, it made them seem warm and loved. They climbed the stairs together.

	They looked for the dark space in the bedroom too, but it was nowhere to be found.

	They got undressed. They kicked off their clothes, left them where they fell upon the floor, stood amidst them. They came together, naked as the day they were born. They explored each other’s bodies, and it was like the first time, now there were no expectations, nothing defensive, nothing to prove. He licked at her body, she nuzzled into his. Like the first time, in innocence.

	She found his dark space first. It was like a mole, it was on his thigh. He found her dark space in the shadow of her overhanging left breast.

	She put her ear to his thigh. Then he pressed his ear against her tit. Yes, there were such whispers to be heard! And they marvelled that they’d never heard them before.

	She slid her fingertips into his dark space, and they numbed not unpleasantly. He kissed at hers, and he felt his tongue thicken, his tongue grew, all his mouth was a tongue. They both poked a bit further inside.

	They wondered if they could squeeze themselves into something that was so small. They looked at each other for encouragement, but their faces were too hard to read. They wondered if they could dare. And then she smiled, and at that he smiled. And they knew they could be brave again, just one last time. They pushed onwards and inwards. And they went to someplace new.

	
	

	AFTERWORD:
MERELY A HORROR WRITER


	The editors of this volume have asked me to give a brief overview of the life and works of R_____ S_____, and I shall say at the outset that I have misgivings about the enterprise. The enterprise being not merely the introduction itself, but the very publication of this collection. I do not think S_____ would have wanted to have seen his books back in print; indeed, I am quite sure not. And I do not think that the motives behind their reissue are of the best either; the letter I received this morning urging me once again to change my mind and write about 
S_____ speaks—and I quote—of “the public’s fascination and appetite for the ‘Master of the Macabre.’” I put it to you that the fascination is not with the stories themselves, which I suspect to be no better than the rest of their genre, but with the author himself, and a rather prurient curiosity about the manner of his death. I put it to you, too, the reader, holding this book in your hands, that the aforementioned appetite is sensationalism of the worst kind, and I say, shame on you, sir, shame on you.

	But nonetheless, and much to my surprise, I find myself writing. There is a storm outside; there is a draft in my study that I cannot locate nor still; the very candle by which I work is guttering. And I am not without a sense of humour, no matter what my students claim, and I can see the irony of a night like this, the very setting of so much of S_____’s work, a setting which lets the mind fancy about ghosts and witches and wendigos. So, here I put this before you, if not with my blessing. And this way I may at least hope, with the book on sale, that Margaret may be given some money.

	I do not say that S_____’s interest in writing supernatural fiction was beneath him. Every man must have a hobby. I myself am quite a keen golfer, with a handicap of sixteen above par, and I take great pleasure in that, but would also venture that it in no way intrudes upon my academic reputation. The same was not true of S_____, and that was his curse. He was a scholar of some undeniable merit, and although many critics would claim that his analysis of fourteenth century poetry yielded little fresh insight, I’ve never heard anyone suggest that his research was anything less than thorough and his theories anything less than cogent. But there is surely no question that whatever his academic prowess, in the last few years of his life any renown he had was for his ghost stories. It wasn’t even as if he had published that many; he wrote one a year, as I understood it, always performed on Christmas Eve during the university celebrations. This was the sum total of his literary fame, or shall I say, notoriety: no more than three thousand words per year, and all three thousand melodramatic mumbo-jumbo.

	I attended his final ghost story reading. There was an undeniable excitement in the air, and I allowed myself to share in it in spite of myself. The undergraduates all dressed in their gowns, and drinking wine and ale, and eating pork and steak, and singing Christmas carols and songs of an altogether more secular nature. S_____ sat up on high table, of course, and looked shrunken in on himself, not conversing, not eating, barely taking part in the festivities at all—but then, when the port was served, and cigars were lit, the lights were lowered, and S_____ got to his feet—and it seemed to me that he was suddenly transformed. He seemed much taller, much younger, and at once the room fell silent in ready anticipation; there was no need to call for silence, this performance is what we all had been waiting for. 
And S_____ read, and we all shivered in the hope of something frightening that would put our nerves jangling and let reel our darkest imaginings. I do not think S_____ was a natural actor. Even as a lecturer he had a propensity to mumble, and as a reader, merely reading the words in front of him, he was inclined toward halting monotone. And I do not think that the story was a good one, even by his standards: the tale of a ghost in a hotel preying upon the residents within seemed to me rather stale and obvious, and painfully lacking in theme or subtext. But what could not be argued was the authority with which 
S_____ spoke, the way there was no other sound to be heard save his voice for the full half hour, in a hall large enough to fit five hundred (and had done so, easily, to bursting) and had only so recently rung loud with the unfettered boisterousness of youth. As S_____ read of his ghosts and demons, there was a change in the atmosphere. It seemed to grow colder. It seemed to grow darker. There was an almost preternatural stillness to the air, I fancied that time itself had stopped, or at least slowed, that I would look outside the window and the branches would only be inching in the wind and the snow would fall at half speed. And by the time he had finished, the world seemed a more mysterious, and unsettling, and more remarkable place to live.

	I only discussed his horror writing with S_____ on two occasions, many years apart. And his answers were contradictory, and I like to think that the first time was the correct answer nonetheless—back before he’d made a name for himself, even so, back before he’d been defined and limited by his own peculiar imagination. I asked him, simply enough, why it was he put such focus upon his tales of the uncanny, and I asked, I think without judgment—and he blushed (as well he might) and told me that it was really all about trying to make people laugh. That was it. He thought that within his flights of fancy there was something so absurd that it would amuse people, that delight could be taken in the dissonance between what they expected and what they received, like the way a child giggles in a hall of mirrors seeing himself fat or tall. But something always went wrong with the punchlines to his jokes, he said. What he’d hoped would elicit a chuckle would instead produce a gasp; the tightrope, he argued, between comedy and horror was really very narrow, and his problem was he just kept falling off it. As a little boy his attempts to make his parents laugh only made them recoil; he gave his sisters nightmares with the jolly adventures he’d dream up for their dolls to entertain them. And pretty soon he realized that if he couldn’t win anyone’s heart with ready wit, he wouldn’t try; he’d let that dissonant way he looked at the world—a way that deep inside still would make him chortle, he alone still found full of jest—be as unnerving and twisted as one could wish. If he couldn’t make them love him, he’d make them fear him a little. And at this he blushed even deeper, and of course I knew the reason why.

	The reason why was Margaret. Of course he loved Margaret, just as I did; she was an outsider. We were all of us outsiders there, at a university which was based upon privilege and rank, where most students could trace back their family’s college attendance as far as their great grandfathers. S_____ was the first person in his family to go to university; so was I; his father was in trade; so was mine. And it sounds an unlikely contrivance now that we met on our first day there, but it was true; it was as if we wore badges telling the other undergraduates that we didn’t belong, they smelled out we were frauds at once, and the way they so blatantly excluded us made it all the easier for us to find each other.

	We became firm friends immediately. 

	And very soon, once we’d found the nerves to speak to her, Margaret was part of our group too—a female student, back in the times before that became a point of fashion, and from the middle classes as well. 
S_____ was very shy of her, I recall, and it was hard for him to introduce himself, as soon as he even got close he’d wring his hands and start to stammer so he looked less like a first class academic in the making than a babbling simpleton—I was, I think, much smoother with her, I was able to say hello and tell her my name and comment upon the weather and ask her the time. But it was to his credit that it was 
S_____ who invited her to go punting with us—he came back to the halls one day, and threw himself down on the chaise, and he looked so red I thought he was having a seizure. “I’ve done it,” he said, “I’ve asked her out. She’ll go punting with us on Sunday afternoon at two o’clock sharp.” I pointed out to him that I didn’t know how to punt, and nor did he; at this he turned even more red, he hadn’t thought of that. So for the next four days we neglected our studies, we spent our time on the river trying to master how on earth one can steer a wooden boat with a pole. I fancy by the time Sunday came both of us had achieved a certain halting proficiency; we had stopped falling in, at any rate; and we both had the blisters on our hands to prove it. But when Margaret came to join us, all of S_____’s training went in an instant, he didn’t know what to do with that pole, whether to push it or pull it or wave it about like an idiot—and I must admit, I too, I was tired and the weather was warm and I was not at my best. Margaret watched us struggle with the pole; we were both getting irritable with it, and with each other. “May I?” she asked, ever so gently, and we stepped aside, and she took the pole, and she took control, and S_____ and I sat in the back and enjoyed the afternoon as she punted us up and down and all over the river.

	I would say, where S_____ and I were concerned, that I was the more attractive. I was more confident; I was taller; I had dark hair, where S_____’s was wispy and blonde like a girl’s; I was specializing in John Milton, who is the greatest poet of the English language, and S_____’s interest lay in Geoffrey Chaucer, who had palpable talent, of course, 
but was rather too inclined towards bodily function jokes, and has always struck me as something of a dilettante. It was understandable that it was me that Margaret fell in love with. But this in no way affected our friendship with S_____, and indeed, we became an inseparable trio; Margaret and I would walk the streets of the city hand in hand, and 
S_____ would bound about us good-naturedly like an amiable dog trying to amuse. It worked. Margaret called us “the Three Musketeers”—and I didn’t like that, I thought that as students of English literature we should really avoid a reference to Dumas and concentrate instead upon our own heroes. I suggested we be called “the Three Metaphysicals,” after the great poets, Donne, Herbert and Marvell; but it didn’t catch on; no one could agree which one was Donne, which one was Herbert, which one was Marvell; after a while I gave up trying to persuade them and let Margaret and S_____ have their way.

	It occurs to me now I can’t recall which poet was Margaret’s own area of specialist interest. I’m sure it was one that I didn’t disapprove of, however; I would remember.

	Later that term we celebrated our first Christmas together. There was a formal dinner on the Christmas Eve, and we wore our gowns, and ate, and drank, and looked quite the picture of academia, I think. And Margaret had had an idea; that we should have our own private party afterwards, in her room, and each person would bring along an entertainment to perform. There was wine, and I think it was where I smoked my first cigar; I’m pretty sure it was S_____’s first cigar, and he cried through the smoke, and we laughed; it was Margaret’s first cigar too, and she puffed away quite proficiently, and I felt very proud of her, I remember thinking that she was my girl. There was a dozen of us in all; Margaret’s social circle was rather wider than ours. One student sang a ballad, another played his violin really very reasonably indeed. I read aloud my own translation of one of Virgil’s Eclogues, and it went down very well, and afterwards I was given a round of applause, and I remember making a little bow. It was 
S_____’s turn. “I’m going to read a story I’ve written,” he said. “Can we have the lights off, please?” Someone laughed and pointed out that if it was dark he wouldn’t be able to see to read; he hadn’t thought it through! S_____ said quietly that he’d rehearsed it a lot, he knew his story by heart.

	And I remember how different it was in the darkness. Some of our number made jokes, but they were uneasy jokes, and Margaret called for silence. And S_____ began. As I’ve said, he was not a natural performer, but I think his nervousness did something to lighten his shy monotone, it gave the piece a wavery inflection. “What stuff is this!” said one student, Baines, halfway through, and Margaret rounded on him; she told him bluntly that he had to shut up or leave. Baines’ interruption had sounded scornful, of course, but I knew where it had come from; a desire to break the atmosphere, to emphasize that what we were listening to was really just nonsense, there was nothing to be afraid of. And Baines didn’t leave, he couldn’t leave, none of us could.

	I can’t recall the details of the story now, and I see it isn’t one that S_____ ever collected for publication. Quite possibly it lacked the sheen of the more practised stories he would later write; quite probably he lost it. The plot naturally enough sounds ridiculous, as most plots do when boiled down to synopsis: even Milton can’t escape that. It was something about an old curse, and a man who awakens it by reading a book, and the book (I think) was found in a crack in a wall of an abandoned church, or an abandoned monastery. And the hapless man is pursued by a ghost who drives him to suicide, setting himself on fire. S_____ was the last person to perform that night, because after the lights were turned back on no one was quite willing to continue; I was just glad I’d got my Eclogue out first. S_____ apologized. He could quite see he’d destroyed the party. He hadn’t meant to.

	It had hardly been an auspicious debut, but it was astonishing how its reputation spread. By the beginning of the Trinity term, S_____ 
was being approached by students who had never deigned to speak to us before. They were asking whether he would perform it again. I knew 
S_____ didn’t want to. He was, as I say, a naturally shy man. But he found it hard to say no, especially when it seemed that friendship (or, at least, acceptance) was being offered to him at last. He asked Margaret what he should do, and my girlfriend said she thought he should try again—and if it would make him feel better, she would be there too to support him. At this he agreed. He performed the story another four times, I think, and then he added another story, and then a third, and it was a cold Winter that took its time to thaw, and everybody seemed to be in the mood for something dark and creeping. And S_____’s name became something that was known on campus—even though, as I warned him, it was for his frivolous fictions; his Middle English prowess, by anyone’s standards, left much to be desired. By the time Baines killed himself S_____ had an identity—and, as his best friend, so had I.

	Student suicide was a fairly common phenomenon around exam-ination times, but what made Baines’ one unusual was that it occurred in March, and mid-term at that; with fewer opportunities to distract us, his death occasioned no little interest. He left no note. His friends said they were quite surprised, because he hadn’t even hinted taking his life was under consideration. And it was the manner of the death that really caused comment. Most students liked to hang themselves, or took poison, or, if they were of an especial melodramatic bent, threw themselves off the bridge. Baines had set fire to himself.

	It was clear where he’d got the idea from, of course. And S_____ was appalled. He came to me one night, and he was shaking, so Margaret and I didn’t turn him away, although I must confess I was a little put out. He asked us whether we thought he should write to Baines’ parents to apologize. (We said no.) He asked whether he should confess his involvement to the police. (Definitely not.) He asked whether he should stop his ghost stories—and at this Margaret and I disagreed; I felt it’d be inappropriate for S_____ to write any more of them, even ones that didn’t involve self-immolation of some kind or another. In truth, I was rather tired of having a reputation based upon my knowing a spook writer—I felt it was high time I found a reputation all of my own.

	It was around this point that Margaret and I broke up. S_____ came to me and asked if he could step out with her instead. His hands were wringing and he was stammering, he looked as pathetic as he had when I’d first met him, he was that frightened. And I told him that he was welcome to try his hand. That I’d had enough of her. That I’d used her up. But I suggested he might not have much luck knocking against that particular door. “Oh, no, you don’t understand,” he said, and he looked truly wretched. “Margaret’s asked me out. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t mind.”

	I didn’t see much of S_____ or Margaret after that. It really wasn’t personal, and I still regarded them as friends. But I don’t think they were quite as subtle in their love as they might have been; on a Sunday you could see them kissing on a punt, and I thought that lacked a certain class. And at Christmas S_____ was asked by the senior staff whether he would perform a ghost story. No longer something hidden behind the doors of drunken undergraduates, but as a part of the formal celebrations. I can only imagine how terrified he was. I imagine Margaret got him through it. I wasn’t in attendance at the revels that year, I agreed to go home and spend the holiday with my family.

	We rubbed alongside each other quite comfortably over the next few years. Whenever we met, we would greet each other affectionately enough, with protestations that it had been far too long, that we should all get together again soon, the Three Musketeers forever, that we were still all so close and dear. And when I had an invitation to the wedding, I genuinely considered going. But of course I’d found new friends, and I didn’t need S_____ or his girlfriend any longer, his fiancée, his happy little wife. I won a first class honours for my degree, of course, and was offered any place I wanted to go and study for my doctorate and teach: I chose Oxford. S_____ got his first just barely, I understand, and was kept on right where he was. I think they took some pity on him. I think they liked his Christmas ghost stories. And there was no need for us to meet again. He was fourteenth century, I was seventeenth; we were kept apart by entire centuries of difference.

	I didn’t speak to S_____ again for a very long time. There were the Christmas cards for a while, of course, but I rather think he stopped writing to me before I stopped writing to him. It was fifteen years before I had a letter marked “Shearman” again—and that was surprise enough, before I realized it was initialled M J, not R S. I still didn’t think of Margaret having a surname like that. I couldn’t.

	Margaret told me she was passing through Oxford the following week; would it be possible to have lunch with me for old time’s sake? I wrote back at once, and assured her I would; and I followed her request that I should be discreet, not to mark the envelope so that it was clear it had been sent by me, and I would normally have found such fuss rather irritating, but I decided to indulge her. It led me to believe, of course, all sorts of idiotic things. That for fifteen years Margaret had loved me, and only me. That finally she had worked up the courage to say so. None of this chimed with the Margaret I knew, of course, the woman who had taught us how to punt, how to smoke cigars, how to (yes) love. But it was a happy fantasy all the same.

	We agreed to meet on a Thursday, in a cake and tea shop that one of my undergraduates recommended, somewhere quiet. I was shocked when I saw her. She hadn’t aged well. I could see the resemblance to the girl I’d known, but it was a resemblance one would find in a mother—she had always had a fleshy figure, with cheeks so plump they dimpled when she smiled, but now she’d thinned, and it made her look hard and plain, and when she smiled the smile had nowhere to grow. Her eyes were dead. We had tea. I asked her how she was. She said she was well. I asked her how S_____ was, and at this she sighed. She said he was well too, she believed. She stressed the ‘believed’, as if there were some cause for doubt, as if she might not be the best person to judge. I asked her why she had come. I told her I did not believe she was passing through to anywhere, and I was right. She told me that S_____ was a different man. I asked her if he hurt her in any way, and at this she looked rather offended. She said that he had days of mistemper, but the mistemper was always with himself; he was remote; he seemed, if anything, and she picked the word carefully, haunted. I laughed and told her that would seem appropriate for those little spine chillers of his, and she attempted a laugh back. And all the while she wouldn’t look me in the face, and at first I thought this was out of shame, that she wanted to apologize, and my heart went out to her, her embarrassment was apology enough. But as our time wore on, and she still wouldn’t look at me, and she still wouldn’t tell me she regretted the way we had parted, I rather decided I wanted a spoken apology after all. “Could you go and see him?” she asked. “He wants to see you. He needs an old friend. And he’s too proud to ask.” I told her that I would think about it.

	But that was in August, and I had a new term’s lecturing to prepare, and a new paper to complete. In December I received my annual invitation to the high dinner on Christmas Eve at my alma mater, and as always I threw it into the dustbin. But something made me pull it out and reconsider.

	I saw S_____ perform that last time. I didn’t recognize him at first. If Margaret had aged, that was nothing to her husband. He was a man in his late thirties now, but he didn’t look a day under fifty. And a badly worn fifty at that—his hair had greyed, he wore a drooping beard that did nothing to hide how his face sagged. And he was hunched—as he sat at dinner, he seemed bowed over the food, as if in some grim obeisance towards it. I didn’t let him see me, of course. I kept my distance.

	And I decided that this was all a mistake. That I should get out before I was identified. Get out before Margaret saw me, and made it impossible for me to leave. But no one looked at me, and I searched the room for her, I looked hard, and Margaret wasn’t there. And then S_____ read his ghost story. He performed. As I say, I don’t think he performed it well. I don’t think it was a good story. But the world seemed to shift, and I decided I had to explore what this new world was before I got back on the train to Oxford and lost myself once again within the old one.

	It was strange. After the impact his story had made I would have expected S_____ to have been flooded with well-wishers, students and academics alike congratulating him. That had certainly been the way when he was an undergraduate performing his ghost stories for the first time—and how shyly he had received those compliments, how he had blushed. But now, though he was a bona fide celebrity, everyone ignored him. The lights were turned back to full, he sat down morosely, stared at his food, prodded at some vegetable matter with a fork.

	I went to see him.

	“My God,” he said. “Is it you? Is it really you?” And his face lit up, and years fell off it in an instant—not enough, I should add, he was still pushing fifty, but it was an improvement. “Did you like my story?”

	“I’m afraid I arrived too late to hear it,” I said. And at that his face fell so glumly, and I wished I could call back the lie. I wanted to reassure him, I promised I’d come to the next year’s.

	He indicated I should lean in, he wanted to say something to me in confidence. “There won’t be another year’s,” he said. “I’m getting out of it. I’m getting out of the ghost story racket.”

	I told him I was pleased to hear it, and he nodded seriously.

	“Can we talk in private?” he said. “Can you come to my rooms?”

	And I said yes.

	He seemed properly affectionate towards me as he showed me in. As if all the years of silence hadn’t mattered a jot. He showed me around his study, waited for my approval.

	“More than serviceable,” I said.

	“I’m sure your rooms in Oxford must be . . .”

	“Well, yes,” I said. “But that’s Oxford.”

	He nodded.

	I told him that academia would be delighted he was giving up his spook stories, that he had become something of a laughingstock. And he smiled and said, “Indeed, indeed!” and nodded, like a crusty old don, like the crusty old don he’d become, wanting to make a good impression on his bright young pupil.

	“I should have listened to you in the first place,” he said. “That’s the truth of it.”

	I asked him why he’d written horror stories in the first place. And I expected the same answer he’d given me so many years ago. But it was different.

	“Because,” he said, “horror has to find a way out into the world.”

	I didn’t quite know what to say to that. He looked apologetic. Wine, would I like some wine? To ease the mood, I said I would. A cigar? Why not, I said. We lit cigars, and as always, he never looked comfortable with a cigar, it looked ridiculous jutting out of his mouth like that, his eyes watering all the while. “This is good,” he said, “this is fine, having you here again, yes, yes.” I asked him how he was, generally. Like Margaret, he said he was well. I asked him how Margaret was. Well, he believed. I said I was pleased.

	“They’re not stories,” he said suddenly.

	I asked him to repeat himself.

	“They’re not stories,” he said. “They’re all true.”

	I scoffed at that. Asked him whether some sort of ghoul scaring hapless hotel patrons was true.

	“No,” he said. “I’m not saying it happened. But it’s true all the same.” He poured me another glass of wine. “But,” he said, “I’m stopping that now. Before it’s too late. And there’s nothing they can do to me worse than what I’ve done to myself and to Margaret.”

	He asked how I was. I said I was well. He asked if I had a wife, was she well? I said I didn’t have a wife, but if I had one, I’m sure she would be well, well. I told him to explain what was going on, I told him to stop dancing around the matter like a student who hasn’t prepared his tutorial.

	“The stories don’t die,” he said.

	Wait, I asked, his ghost stories? I understood the print run had been rather small.

	“Any stories. Do you know why Chaucer wrote? Do you know why Milton wrote?”

	I said I’d spent an entire lifetime discussing why Milton wrote.

	“So they’d never die,” said S_____. And he grinned at me then, and he showed all his teeth, and at that moment I had a flash of fear, I had the most certain knowledge that my old friend was quite mad.

	“They’re kept alive in the books,” he said. “In all the books, they live on. And they come to me, you know. They stand over me. They stand over me at night, when I’m alone.”

	I asked him whether Chaucer came to him, and he said he did. I asked him whether he could talk to Chaucer, and he said he could. I told him that must be useful for a lecturer in Chaucerian studies, he could ask him for all sorts of tips. But S_____ wasn’t listening to me, and couldn’t be chivvied along by my good humour.

	“They’re all trapped in the books,” he said. “And they’ve had enough. They want to die. I’ve got to set them free. Posterity just isn’t what it’s cracked up to be.”

	I asked him then about Margaret. He told me he didn’t see much of Margaret anymore, he slept alone in his rooms. I asked him how Margaret felt about that. He said it didn’t matter, he had to help the ghosts, they wouldn’t come unless he slept alone.

	“The stories make you write them,” he said. “They tell you they want to be let out into the world. Let them out, and they promise they’ll leave you alone. That’s what they told Chaucer, and Milton, and the rest of them, that’s what they tell me. But they’re liars. There are always more of them. Always more, filling your head, blocking out the light.”

	But I reminded him he only wrote one story every Christmas.

	And he gripped my hand, and I recoiled at the touch, it felt like old man’s skin, it felt like thin paper. “I write one every day,” he said. “I write a new story every single day.”

	He asked me where I was sleeping that night, and I told him I had a hotel in town. He said I should stay with him and Margaret, and I replied that I wouldn’t want to put them out at Christmas. He made me promise I would visit him the next day, and I said I would.

	I went then and got on the next train back to Oxford. It was a long wait, and it was snowing. But I felt better for it.

	As I left him, and wished him a happy Christmas, he said to me again, “I should have listened to you. I should always have listened to you. You were my best, my dearest friend.”

	And he said, “I’ll do my best to last as long as I can.”

	S_____ didn’t even last the year. “Ghost Writer Dies in Blaze,” said the newspaper of December 29th. It went on to report that the ‘Master of the Macabre’ R_____ S_____ had burned to death in the great libraries of the university where he had made his home. They suggested it was suicide, that he had set fire to himself whilst gazing out on all the great works of literature he held in such high regard. There was no note. The article went on to say that he is survived by his wife, Margaret, and two children, John and Abigail. I never knew he had children.

	The article of course doesn’t explain many things. Why kindling was found all around the library itself, as if he’d wanted to set fire to the whole collection. (Not a single book was even scorched. The university reported that this was a stroke of luck.) Nor did it explain why, had S_____ wanted to kill himself, he’d not doused his body with a flammable agent like alcohol or gasoline first, that might have hastened the process. Self-immolation otherwise would be such a slow and painful way to go.

	I wasn’t invited to the funeral. I wrote to Margaret offering my condolences. I told her in the kindest of terms that she would be welcome to visit me in Oxford, at any time, for tea and cake. She hasn’t written back yet.

	There has been renewed interest in S_____’s fiction. I understand why the publishers have wanted to get his complete ghost stories back into print, in one easy volume like this one. As I say, I am not sure it is what the author would have wanted.

	And I had said no. I wouldn’t write this introduction. For that reason, and more. Because although S_____ called me his best and dearest friend, he was wrong, as he was about so very many things.

	But the publisher keeps writing to me. They won’t take no for an answer. Every day I receive a new letter, longer, more insistent than the last. I have never heard of the publisher before. I do not even know where I can send this introduction. They have not furnished me with a return address.

	I can only hope that now I have written this out, that they’ll keep their promise, and will leave me alone.

	S_____ suggested to me he had hundreds more stories he’d written secretly. No one in the press has made mention of them, so I’m assuming they were not found amongst his personal effects. Maybe S_____ managed to destroy them in time. Maybe he never wrote them at all. Maybe, as I suspect, they are hidden—and for his sake, they should remain hidden. For pity’s sake, leave the man alone, let him rest in peace.

	As for these, now back in print—I’m sorry, Robert. I’m truly sorry.


	
	

	BONUS MATERIAL:
EBOOK EXCLUSIVES


	I don’t know what to call these following eBook exclusives. They’re not novellas, surely? That’s far too grand a term. They’re short stories, but that’s such a silly description when it’s all too obvious they’re not particularly short. I can’t call them novelettes. I hate the word ‘novelette.’ Does anyone ever use the word ‘novelette,’ really, truly? “Hello, Mr Bookseller, I’d like to buy some novelettes, please—I’m going on a train journey, not too short, not too long, and I need something appropriately vague in length to fill the time.” Pshaw.

	These are four tales that I’d have wanted to include in the print version, but each of them are somewhat generously proportioned (some would say ‘fat’). They’re not novelettes, and they’re not novellas. They’re short stories that ate too much. And more truthfully, they’re stories I so loved writing that I found they somewhat outgrew their inspiration, and they became richer and denser than I had expected. I love them for that. I also worry about them, just a little bit, and get intimidated in their company.

	“Tiny Deaths” was first published in the collection of the same name back in 2007. It features Jesus Christ, rather a lot. 

	“Jolly Roger” was first published in Love Songs from the Shy and Cynical, and is set upon a Mediterranean cruise. I was on a Mediterranean cruise when I wrote it, because it was a fairly dull holiday with overcast weather, and the movies they were showing on the entertainment channel were frankly rubbish. An awful lot of the story is true. Right down to the cameo appearance of Jesus, and what he’d do with those towel animals. 

	“The Big Boy’s Big Book of Tricks” is from Everyone’s Just So So Special, and showcases to an almost embarrassing extent just how frightened I am of small children. Jesus gets a well-earned rest here, and all the miracles we see are performed with the benefit of a simple top hat and magic wand. 

	Jesus is back with a vengeance in “The Girl from Ipanema,” though, standing tall and open-armed in Rio de Janeiro at a height of forty metres. I was honoured to be a guest at the Cultura Ingles festival in Brazil in 2011, and I was so excited by all that I saw there, including the famous Christ the Redeemer statue, that I began this story on the flight home. This is its first publication.


	
	

	TINY
DEATHS


	1


	There’s no getting away from it—that Jesus Christ was smart, oh yes, he was smart, no question. But that doesn’t mean he knew everything.

	In matters of scripture he couldn’t be beaten. He fairly zipped his way up and down and through those ancient texts, knowing them verse by impenetrable verse, to the delight of all his followers and the jealous fury of the rabbis. You could be having a perfectly ordinary conversation with Jesus, then throw him a curve ball—what did Elijah say to the angel, what did Elisha say to the bears—and he’d come back at you with the answer without even blinking. But on practical matters, forget about it! No point turning to Jesus if you wanted groceries buying—he’d stand there with his twenty shekel note trying to buy nothing more than a quart of milk, and would have no idea whether to expect change or not. As his parents had said, somewhat ruefully, there was a lad who knew the value of everything and the cost of nothing. And he was by no means blind to it; when the apostles teased him about it he’d roll his eyes in mock irritation, then break out into that lazy grin of his that had won him as many enemies as it had friends. He’d listen patiently as his disciples at the Last Supper tried to tot up the bill and work out how much everyone should put in—they should just split it thirteen ways Andrew had suggested, but Simon Peter pointed out that was all very well but he hadn’t had a starter, and Thomas went on to say that he had had a starter but it had only been olives, that was the cheapest thing on the menu, that hardly counted, in some restaurants they’d be thrown in gratis, it was hardly his fault this one didn’t. And Jesus would say nothing, just watch them indulgently, would wait until he was told what his contribution should be, and put in without further comment.

	And, smart as he was, when they nailed him to the cross, and left him there to die, he couldn’t possibly have known. That in two thousand years’ time this very act of tortuous execution would be adopted so easily into the culture. What would he have thought to have seen the cross medallions hanging round the necks of aging pop stars as they cavorted across the stage, lip synching to the thump thump thump of their latest hit single? To have realized that his death, and the very manner of his death, would be so remembered, would be so stripped down to the basics that they missed the point of what those basics could mean, would be packaged up and blanded down and fetishized in such a way. The cross turned into nothing more than a fashion accessory, something glittery to wear against your cleavage, something macho to tattoo into your skin. Really, what would he have thought? He wouldn’t be flashing that lazy grin much, you can bet.

	The cross wasn’t planed smooth and flat, it wasn’t designed for comfort. It was ugly and coarse and splintered. Its victim would be stripped naked, tied to a stake, and whipped. Then, once he was dressed again, he’d be made to pick up the cross and lug it to the place of execution. Crippled with pain already—but, oh, nothing to the pain he had to look forward to!—the victim could hardly help but drop it on the way, hardly surprising as it could weigh as much as one hundred and fifty pounds. And when he dropped it, of course, he’d be made to stoop and pick it up again, and beaten on, and all the time he’d be aware that he’d never not be in contact with this cross again, there would be no part of his life that was left uncrossed, and soon he’d be looking back on his association with this cross and seeing this as the good times of the relationship, that this would be the honeymoon period, the time to get nostalgic about.

	Because once he’d reached execution point he’d be stripped once more. And made to lie down upon that cross, and be fastened to it with nails driven into place through the small bones of the wrists. Then they’d produce another nail, a special nail of extra length, and this would be hammered through both feet placed on top of the other. Binding the condemned man to the hard splintered wood until death. And then the cross would be raised upright, and there he’d sit, or lie if you prefer, or hang—often in the baking heat, often for days. The loss of blood could kill, of course—or the pain, the excruciating pain (after all, where does the word ‘excruciating’ come from?)—or the heat—but usually the real cause of death would be asphyxiation. With the weight of the whole body now supported by his stretched arms, the man would have great difficulty breathing, his lungs expanded to their full with no chance of relief. And, struggling for air, he’d try to haul himself up on to his arms, to his nail-skewered arms, hanging on, quite literally, for every scrap of life he could. Sometimes the soldiers might take pity and break the victim’s legs—there’d be no way to fight the suffocation any longer. This was a death where you’d show pity by breaking a man’s legs. And there he’d cook, still able to see the crowds at his feet drawing lots for his clothes, jeering him, spitting at him—the splinters in the wood now hardly a problem, the whipping no more than a flea bite, even the nails so savagely piercing his limbs no longer really worth getting excited about. All that’s left is the drowning in mid-air, and the unending humiliation.

	Jesus Christ knew all this. He was smart, oh yes, no question. He decided he wouldn’t scream at the pain. But when they whipped him he just couldn’t help it—the agony was so overwhelming and so sudden, he knew it would hurt, of course, but not that—one moment there’d been flesh on his back, and the next—there, gone!—something that had been growing and knitting there for years removed in an instant by a man with a stick. And why not scream? he asked himself. He was a martyr, where did it say that martyrdom had to be performed stoically; it was a bloody sacrifice, wasn’t the pain the point? So Jesus screamed as he carried the cross, he screamed as they banged in the nails, screamed as he was raised up high.

	“Oh, for God’s sake,” croaked a man next to him. “Can’t you keep it down?”

	“But the pain . . . ” gasped Jesus.

	“It’s no worse for you than for me, I’ll be bound. And yet I’m not screaming about it. Making someone’s final hours that bit more unpleasant. Shut up, die in peace. And let me die in peace while you’re at it.”

	Jesus looked at the words above the man’s head, saw that he was a thief. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

	“If you’re so powerful,” said the thief, “then why don’t you save yourself? And save me whilst you’re at it. Go on,” he coughed, and there was blood in that cough, Jesus saw that he wouldn’t be bothered by his screaming for much longer, “just flap your wings, make a wish, do whatever it is you do.”

	“Leave him alone,” said a man to Jesus’ right, and for a moment Jesus thought that he was taking the thief’s side, telling him to let the thief be. “He’s done nothing to deserve this. But we have. Well, I know I have, anyway.” Jesus turned his head painfully and saw that he was a murderer.

	“Thank you,” croaked Jesus. “And I say this to you. Today you shall sit by my side in Paradise.” Even as he said the words they sounded so hollow, so fake, but he meant them. The murderer tried to smile, nodded. The thief raised his head, and Jesus thought he might be trying to spit at them both, but it was nothing but a final spasm before he died.

	The murderer died soon afterwards. He didn’t speak to Jesus again, but Jesus liked to pretend that he was a friend, that he was still alive, they were both hanging there side by side in companionable silence. It was a pity that the murderer’s eyes were still open, rolled upwards into his skull—it made it harder to believe in it somehow.

	“Oh God,” said Jesus, and even he didn’t know whether he was praying or cursing. “This isn’t what I had in mind at all.”

	And the skies seemed to darken, and everything froze, and the air grew still. Right, this is it, said Jesus, death, here I come. And he braced himself. Or braced himself as best he could, seeing that he was pinned against a bloody cross.

	But it wasn’t death. Not yet, anyway. “I’ve been thinking it over,” said a voice in his head, and it wasn’t just in his head, it was everywhere at once. “And I’m not sure this was such a great idea.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Jesus.

	“No one’s saying you’ve not done a good job,” said the voice. “Really. Splendid stuff. And well done, you know. On going through with it all. But, well.”

	“But . . .  what?” said Jesus, and it was hard not to let a little irritation show.

	“We can stop this right now. I think you’ve done enough. Really, I do. I can heal your wounds. I can set you free. You can go on living, and we can wipe away this whole crucifixion part of the proceedings. Frankly, it’s all very unpleasant, and I think we can just do without it.”

	“Get thee behind me,” said Jesus.

	“Oh, now, don’t go all formal on me.”

	And Jesus could no longer be sure whether the voice tempting him was his father or Satan or his own delusions—he could no longer even be sure, in all this pain, all this weakness, whether there even was a God or a Satan.

	“One last chance—will you accept my offer?” he heard, and even though the voice was everywhere, it seemed dimmer now, to be fading away.

	“No,” he said.

	And then he died.
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	And after death, life.

	Jesus didn’t know why he was so surprised. It was what he’d been preaching all these years, after all. He supposed he’d expected it to be a lot less restricting. His hands couldn’t move properly, and for a terrifying moment he wondered if this were a consequence of his crucifixion—but no, surely not, what sort of paradise would it be in which you carried the marks of your own death? And besides, the hands were moving, they just couldn’t do very much, they were so puny. He looked around him, everything seemed so big, and there were people above him, far far above him, he couldn’t reach them with those puny hands. And he noted, with calm astonishment, he seemed to be attached to some strange woman by an umbilical cord.

	Now, what’s this all about? Jesus asked himself, and realized that he could still think just the same as before—all the old memories, the sermons, the walking on water bit, that ending with the cross. He looked up at the face of his mother. “You’re not Mary,” he said. Who was this stranger, looking down at him so shyly but with such pride? “Who the hell are all you people?” he cried out.

	But even though he could remember language, he could remember everything—it seemed his vocal cords weren’t yet developed enough to manage more than a wail. So no one understood his questions, they looked down at him indulgently. He was given a slap on the bottom, and even though it had hardly hurt, not compared to all he’d just been through, Jesus wept.

	Jesus was impatient to learn all he could about this new life he’d been born into, find out just what was going on. But it took him the best part of a year until he was able to croak out words, and another few until his little legs carried him to the sort of people who would be able to satisfy his curiosity. In the meantime he learned that crying in the night was a Bad Thing and made his parents cross, that giggling and smiling was a Good Thing and made them giggle and smile in turn. And that his name wasn’t Jesus at all, but something else. Unless he were really concentrating hard Jesus was inclined to forget what this new name was—he had, after all, thirty-three years of thinking himself Jesus of Nazareth, and it was hard to make the adjustment.

	One day he toddled to the temple. “What do you know of the teachings of Jesus Christ?” he asked the rabbi. The rabbi blinked at this funny little three year old, asking questions so imperiously. And told him he had no idea what he was talking about. Jesus tried to jog his memory, remind him of the incident with the loaves and fishes; he’d been quite sure that his exploits would have had some impact, that his life would have counted for something. But the rabbi grew impatient, and although he was really quite fond of little kids, had enough when Jesus began arguing interpretations of scripture with him.

	His parents were furious when they found him. “You can’t go wandering off on your own.” “Didn’t you know,” said Jesus, “that I would be in my Father’s house?” “It isn’t your Dad’s house,” said the mother who wasn’t anything like Mary, not at all, “it’s a bloody temple. And that’s straight to bed for you, young man, with no dinner.”

	For a while Jesus felt dismayed that all that he felt he’d achieved had been for nothing. But he soon realized that this explained why he was born again—there was still work to be done. And now he had a mission. Little makes children happier than when they have a mission to fix their sights on, and Jesus vowed that this second time he’d get it right. Being a child was a handicap, of course; he knew full well that he would get little respect until he’d grown facial hair and his voice had dropped an octave. He’d start rubbing bits of gravel into his chin to make it look more rugged—a boy at school told him that was the quickest way to grow a beard, and Jesus was desperate enough to believe him. And he’d practise talking in as low a growl as possible until it made his throat sore and his parents would smack him for making silly voices.

	At last he felt old enough to start spreading the good news. There were tufts of blonde hair growing out of the rock-ravaged crater that was his chin. And he could sustain his ‘mature’ voice for a good few sentences before it’d betray him with a squeak. He stood on street corners, told the world what he knew about death and life eternal, about a kingdom of love and light far removed from Roman rule. He discovered, to his embarrassment, that he had something of a lisp—it was only obvious to him when passers-by used to mock the impediment back at him. And his ‘l’ was weak, so key words like ‘Lord’ and ‘love’ and ‘Leviticus’ went for nothing. And when this was pointed out to him it made him so self-conscious that Jesus began to stammer. Once the stammer took hold, that was it. He’d stand there, bub-bub-bub-bubbing away like an idiot. The politer people used to ignore him. Most didn’t.

	“I really don’t think you’re suited to a career in the Church,” said the rabbi kindly. It was the same rabbi who had for years put up with Jesus’ questions about the Messiah and Jewish orthodoxy, and in spite of himself he’d grown rather fond of the eccentric little boy. “What you lack is charisma. You’re not a handsome boy, your nose is too big, you walk funny. And your voice—stammer aside, your voice is painful. Sorry, but it’s true. I’ll wait half an hour for you to get your words out, then when you do, your voice is so dull I’ve forgotten what it is you’re saying before you’ve even started.”

	“But I know everything,” said Jesus at last, after he’d forced the words out. “Surely that counts for something? I know how to save the world. It can’t all just be in the packaging—the message must have some importance.”

	The rabbi shrugged. He was fifty years old, and he still looked good, and shrugging showed off his biceps most winningly. His congregation wondered whether he worked out. And when he replied to Jesus it was in the same low voice that sent guilty goose-pimply thrills down the women parishioners as they heard him quote the Torah. “You must have other skills,” he said. “Maybe there’s something else you can put your mind to.”

	Jesus hadn’t thought much about carpentry in years. He’d only worked at it at all to keep Joseph and Mary happy, whilst he was biding time for his great mission in life. Now he went back to the tools and the wood, tried to remember how the one affected the other. He tried to make a table, but he realized that it was a little ambitious to start on something so big; no matter how he measured them one leg would always end up longer than another, and he’d whittle them down and whittle them further until there were barely legs left at all and he’d produced instead not a table but a dinner tray. But he dedicated himself to the work, with the same unsmiling concentration he’d once applied to his preaching, and he soon discovered the joy in creating something out of raw materials, in creating purpose out of chaos.

	His parents would watch over him as he slept, having tired himself out making a high-backed rocking chair. In his hands he still clasped his hammer, hugging on to it as a child would a teddy bear. “I think our son has found his calling at last,” the mother said.

	“Thank God for that,” replied the father. “I thought he was going to turn out to be a weirdo.”

	His father died first, then his mother. He mourned them the best way he could. He knew that they’d loved him; but, from his point of view, they’d seemed at best fairly temporary. He knew they weren’t his important parents. Jesus loved them, but loved them in the way, deep down, he still loved all mankind. He knew they’d felt his reserve, and that it had hurt them. But he couldn’t help that.

	He had a shop of his own. Customers would find him skilled and reliable. They also found him surly—but then, they never came for the conversation. For his part, he emphasized the lisp, the stammer. If he were an ugly man, and he could see that he was, then let him be ugly. He would be a carpenter and nothing more. He poured his love into the wooden objects he beat and shaped and smoothed—and then, when they were done, he’d sell them without a second thought.

	One day a woman came to see him. “I want you to make something for my husband’s birthday,” she said.

	“What sort of something?” he asked.

	“I don’t know. Something wooden.” She flicked her hair and Jesus saw that it was long and black and beautiful, and that there was a lot for her to flick. “I don’t really care,” she said, “I don’t like him very much.” And she frowned at him, as if daring him to criticize her for that.

	Jesus didn’t know what to say. He was going to suggest he might make a box—a nice wooden box is usually appreciated, and has so many uses. But before he knew it she was against him, her lips were on his, she was running her hands all over his body. Her tongue was in his mouth, and she tasted rather sweet, and he wondered whether all kisses tasted like that or whether she’d simply had honey for breakfast. And then she stripped him, and he hadn’t been stripped, not as an adult, not since they’d crucified his last body. And without a word she pulled him down on to the ground, and there they made love. For a few moments Jesus worried that he wouldn’t know what to do, he had to put his penis into a hole, but what if he couldn’t find the hole?—and he was, indeed, left jamming it up against her stomach pointlessly until she grasped it in her hand and directed it. And the first thing Jesus thought as he came was that this is what sex was like, then—how wonderful, how wondrous, how full of, well, wonder—and then, the second thing, that actually it was such a simple and such a clumsy thing, really.

	He assumed that she was a prostitute. And after it was all over—and that was only a few minutes later, like the flaying of the skin from his back, his virginity could be taken away really so very quickly—he asked her how much he owed her. Money. Or maybe a chair. And she’d been offended. But not so offended that the next day she hadn’t come back. And in the days afterward.

	“I love you,” she told him.

	“Why?” he asked her, genuinely perplexed. “Where does that come from?”

	“It doesn’t matter,” she said.

	“But I’m ugly. I’m charmless. I do nothing, not any more. I am nothing, now.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” she said again, put him back inside her.

	“I can’t tell you I love you,” he said afterwards, as they lay there amidst all the wood shavings. “You’re a married woman. I don’t understand what it is we’re doing. I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t care for you, I couldn’t, you know that. I hope you realize,” he said, as she kissed him anyway, kissed him in spite of all these crass words, “that even though I might love you, I could never say it.”

	She was the only one he didn’t stammer at. But he knew that he never much said anything worth saying. And she didn’t seem to mind.

	One afternoon, for fun, he taught her some carpentry. “It’s all I know,” he said. “It’s the only thing I can give you that’s me.” And she nodded, eager to learn.

	“This here is a mortise and tenon joint. This bit here’s the tenon, see? And it slots into the mortise.”

	“You speak as if it’s from a text,” she said. “We don’t need to know the words for everything, you know. It’s not holy scripture.” He wondered if this was why she never told him her name. “Such things just aren’t important,” she’d say and shrug.

	One day a man came into his shop, bullish, angry. He told Jesus his name. “You say that as if it should mean something to me.”

	“I’m the husband of ____,” he said, and it was another name he didn’t know. “You bastard. You fucking bastard.” And he hit Jesus. And then he hit him again.

	Jesus didn’t even remember picking up the nail. His return punches were so feeble it just seemed the only thing that might give his silly little fist a bit of power. It stuck deep into the husband’s throat. He croaked at Jesus disbelievingly, saw the blood dripping. He pulled out the nail, and that was a mistake—there was so much more blood after that, and the husband made a foolhardy attempt to put the nail back, he looked like an idiot, swaying there on his feet, a nail between his fingers he didn’t know how to use. It seemed to Jesus as if offered it to him—you’re the carpenter, what do you do with this?—before the man’s strength gave way and he went to the ground.

	Jesus waited with the husband whilst he died. He vaguely thought he should do something to ease the pain, even to comfort him a little. But, he supposed, he wasn’t that nice a person. He wondered if he should run, but run where? All he had was his shop, that was a decision he’d made long ago. He supposed he could plead self-defence, but, thinking it through, this dying husband had been the one defending himself, defending his honour and the law.

	He listened quietly at the trial. He was an adulterer and a murderer. There was nothing to disagree with. He was asked his name. “Jesus Christ,” he said.

	“No, it isn’t,” they said angrily, and told him his name. Oh yes, that was it. He wondered why, if they already knew what it was, why they’d asked him in the first place.

	When they told him he was to be crucified he threw up.

	He screamed as they whipped him, he cried as he carried the cross. And could hardly help but give a shriek of agony as they drove the nails into his limbs. But as they raised the cross upright, he realized that through all the pain he could do what he’d learned throughout this second life, and keep quiet.

	Unlike that poor feller they’d put next to him. Who couldn’t stop shouting, begging for the pain to stop, saying it had all been a mistake.

	The first time he’d been crucified it had, of course, been terrible. But even as he’d suffered, he’d known that that was the point. That this sacrifice would mean everything, that through this heroic death the world would be changed. What made this second crucifixion all the more bitter was that it was without meaning, his death just like his life, meaningless, and his name would be forgotten just as he himself had already forgotten it. Jesus Christ had been luckier than him. There was no heroism here.

	“If you’re so powerful,” said a voice on the wind, “then why don’t you just save yourself?” Jesus realized that the screaming from his neighbour had stopped, thought at first the words were coming from him. But no, from one cross further down. And then, of course, Jesus knew exactly who was being crucified beside him. That Jesus Christ, he was one smart feller.

	He looked at himself, his former self. The better Jesus Christ. The blood, the crown of thorns. The words above his head, King of the Jews. He felt a wave of anger at him, this Jesus with a purpose. But then pity. This handsome man, this leader of men, who had been able to inspire people with the same truths that he couldn’t.

	“Leave him alone,” said the second Jesus. “He’s done nothing to deserve this. But we have. Well,” and he thought of the woman he loved, and of how shameful that had been, and the violence it had caused—and he thought that with all the greatness in his heart how little his life had meant, how he’d squandered everything—“I know I have, anyway.”

	Jesus looked at Jesus, and in that moment Jesus saw that he would have followed Jesus, right to the ends of the earth. And Jesus thanked him, and said, “Today you shall sit by my side in Paradise.”

	Well, thought Jesus the murderer, as he closed his eyes and died. That would be nice. Here’s hoping.
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	Oh, for God’s sake, thought Jesus. You’ve got to be kidding me.

	Again as a baby, another set of parents staring down at him. Already loving him, hoping he’ll be their special one. He glared at them as they fussed around the umbilical cord. Where was the knife, oh dear, shall we cut it now? Give me the bloody knife, thought Jesus impatiently, I’ll bloody do it myself. And he all but snatched it from them, and he’d have managed it too if his newly birthed body hadn’t been so feeble, and all the adults looked at him and laughed, and the rabbi said that if he wasn’t careful he’d be out of a job, and Jesus hated them, he fixed them all with a mature stare and hated them all completely.

	The offer, he thought. The offer that was made to me on the cross. I made the wrong decision.

	As a child he flirted with the idea of killing himself. He’d stand at the top of precipices, not sure whether today was the day he’d jump, hoping for some strong gust of wind that would take the choice out of his hands. But he knew really he was just too angry to die, he’d be damned if he’d let this ridiculous fucking world he was having to sit through for the third fucking time get the better of him. If he were going to die, he might as well do it enjoying himself. He began to drink. In all honesty, he didn’t much like the taste of it, and he didn’t like the inebriation—but there was a midway point where the taste didn’t matter anymore and he could still think straight that felt increasingly tolerable. His parents loved him, and worried for him—and he’d fly into a rage whenever that love and worry became too obvious. “I didn’t ask to be born,” he’d rail at them like an infant. They shyly hoped that he might find a job in the synagogue—that little anecdote with the rabbi which had been trotted out at every single fucking Hanukkah dinner had taken on an almost prophetic significance to them. But he wanted nothing to do with religion. He considered carpentry—looked at the wood, looked at the tools, contemplated the joy of creating purpose out of chaos, blah blah. And then he said, no, sod that, he’d rather be a thief instead. He practised thieving on his mother and father, and one day, when he decided he’d got the knack of it pretty much down pat, left the house and never saw them again.

	The irony was that Jesus III had much of the charisma that Jesus II had so longed for. He’d hate people on sight; he’d judge them and detest them for the simplest of reasons—he didn’t like their faces, their hair, the way they walked, the way they talked. But he was able to bury this hatred whenever it suited him. It almost became a game—he’d meet someone new, he’d charm them with an easy smile, and all the time he’d be thinking gleefully, hate you, hate you, hate you. Some days he would tire of the game and just growl at everybody he met. But he realized that in the matter of women he slept with—and he slept with a lot, there were so many to be had—it was important to get the order right: charm first, growl afterwards. For a while Jesus told himself that he was looking for the same woman he’d slept with when he’d been a shy carpenter. And then he told himself he was just looking for the same sensations she’d inspired. And then he gave up on that and just fucked them for the sheer hell of it.

	He realized that somewhere out there were his previous selves. One day he went into the shop owned by Jesus II. He thought, in a moment of drunken hilarity, that it might be fun to go and rob himself. But when he stood in front of the little carpenter, and saw just how small and meaningless he had been, he felt a wave of nausea and left without saying a word. He didn’t have the same scruples about Jesus I. Of course he knew exactly when and where to find him preaching, and he’d turn up early, always getting a good position at the front. Jesus would tell him his little sermons, and everyone who heard them would love them, and all the thief could hear was just how little this Messiah knew—whilst here he was, pissed on brandy, and he knew three times as much. “Hey, Jesus,” he’d call out. “When you’re on the cross, when they nail you to that fucking cross. And they will, you bastard. You know it and I know it.” People would try to stop him shouting, but he’d have none of it, on he’d go—“When the offer comes, when you hear the offer. Just say yes. The correct answer is definitely yes.”

	He carried on stealing. He got very good at it. He discovered that it required a sleight of hand that was genuinely artistic. At times he felt as he had done when he’d been a carpenter, taking pride in creating something out of nothing, in the delight of a job well done. Then he’d laugh at himself bitterly and go and get drunk. Of course, they caught him in the end. He only wondered why it had taken them so long.

	This time, he thought, I’m not going to scream. But scream he did. When the nails went in there was no way of stopping it. He looked across at Jesus I, screaming up there beside him. Couldn’t resist a final dig. “If you’re so powerful, then why don’t you save yourself? And save me whilst you’re at it.” Jesus II tried to offer words of comfort to the Messiah, and Jesus III laughed in spite of the agony and thought, if you only knew what I knew. Once more Jesus came out with that lie, the worst lie he had ever told, “Today you will sit by my side in Paradise”, and it seemed to his thief self that this little glimmer of false hope was worse than any of the crimes he had ever committed.

	He raised his head, and wasn’t sure whether he was going to spit in disgust or make one last appeal—say yes!—and the effort made his heart burst. Good, said Jesus III to himself, and died.
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	I’ve got the measure of this now, said Jesus to himself. I bet next time I come back as a rapist. Or as an arsonist. Or as some bloke who hasn’t paid their taxes. I get the idea.

	But Jesus IV was a woman. You could have knocked her down with a feather.

	She lived a quiet life in the Judea hills. She kept chickens. She married young, and had three children who honoured her and each day made her heart swell with pride. She kept waiting for her life to intersect with Jesus Christ’s—but it never did. She never heard his name mentioned, would never even have known he was out there changing the world if she hadn’t lived through it all already. Every once in a while she thought she should ask about him, find out what was going on. But the name always died in her throat. Best not to know. Better not to draw attention to herself.

	All her life she waited to be crucified. She waited for some terrible tragedy to overtake her. Some ironic twist of fate that would set her on the road to Calvary, maybe, something that would propel her into a life of crime. (Because she knew she would kill, she would for her children, if she had to save them, if it did them the least good, she would.) But she died of the palsy, and it wasn’t really painful as such. On her deathbed she babbled nonsense. “Don’t let them find me and bore nails through my flesh.” Her husband mourned her. She’d been a strange woman, all had said so—always with that hooded expression, always so fearful. But he’d loved her.
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	Jesus wondered how many times he could endure this merry-go-round before going mad. It wasn’t the unending tedium of it all—now a baker, now a cobbler, a beggar here and there—though that was bad enough. No, it was the fact that every life he led, no matter how undistinguished, no matter how much you’d want to edit it down to a few salient points here and there and move on, stayed in his memories in all their minute details. 

	So many bodies he’d inhabited, with all their different sins, and all their deaths too, Jesus had died in so many varied ways. And the truth of it was that, for the most part, the deaths weren’t interesting or lurid—they were just more chunks of dull inevitability. Rather than the experiences making Jesus wiser still, they seemed to dilute him rather—as if every fresh scrap of knowledge he inherited was pushing something more valuable out. There were so many conflicting thoughts bubbling away in Jesus’ brain it was hard to discern which belonged to the current Jesus, which to the original, and which ones in between. How many people could he carry around in his head before something snapped?

	The answer was simple. Eighty-six.

	He didn’t know what the original Jesus could do for him. But he was a purer Jesus, before he’d been tainted by all this adultery and robbery and murder and covetousness of his neighbour’s ass. Before all this banality.

	“Help me!” he cried to him. “Jesus, you have to help me.”

	“What is your name?” asked Jesus.

	“I don’t know anymore!” he cried. “Which name do you want? I can’t remember them all. There’s a whole legion of them inside me!”

	And the old Jesus told him he was possessed by evil spirits. And the new Jesus began to protest that it wasn’t quite as simple as that; nothing could be as simple as that, this new faith of his would never work if it divided people into the faithful and those possessed by spirits, how very convenient, how fatuous. But Jesus commanded the spirits to come forth, and he felt a tearing from within him, and his heart felt lighter and healthier and more singular than he’d known in many centuries. The other selves flew into a herd of swine, who panicked and ran off a nearby handy cliff.

	Jesus the eighty-seventh—although he wasn’t that now, what was left? He was Joshua, plain and simple Josh—got down on his knees and began to weep tears of gratitude. He asked if he could join the disciples, and delighted that for once he didn’t know what answer Jesus might give him.

	Jesus looked a bit puzzled, and the disciples exchanged glances. “Erm, no, that’s all right,” said Jesus. “Why don’t you just go home, eh?”

	And Joshua went home, happier than he’d ever been.

	Late that night the voices in his head came back.

	“Evil spirits,” smirked Jesus XXIV, who had had a habit of smirking, it had irritated everybody. “We’re not evil spirits, we’re you,” said Jesus XLIII.

	“No,” he moaned softly. “This was all over and done with.”

	“If Jesus is there, he can banish us. But once he’s gone, we’ll just keep coming back.”

	“But I am Jesus,” said Jesus. “I thought that was the whole problem.”

	And he banished the other selves out of his body once more. For a few hours he succeeded in banishing them into the curtains. But as soon as he’d done it, he wasn’t Jesus any more, so he hadn’t the power to keep them out. That’s how he spent the night, banishing them back and forth. By dawn he’d banished them into the carpet, the chest of drawers, and the little cupboard under the stairs. All to no avail.

	Self-exorcism really took it out of you. “I’m exhausted,” said Jesus eventually.

	“So are we,” admitted all the other Jesuses.

	“I don’t know how I can keep doing all this,” he said. “All this remembering. I don’t know how I can keep it all in.”

	“So don’t,” was the answer. “Let go. Remember what you need to. Forget the rest.”

	And that’s what he did. 
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	“You say you love me. And it’s not that I don’t believe you . . . ”

	“I do love you.”

	“Yes. I said I believed you. Didn’t you just hear me say that?”

	“Yes. Sorry.”

	“Well then.” Jesus licked his lips. He clearly wasn’t enjoying this interview. He sighed, put a sympathetic hand on his apostle’s shoulder. “It’s not easy to do this. But I just don’t think you’re pulling your weight.”

	“You’re going to sack me?” He couldn’t believe his ears.

	“The question you should be asking yourself is not so much ‘do I love Jesus’, to which the answer is obviously yes . . . ”

	“Yes,” he began, but Jesus held up his hand, shut him up. And continued.

	“But more, really, ‘is that love I feel for Jesus doing Jesus any actual good’? All your love, James. Very nice, I’m sure. But do I have a use for it?”

	It had taken the man well over four hundred goes before he’d got himself incarnated into somebody who was to live so close beside the original Jesus. But the apostle looked now into his predecessor’s eyes and saw the contempt he had for him, and knew that deep down he felt it too. No, not contempt—that’s too harsh. Pity, maybe. A world weary pity.

	He’d felt so delighted to discover he’d been born as one of the twelve apostles. What a nuisance he’d come out as the rubbish one.

	“If you get rid of me,” he said, “it’s because of my name, isn’t it? Because you’ve already got a James.”

	“No,” said Jesus irritably, “it’s not your name.”

	He was James the Less. There was already a James, so they had to call him something different. To avoid confusion, they’d said. You know, so when they called them in for supper, they’d all know which one they were referring to. James the Less had suggested they simply call him Jim or Jimmy or Jimbo or other variants thereof, they would all be fine, he’d said—but somehow James the Less had stuck. They said it was because of his height, but he had his doubts.

	And besides, he’d often think, they all ate supper together. So that excuse didn’t make sense anyway.

	It wasn’t fair. His own brother Matthew was seen as a more trusted apostle, he got all the responsible jobs. But Matthew was only there in the first place because James had egged him on. “We’ve got to join Jesus,” James had told him, all through their childhood. “You don’t know who he is yet, but he’s going to be this prophet, and he’s going to be big. Come on, it’ll be great!” As a teenager Matthew would push his little brother over, laugh at him, yawn. “Just don’t see myself following some sort of preacher man,” he’d tell him. “Now buzz off, pipsqueak.” When James had been to see Jesus, Matthew had only accompanied him ironically. And now look what had happened—they’d both been made apostles, and Matthew was the favoured.

	“Look,” said Jesus kindly. “If you’re going to have twelve apostles, then someone’s got to come twelfth. Stands to reason. There’s no shame in it. But,” he went on, with that more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger shtick he usually reserved for the Pharisees and the moneylenders, “you shouldn’t be coming twelve quite so emphatically. It’s all right. Don’t cry. Look. I’m giving you a last chance. All right? There’s a very special job I need doing.”

	“An important special job?” asked James, drying his eyes.

	“Very important.”

	“You’re not just saying that? It’s not cleaning out the latrine again?”

	“No,” said Jesus. “It’s the most important job of all. I did have it earmarked for someone else. . . .”

	“No, no!” said James. “I’ll do it!”

	“Okay. We can’t talk about it now, it isn’t safe. Meet me in the street tonight when all the other apostles are asleep. This is for your ears only.”

	James thanked him, and Jesus said it was a great opportunity and that he hoped James wouldn’t let him down, and James said he wouldn’t, and Jesus nodded a little dubiously, and James thanked him again, and then they went in to eat. The rest of the gang were already seated, and some could hardly conceal their surprise that James was still there. “I thought he was being fired for sure,” muttered Thomas to Bartholomew, and Bartholomew said something rude, and Jesus silenced both of them with a look. They all bowed their heads whilst Jesus said grace, then they attacked the bread like vultures. Typically, James the Less was left with the crust end. But for once he didn’t mind. Jesus didn’t look his way again all evening, he was too busy swapping jokes with the others, but that was okay, he didn’t need to look, James knew they had a secret, just the two of them. He gnawed on his bread, absently tried to find some taste in it somewhere. A secret! he thought. What could it be?

	He determined he wouldn’t sleep that night. He’d just pretend to be asleep, so the others wouldn’t suspect anything. He closed his eyes and thought how this could be the turning point for him. If he pulled off this job, then it went without saying that Jesus would be back for more. And they wouldn’t be secret jobs, all the apostles could see what he was up to, they’d have to respect him then. And he’d be all the closer to Jesus, and that was important, because there was something he had to prevent, something only he knew about—and it kept sliding out of his head, he had so many peculiar thoughts in there and he sometimes forgot why, but he was sure it’d all come back to him when it was important. Yes, it’d be like that parable Jesus talked about, the one with the fatted calf being killed for the favoured son, this time the fatted calf would be killed for him.

	And after a while James wasn’t sure whether he was daydreaming about calves or really dreaming about calves, and it was only when the calves in question began speaking to him and inviting him to dance that he realized he must have fallen asleep after all and woke up with a start.

	He picked his way past the sleeping bodies. Matthew stirred. “Where are you off to, pipsqueak?”

	“I don’t know,” said James. “I mean, I need the toilet.”

	“You sure do need the toilet,” said Matthew, and he was so drowsy he probably thought it was a pretty good insult, because he chuckled himself back to sleep.

	James stepped out into the cold of the night. The stars were out and lit up the street. He looked for Jesus, hoped he hadn’t kept him waiting. When he saw him in the alleyway he almost cried out a hello—and then ducked back into the shadows when he saw he had company.

	Jesus talked to Judas for a long while. They seemed to argue, and then Judas fell silent, nodded briefly, and went away.

	Jesus was left on his own. Then he gave a shuddering sigh that made his whole body shiver. For a moment James thought Jesus was going to be sick—he bent down, hunched over, his hands clasped tight to his stomach, and gagged. But nothing came out.

	James broke his cover. “My lord,” he said. “You’re not well.”

	Jesus straightened up. “James the Less. You’re late.”

	“I overslept. I’m here for my mission.”

	“No,” said Jesus. “You’re late.” And more kindly, “Go back to bed.”

	James made his way back past the sleeping apostles, doing his best not to disturb them. He cried, but made sure he did it very, very quietly. And when at last he dreamed, the fatted calves were not for him. They danced with Judas Iscariot, and wouldn’t give him a second glance.

	The next day Jesus told his disciples it was high time they all had a treat, and that they should go out to their favourite restaurant. That was fine and good, but no one could agree on what their favourite restaurant actually was—but Jesus had the casting vote, and so they were soon all seated around a group table looking at menus. After they’d made a start on the main course, Jesus stood up and told them he had something to say.

	James had hardly eaten for nerves. This is it, he thought. This is when he’ll tell them I’m out of the gang. How embarrassing.

	“One of you will betray me.” Steady on, thought James, I’m not that bad—and then he realized Jesus wasn’t necessarily talking about him. There was consternation around the table, and James couldn’t relax quite yet, after all, Jesus could throw in his dismissal as a sort of P.S. But as the recriminations and the desserts started, James felt relieved—he was off the hook. Indeed he got some of his appetite back, and as the others argued he felt able to tuck into the mixed meze.

	Late that night Judas brought the soldiers to the garden of Gethsemane. Jesus was identified with a kiss, and the Romans arrested him. There was panic and confusion and all the apostles fled, James among them. He spent the next few hours hiding from passers-by who might turn him in to the militia—and eventually found he was hiding in the same place as Judas.

	“You rotten shit,” said James, and even as he said it, he realized it didn’t quite have the moral outrage he’d been hoping for. “And after he gave you my mission too!”

	Judas looked at James in honest bemusement. Worked out what he meant. Then told him he was an idiot.

	“You want a mission?” said Judas. “Here’s a mission. Fetch me some rope.”

	“Where am I going to get rope from at this time of night?” But Judas gave him a bag of silver, and told him he’d find a way.

	“We’re closed,” said the owner of the hardware store.

	“I need rope,” James called up to his bedroom window.

	“Rope can wait until morning.”

	“I have money,” James said. “Look.” And the starlight picked out the silver coins.

	There was a pause. “I’ll be right down, sir,” said the man.

	James found Judas waiting in a field. Like Jesus had been the night before, he was doubled over. But Judas was retching far more successfully.

	“Here’s your change,” said James, and handed Judas the bag of silver pieces. Judas tossed it aside impatiently. “Help me with the rope,” he said. “Tie this end to the branch, make a noose with the other.”

	“I’m not very good at knots,” said James. “Sorry.”

	“You’re an idiot,” said Judas, but smiled a little fondly. “You’ll at least witness this for me. You can do that, can’t you?”

	So James watched as Judas killed himself. He watched the whole thing, because a part of him thought it was his fault somehow—if he’d only stayed awake everything would have been different. And in the same way James made himself watch Jesus’ crucifixion. As the crowd jeered, James stood rock solid and silent in the midst of them all, refusing to take his eyes off him. He was the only apostle who had dared to come.

	And James fancied that as Jesus died he saw him there. And that at last Jesus realized that he was James the Less, just as James now realized he was Jesus. But then again, James thought, he might well have imagined it. After all, Jesus had been rather busy at the time.


	1026


	Pontius Pilate was very excited to be meeting Jesus at last. Of course, he had to keep that excitement reined in, that was the point. Cold and detached, that was the way through this. That had been the way through everything. “All right,” he told the guard, “you can bring him in.”

	Pilate’s heart leaped when he saw Jesus in front of him, hands manacled behind, bleeding a little. He hadn’t seen him in so long, not for centuries and centuries. He kept his face impassive. He dismissed the guard with as much languor as he could muster. Now they were alone together Pilate felt shy and flustered. “Believe it or not,” he babbled, “I’ve been dying to meet you.”

	Jesus said nothing to this. Didn’t even raise an eyebrow.

	“They want me to kill you.”

	“I know,” said Jesus.

	“They want me to sentence you to death, I mean. Have you taken away and crucified.”

	“I know,” said Jesus.

	“I’m not going to let it happen,” said Pilate.

	Jesus said nothing. But at least the eyebrow raised.

	“The charges against you,” said Pilate, “I’m dismissing them. They’re not true, they’re all lies. Or they are true, but I pardon you. Whatever you think is best. But you’re free. You’re free to go.”

	Silence.

	“All I ask is that you go somewhere else. Somewhere far away. From the threat of the cross, at least. Go somewhere where they’ll execute you in a completely different way, if you want!” And he almost giggled.

	“No,” said Jesus.

	“What’s that?”

	“No.”

	“Right,” said Pilate. “Right. I see. Look,” he went on, “I wasn’t going to say this. It’s hard to explain. But you see, I know. I know everything that happens. To you. To us. Because I am you. Do you see? I am you.”

	Jesus just looked at him.

	“I’m not saying you’re me or anything,” went on Pilate, “that’d just be crazy. No, this is strictly one way round. Look, I can prove it. Look, I know what you’re thinking right this second. Hang on, I have to work it out, yes, you’re thinking I’m insane. You’re thinking I’m possessed by evil spirits, ha ha, yes. See?”

	“If,” said Jesus, “you really are me, then you know that the crucifixion has to happen. You know that everything I have done on earth. The healing, the miracles, all my ministry, even—all of it’s nothing to this one act of sacrifice and what it represents.”

	“Right from birth,” said Pilate, “I knew this day would come. I knew I had to get this right. I invented myself as someone cruel and brutal. Someone who would be put in a position to execute you—just so, when the time came, I could save you. All those people I’ve convicted already, I had them killed just so I could get to you. Do you see? They died so you might live.”

	“You cannot save me,” said Jesus. “That isn’t what you’re for.”

	“And maybe I don’t like the role I’ve been given in this stupid story!” said Pilate, losing his temper at last. And straight away he began to beg. “Look, please,” he said. “Please. What do I have to do to convince you to carry on living? What can I give you? Wealth? Women? Anything!”

	“Get thee behind me,” said Jesus softly.

	And Pontius Pilate picked up the dagger, took Jesus by the hair, held the blade hard against his throat.

	“And if I kill you now,” he said, breathing heavily, and he knew he was panicking, this wasn’t what he’d planned. “What then? I deny you your little stunt with the cross.”

	“You won’t kill me, Pilate,” said Jesus.

	“You have no idea what I have been through. What we have been through. I’ll do anything to stop it.”

	“You won’t kill me because you’re a coward.”

	And Pilate knew it was true. He had two sons, both of them scared him. The eldest boy was very nearly a man now, and Pilate didn’t trust him at all. He ate too much and his mother spoiled him and Pilate suspected he tortured animals. The youngest would, at dinner, just look at Pilate without saying a word. Staring. Pilate would try to laugh it off, but he wanted to scream at him, what? What are you accusing me of? And he thought desperately, are you in there, Jesus, is that what this is? Is my son some future Jesus, some future me, come here to stare me down? Pilate’s own wife would lie in bed, utterly passive as he rode her, she’d never make a sound as if deliberately withholding any sign of pleasure, and afterwards she’d just turn away from him and say, “I don’t know what it is, but something’s missing.” She was probably a Jesus too, he was sure of it. And he hated her, he hated them all, but still he played the happy husband, the happy father, because he was scared of what they might tell him if he stopped.

	Pilate let go of Jesus’ hair. He’d been born into a coward’s body.

	“I’ll stop you some time,” he said. “Not this lifetime then. All right. But sooner or later I’ll stop you.”

	Jesus said nothing to that. And then smiled. Pilate stepped back, as if he’d been slapped. He ordered the guard back in. “Take this man away,” he said. “Let the Jews do what they want with him. I wash my hands of the whole thing.”

	It was a Thursday, so that night his wife lay waiting for him, naked, bored. Ready to be entered with all the passion of a revolving door. “Not tonight,” said Pilate. “I have a headache.” It was the first time he’d surprised her in years.



	The 1946th Jesus didn’t live long. He was one of the first born that Herod had put to death at the nativity in his attempt to kill the Messiah. The irony wasn’t lost on the child, but he didn’t really mind. “Thank Christ, at least this one didn’t take long,” thought the baby, as the sword was driven through his little body.

	He got close to the crucifixion many times. For a while he was Matthew, and as he watched his Jesus self he decided to chronicle the whole thing. As if only to make some sense of it. When, four hundred or so lives later, he was born as Mark, he decided to write the whole thing again, but this time from a different angle. By the time he was John he thought it might be rather fun to put another spin on it all, and deliberately changed the order the disciples were picked, and shuffled the events of the story around a bit. And as Luke he could barely conceal his yawns as he scribbled out yet another gospel. Watching the feeding of the five thousand yet again, having to hear the same old same old about camels passing through eyes of needles. “Sorry, Luke,” said Jesus sarcastically, “are we keeping you up? These miracles of mine not interesting enough?” “No, no,” Luke would say, “they’re absolutely riveting, really,” and he’d draft out the latest triumph, and roll his eyes when he was sure Jesus wasn’t looking.

	But he didn’t feel it was until he was born as Judas that he could really make a difference.


	11,432

	“I have a mission for you,” said Jesus. “It is highly secret, and none of the other apostles must know of it. Everything rests upon its success. Do you understand me, Judas? Everything.”

	“I understand,” said Judas.

	“Don’t be afraid.”

	“No,” said Judas, “I’m not afraid.”

	“I need you to betray me,” said Jesus. “I am going to be crucified, and I need someone to deliver me into the hands of the executioners. Without that sacrifice, man’s sins cannot be purged. And through the spilling of my blood they may be given eternal life. Don’t be afraid.”

	“No, really,” said Judas, “I’m not.”

	“You should know what this will mean to you,” said Jesus. “You will be the most hated of men. In this life, of course, but worse than that. Throughout all time. Poets will depict you suffering in the deepest circle of Hell, artists will paint you as the ultimate representation of evil. And your very name, Judas, will be forever more a byword for treason and apostasy. In a way, your sacrifice will be worse than mine. But it is necessary. Please, please don’t be afraid.”

	“I’m not,” said Judas patiently, “afraid.”

	“And worse still,” went on Jesus, and Judas sighed, “because you have to know, don’t you? You have to know. Your treachery will damn the Jews as well. You’ll symbolize our entire race, and it will be persecuted forever more. Because of you there will be the pogroms, because of you the concentration camps. Are you afraid yet?”

	“I think I might be afraid,” said Judas, “if I knew what a concentration camp was. But, no, I’m not afraid.”

	“Good.”

	“But principally because I’m not going to do it.”

	“What?” said Jesus. He looked genuinely flabbergasted. In all his many incarnations, Judas didn’t think Jesus had ever looked so flabbergasted before.

	“I’m not a coward,” said Judas. “Do you hear me? You called me a coward once. But not this time.”

	“I’ve never called you a coward.”

	“Not as me. As Pontius Pilate.”

	“I’ve never even met Pontius Pilate.”

	Judas sighed. “Well, you will, when you’re betrayed to him.”

	Jesus frowned in thought. “I knew I should have waited for James the Less,” he said finally. “Things would be going much more smoothly. You can’t stop me, Judas,” he went on as he saw his old friend produce the knife. “You could kill me, of course, right here and now. It’ll change very little. I’ll still have been the Messiah, and I’ll still have been betrayed, and I’ll still die saving the world. You’ll go down in history as a traitor anyway, the sort of traitor who murders by stealth, in dark alleyways at night.”

	Judas glared at him.

	“You see,” Jesus said, “at the end of the day. I am not afraid either.”

	Judas hesitated. Then muttered, “The hell with you then.” And he walked out of Jesus’ life.

	And so the story goes. Jesus then called his apostle James out of the shadows. The other James, the one we call James the Treacherous, James who was Satan’s Own. And after Jesus was crucified, the very word James became forever more a byword for treason and apostasy.


	371,194

	And then, at long last. After so many lives had been lived and wasted and forgotten, he was born as her. The one he couldn’t forget. The woman he had loved so clumsily on the floor of his carpentry shop.

	It took Jesus a long time to realize he really was her. He expected so little from the bodies he inhabited now, he lived them as far as he could with his eyes closed. She wasn’t, after all, an especially remarkable woman, she had no notable talents, no great beauty. And she was twenty-two and already married before Jesus looked in the mirror one day and saw that it was her, unarguably her. It may have been the way she’d started flicking that thick black hair of hers.

	Straight away she set off to find her carpenter. She couldn’t quite remember where he’d be. There were a lot of carpentry shops out there, and she hadn’t visited his in a long time—several hundred thousand years or so. But she was patient. She scoured the whole town, poking her head around the doors, studying every face to see whether it was the man she’d loved. And when she’d exhausted the town, she began to search further afield. She had to be careful; her husband was a jealous man, and she rarely had time to check more than one or two shops before it was time to turn back home again.

	But one day she found it. She recognized it immediately, how could she have forgotten it? And she rushed into the shop, her heart already bursting with passion. He was there, his manner surly and unwelcoming. She’d never realized before how ugly he was, having never seen his body through these eyes. But it didn’t matter, all that mattered was that she had at last found her life’s purpose.

	She made up some excuse about wanting a present for her husband, but then remembered it was all such nonsense, she knew full well no such present would ever be made or delivered. So she kissed him, and made love to him. He didn’t know how to do it, she had to show him exactly. But she knew he’d improve with practice.

	“What’s your name?” he’d ask her. And she wouldn’t tell him. The truth is, when she was with him, she could no longer remember. At home with her husband, in the drudgery that was her real life, she knew her name, she knew her whole family history, she knew what she’d called their pet dog when she’d been a little girl. But with this other Jesus, she found the rush of all those memories and past lives confused her, and quite wiped out her identity. And that was good. She had a feeling she didn’t much like herself anyway. And when they made love it was on a cloud of beautiful guiltless ignorance.

	He taught her carpentry for fun. And she pretended she was learning from him, that she hadn’t known for herself how to shape wood for countless centuries already. She liked the way it made him feel proud, that he believed in some way he was making an impression on her life.

	And of course, he was. He was.

	One day in the shop she idly made herself a wooden crucifix. It was only a little thing, no bigger than her palm.

	“What on earth did you make that for?” he asked.

	“I’ve no idea,” she replied, and hadn’t.

	But from that day on, she found that whenever she worked a piece of wood, it always ended up as a crucifix. Sometimes a little medallion, to be threaded through a necklace chain. Sometimes just a miniature to be hung on the wall. Planed smooth and pretty. And, occasionally, if she were really daydreaming, she’d carve a little figure to the cross, with little knobs of wood for the nails.

	The carpenter didn’t want to criticize her, he loved her too much. But even so, he couldn’t help but remark upon the peculiar choice of her handiwork. “It’s sick,” he told her bluntly.

	She told him that she wouldn’t do any more carpentry. She’d watch him instead—she’d like that. And they recovered their good humour: she’d laugh as she watched him labour so delicately over a chair or table, and then, when they both agreed he’d earned a reward, they’d make love. But whilst he dozed, she would get up. Go to the workshop. And start work upon the crosses once more. She couldn’t help it, her hands would be itching, literally itching, for her to make them. Then she’d steal them home. She kept one wall decoration under her pillow, another under the mattress. The pendant hung layers beneath her clothes, and when she stripped for sex she’d take care to hide it before the carpenter or her husband could see.

	One day she could stand it no longer. She was running out of places to hide all her crosses, it frightened her. She showed them to her husband, and told them about her adultery. “I love him,” she said. “But it can’t go on. He makes me think of death.”

	“Don’t you love me?” he asked, and she was surprised how plaintive he sounded. “Why did you marry me if you didn’t love me?”

	“I had my eyes closed,” she said simply. She then gave him the address of the carpenter, and he left in a fury. She knew how the story went, that she’d never see him again.

	They executed her ugly little carpenter, of course. They put the word ‘murderer’ above his head as if that summed him up. All the people at Calvary were there to see the death of Jesus, King of the Jews. Except her. She hoped that her lover would see her as he died, would give her a look, anything—but he didn’t. All that time she watched him on the cross she couldn’t remember her name, and only when he died did it come back to her. It wasn’t as pretty as she’d imagined.


	Incalculable


	And then, soon after that, after a very few million more lifetimes, Jesus was born as Jesus once more.

	There were two specific things he recognized. The first was the face of Mary—after so many mothers, she was still the one he’d been waiting for. And the second was—everything else. All those past lives he’d been through, which he’d successfully buried away or deliberately misremembered. Each one came back to him in perfect clarity, every little detail, the ugliness and the beauty and the deep ocean of bland grey in between.

	What a world, he thought to himself.

	From that moment his life continued exactly as he knew it would. He’d already lived it, witnessed it from every conceivable angle, written four gospels about it. He sometimes felt he was acting out a dream, that it was just a question of remembering all his lines and he’d get through all right. On the road to Calvary a man stops to help him as he staggers under the cross, and that’s him. A Roman soldier forces the man back into the crowd, and that’s him too. They nail him to the cross, and he’s those that hold him down, and the ones weeping to see his agony, the ones bent forward as if hypnotized by the gushing of all that blood. He is sick of the sight of himself.

	And this time he does not scream.

	He knows the men dying on the cross next to him, of course. He offers words of comfort to the murderer, and he knows they do him some little good. He’d offer them to the thief as well, but knows that the thief wouldn’t want them. They all die one by one. The sky goes black. The wind stops.

	“Here we are again,” says the voice.

	“Here we are again,” agrees Jesus.

	“Given any more thought to that offer I made? We can stop this right now, you know. You just need to say the word.”

	He’s waited a lifetime. He’s waited everybody’s lifetime. Just say yes. You know all the people you’re sacrificing yourself for. Each and every bloody one of them. You know what they’re worth. Just say yes.

	“No,” he says again. Because, really, what else can he do? Because, really, who else is going to save them?

	“Okay,” says the voice. And he dies. And it starts again.



	Three days later the stone is wheeled away from Jesus’ tomb. The body has gone, and the apostles are jubilant. The ultimate miracle has taken place. Jesus has risen from the dead, and will live forever.


	
	

	JOLLY
ROGER


	“May I have your embarkation card, sir?” and Roger juggled all his papers to try to find it, his passport, his itinerary, the e-ticket his son had printed off the computer for him. “No, sir, it’s the pink one,” and her well-practised smile never even wobbled, and the woman at check-in gave Roger no reason to believe she was impatient with him.

	The couple in front were already posing for the camera, arms around each other. The photographer told them to smile, “You’re on holiday now!”, and they giggled, moved closer. Honeymooners, thought Roger vaguely, or no, not married, they’re giggling a bit too much for that. He wondered if there was going to be a lot of giggling in the week ahead, supposed there was, and nearly turned around and walked away. But he didn’t want to test the non-wobbling smile of the cruise line any further, and, besides, its owner was talking to him again. “Just the one of you, sir?” she asked kindly. “You don’t have to have the photograph taken, not if you don’t want. It’s more for the couples, really.” And she looked so very sympathetic. He felt a flare of irritation, wanted to tell her he wasn’t single, thank you very much, he was married—and then realized that he was nothing of the sort. There wasn’t time to take her advice, the giggly couple had been dispensed with, and the photographer was waving him forward. He stuffed all his papers into his hand luggage for neatness’ sake. “Now smile!” commanded the man behind the camera, “you’re on holiday now!”

	Roger’s stateroom was on the Aloha deck. “Aloha!” chirped the elevator voice cheerfully. He found his stateroom easily enough—every door had a name on it, ready and welcoming: his read, “Mr. Roger Kennedy, Mrs. Deborah Kennedy.” ‘Stateroom’ sounded more impressive than it actually was; it was clean and beige and rather smaller than his bedroom back at home. A television was mounted above a minibar, and on it an attractive American woman was talking through an ever-widening smile about the many shipboard activities Roger could enjoy; a desk was filled with leaflets detailing much the same thing. He supposed it might have looked a bit more plush had they reserved a cabin with a porthole, but it was there Roger had drawn the line.

	“It costs nearly two hundred pounds more,” he had said. “We’re not paying two hundred pounds for a hole.”

	Deborah had tried that usual trick of hers with the watery eyes. It usually worked, but not this time. Not to the tune of two hundred pounds. “You promised me luxury,” she’d said. “We’d be able to look at the sea.”

	“We’ll be surrounded by the sea,” Roger then had pointed out. “Odds are we’ll want somewhere we can get away from it.” He’d been wrong, he now realized. Without a view, the room was a claustrophobic cell. Deborah wouldn’t have liked it. She’d have been silent now, surveying the room with displeasure, and starting to sulk, and he’d have felt guilty in spite of himself (after all, he’d still paid for the bloody holiday, hadn’t he?).

	And then he saw the rabbit. “Aah, sweet,” she’d have said, and given that smile that made her look like the girl he’d fallen in love with, and less like the fortysomething with a weight problem. The rabbit might just, he supposed, have saved the day. It was sitting on top of the pillow. Of course, it wasn’t a real rabbit. It had been made from a hand towel—body, tail stub, floppy ears, the whole works—and a couple of chocolates in silver foil were studded into the head to make eyes. Underneath the rabbit was a little card. “JESUS WELCOMES YOU,” it said, and Roger wondered whether on cruises towel animals were the equivalent of a Gideon Bible, but then it went on, “I am happy to be your steward and to make you comfortable. If you need anything, do not hesitate to call me on my pager,” and it gave a number. Roger plucked out one of the rabbit’s eyes, and ate it. It was minty. Deborah, he knew, would have eaten both.

	He unpacked his suitcase, put his shirts and trousers on hangers, stuffed underpants and socks into a drawer. He opened the safe, and into it went his passport, his wallet, his English and European currency, and Deborah.

	There was a knock at the door. He opened it. A short man in a uniform beamed at him.

	“Hello, sir!” he said. “I am Jesus.”

	“Hello, Jesus,” said Roger.

	“I am your steward.”

	“I saw your card.”

	“Is good.”

	“I saw your rabbit, too.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Roger wanted to ask about the rabbit, but couldn’t think of any question more burning than ‘why,’ and that seemed a little rude. Instead he just flapped his hand towards it. Both Jesus and Roger regarded it solemnly. It regarded them back with its one remaining eye. Jesus waited politely for Roger to say something else. When he didn’t, he continued.

	“I welcome you,” said Jesus, “and wish you good holiday. I am happy to be steward and make you comfort. If you need anything, do not hesitate call pager. I’m from the Rogerpines,” he then added. He gestured a hand towards the bedside table, and Roger turned to see what he was wanting. There was the silver foil from the chocolate Roger had eaten, scrunched up. He passed it across, this little bit of rubbish he’d made, it disappeared into one of Jesus’ pockets, and in a trice the room was as perfect as before Roger had arrived. Then Jesus turned to go.

	“There is one thing,” said Roger. “Can you work the safe? I thought there’d be a key, but it’s all a little more electronic than I expected.”

	“Is simple,” said Jesus. “You type in secret code, so? And turn the knob.” Jesus watched approvingly as Roger did just that. “Is good.”

	“Good,” agreed Roger. “And to open it again, I . . .  ?”

	“Type in secret code, and turn the knob. Sir, the other way, sir.” 

	“Thank you. Do I give you a tip or . . .  ?”

	“At the end of the cruise, sir. But if you have an express wish to . . . ” Roger had just locked the safe again; now he unlocked it, gave Jesus a fifty pee piece, locked it a third time. “Thank you. Is good,” and the coin vanished as swiftly as had the chocolate foil. And Jesus left.

	At five o’clock the ship set sail from Southampton. Everyone was pressed against the railings, looking down at the sea and pointing at it as if they’d never seen water before. The waiters were offering cocktails of rum and fruit, and were all so enthusiastic about them that Roger thought it’d be churlish not to buy one. He sipped it through a straw as he stared out at the coast. On land crowds of people were waving; the passengers were waving back, and Roger waved too, putting on a smile and feeling like a fraud. And in spite of himself he couldn’t help thinking of that movie in which the ship turned upside down and all the passengers drowned—what was its name? Deborah would have known.

	The cruise had, of course, been Deborah’s idea. “Julie’s just sailed around the Med,” she told him one day when he got home from work. “She says it’s luxury. That’s what we should do. Sail around the Med a bit.”

	“It’s pretty expensive, isn’t it?” he’d said, but he’d only had the energy for a token resistance. 

	“Julie says not. Julie says it pays for itself, because all the food is free, and all the drink. Well, not the drink. And you get to go to all these lovely places, and there are swimming pools and televisions. I just think,” she’d said, and he knew she’d already checked the prices, “I want to go on a cruise just once in my life.”

	But she hadn’t been that lucky. And there was so much to think of that Roger had entirely forgotten about the holiday until the funeral. There his son had been, in that suit which wasn’t a proper suit, and after he’d made the right noises about the cremation and the canapés, he’d said, “You still going on that cruise then, Dad?”

	“What? No. No, I don’t think so.”

	“Oh, you should. I mean, it’s all paid and everything.”

	“Yes, you should,” cooed his son’s latest girlfriend. “That sounds so lovely, a cruise, that sounds so romantic.”

	“It’ll take your mind off Mum,” said his son. “You know. You’ve been through a lot. Haven’t you? God. We’d give our eye teeth for a cruise. God.”

	“Why don’t you go instead?” asked Roger.

	“No, thanks.”

	The next day Roger phoned up the cruise line. “I’d like to cancel the booking,” he said. “My wife’s dead.”

	“Did you take out insurance, sir?”

	“I don’t know. I expect so. Yes.”

	The girl checked on a computer. “I’m afraid you have no insurance, sir, and so we can’t offer you a refund.”

	“Oh.” And he was about to say the money didn’t matter, he didn’t care about the money, when all of a sudden he bloody well did. He bunched his free hand into a fist, began to pace angrily. “Oh.”

	“I’m sorry for your loss.”

	He wrote an angry letter to the cruise company. In it he used the phrase ‘cynical exploitation.’ He rather enjoyed writing it—so much so, in fact, that he put it to one side and set to work on an even angrier second draft. It was fun to use words he knew he’d never even countenance in everyday life, and it became a little project for him to look forward to when he came home from work, a spot of dinner from the microwave, an hour or so on the complaint letter, then a little telly before bed. And he felt too that at last he was able to let something loose. His irritation at how banal the funeral had been, at how average the catering. At the unfairness of having to put up with so much sympathy, and the way he wasn’t allowed to mind, wasn’t allowed to turn to all these well-wishers popping up all over the place and tell them to sod off, that he had to be nice to them and thank them, thanks, even though they were putting such stress on him, it was easy to show grief, you just had to look sad, but showing grateful grief was so much more an effort. At how suddenly Deborah had died, a heart attack in Sainsbury’s, one moment picking out clementines in the fruit and veg section, the next his wife on the floor, and the fruit bouncing about and rolling everywhere and getting underwheel of the trolleys, all the shock of it, but even worse, the embarrassment. By the fourth draft of his complaint letter he’d called the managing director a ‘cunt’—called him it rather a lot, in fact, because he liked the way it looked on the page—and it didn’t matter because he knew he wasn’t going to send the letter, he was going on the cruise after all. He’d now found the perfect reason to do so.

	The tour operators had sent him lots of bumph about his holiday, and one thing that he remembered was that for the evening dining formal dress was compulsory. Roger changed into his suit, put on a tie, cuff links. He hadn’t worn the suit since the funeral and it felt odd to be giving it another airing so soon. His reservation was for the second sitting in the Riviera Room, on table 197, at the back, near the window. There was a five course menu, most of it using the word ‘terrine’. Table 197 seated eight people, he was the first to arrive. He chose the chair with the least advantageous view of the sea, since he wasn’t planning on looking at it very much. His companions joined him in dribs and drabs—all in T-shirts and comfortable trousers. One man in a baseball cap told him that the formal dinner was tomorrow night, that Roger had misread the instructions.

	“Not to worry,” said the baseball cap’s wife, “you’ll just have to come in a T-shirt tomorrow whilst we’re all dressed to the nines!” And they all laughed, not unkindly. They went round the table introducing themselves, and Roger promptly forgot their names. Three couples and one elderly lady on her own, probably in her early eighties. Two of the husbands discovered they supported the same football team, and became lifelong friends over the prawn cocktails. The wives talked about shoes. The elderly lady gamely tried to talk to Roger. “Have you ever been on a cruise before?” she asked.

	“No,” Roger replied. And then, because he felt he should, “Have you?”

	“Oh yes,” said the lady. But she was sitting two couples and four mushroom terrines away, and to have pursued the conversation further seemed more effort than it was worth. So she nodded at him instead, smiled, and turned her attention back to the wife extolling the virtues of her flip-flops.

	That night he slept well. The gentle rock of the boat made him drowsy, and although he would stir at the sound of couples talking in the corridor outside his cabin, he always nodded off again soon afterwards.

	There was another full day of sailing to be had before the ship reached its first port of call. A helpful newsletter had been popped under his door, presumably by Jesus, and it promised a ‘Fun Day at Sea!’ Inside it Roger read of an arts auction on deck nine that afternoon, of quoits and trivia quiz competitions, of the daily AA meeting in the Razzmatazz Club. He put on some cotton jeans and a short sleeved shirt and took a morning walk on the lido deck. There was a chill in the air, but this hadn’t deterred most of the passengers from taking up sun loungers, coating themselves with lotion, and lying around hoping to be basted. The swimming pool was full of children; the jacuzzi seemed to have a two tattoo minimum requirement; the all-day buffet bar was full of people queuing for cheeseburgers and rum babas; the gym was all but empty. A huge video screen on the main deck played videos of other cruise holidays passengers could book right now and at special rates down by the Purser’s Office—all the people in the film were beaming and laughing, and all the people watching them on deck looked fraught or bored, as if waiting to be told their holiday had already started.

	There was such a listlessness to it all that Roger felt he could have carried out his little ceremony right there and then and no one would have noticed. But he felt self-conscious, this was a private thing of his own, he wanted neither witnesses nor as backdrop music a karaoke version of the Macarena. He went back to doze in his stateroom, and was woken by a knock on the door.

	“I’m sorry, sorry,” grinned Jesus. “I’ll come back later.”

	“That’s all right,” said Roger.

	“Are you not going to dinner, sir? The formal dinner. All very nice. Lots of pictures taken, lots of fun.”

	“I’m not very hungry.”

	“Are you enjoying your holiday, sir?” asked Jesus. “You got the newsletter I left you? Lots of activities, lots of fun.”

	“Oh yes,” said Roger. “I am having fun.”

	Jesus didn’t look convinced. “Don’t you worry, sir. Jesus make sure you have fun. You leave to me.” And he closed the door.

	Roger opened the safe, took out what he needed, and left the room. He tried to fit it in his jacket pocket, but it caused such a peculiar bulge that he took it out again. It wasn’t as if anybody would look at him anyway—a plain man in slacks carrying a small urn. The deck was dark and deserted; they’d been crowding round the sides the day before, but the passengers had already got bored with the fact they were ploughing through the sea at twenty knots, and were indoors trying to forget it with casinos and dancing and variety entertainment. There was no roll, no sensation of movement, and against the black horizon you couldn’t tell the ship wasn’t standing still. It was only when he peered over the edge of the rails, and looked straight down—far down, a good ten metres—and saw the water being churned around and sucked under and spat out, that he could appreciate how fast they were travelling.

	“Do not throw any objects over the edge,” a sign said. “We are committed to protecting the environment. Put rubbish in the litter bins provided.” And more. “Do not throw your cigarette butts or ashes over the side, as wind could blow them on to a lower deck.” Roger had always treated authority with the greatest of respect. Deborah had not, and had made him anxious whenever she broke the speeding limit, or joined the express checkout at the supermarket with more than five items in her trolley. It was in the spirit of Deborah, then, that he decided to flout regulations on her behalf. He stole a look up and down the deck, then took the lid off the urn, and climbed up on the first rung of the protective railing.

	“Hello,” he heard. “Roger? It is Roger, isn’t it?”

	And he climbed back down again. He didn’t recognize the old woman at first. She was now dressed for the formal dinner. Her hair was up, and she wore a ball gown which sort of twinkled when it caught the light—Roger supposed it must have had little sequins on it or something. She was fully made up, too, and her mouth was now a gash of thin scarlet. She held a cigarette. “You looked as if you were going to jump off,” she said, but amiably enough, without apparent alarm.

	“What? Oh good God, no. No.”

	“It’s a long way down,” she said.

	“It is,” he agreed.

	She looked at him hard, and one eye squinted as if to avoid the sunlight. Since it was dark, he wasn’t quite sure why she did that. “Loneliness can be hell,” she said. “Believe me. I know.”

	“I’m sure,” he said. “No, really, it’s all right. I was just . . . ” And he vaguely gestured with the urn.

	She tapped her cigarette ash over the side. “I don’t really smoke,” she said. “But, you know, it sort of suits the dress.” She tapped again. “My husband smoked. He actually knew how to smoke. I just copied him when I had to.” It was true, she wasn’t even smoking now, not really. Never inhaled, just tapped tapped away. “What is it you do?”

	He told her, and she didn’t pretend to be impressed. He liked her for that. Caught in the moonlight, with only the flash of the deck seven disco behind her, she didn’t look nearly so old. “What do you do?” he asked.

	“I go on cruises,” she smiled. And she did that squint again. “Do you mind me asking how old you are?”

	“Forty-three,” said Roger.

	“That’s awfully young,” she said. “Was it recent?” And she didn’t wait for a reply. “So young, I’m so sorry. And there’s been no one since, has there, of course not.” She reached out for the urn, nothing forced, nothing demanding, just a little gesture really. And he didn’t know why, but he gave it to her. She weighed it in her hand, smiled just a little, then gave it back. It didn’t feel quite so important to Roger somehow, seemed lighter in his hands.

	They both stood at the railing for a while, watched the night sky and the sea, tracing where one ended and the other began. Not looking at each other, but not uncomfortably, she tapping ash, he clutching his. He felt her hand reach for his hand, and took it, but still didn’t look at her, knew that looking would be wrong, would break something. “It can be hell,” she said at last, and only then did he feel he could face her, and there she was, all scarlet gash and twinkling gown, and he thought her eyes were twinkling too. Tears, maybe? Or something else? She held his gaze for a long time. “What’s your cabin?”

	“Um. A636.”

	“Yours is closer.” She threw away her cigarette without even a final puff.

	“I don’t think you’re supposed to do that,” he said.

	She shrugged.

	They didn’t say a word in the lift. “Aloha!” chirped the elevator at last. Roger ushered her into his room, and carefully shut the door behind them. There was a ‘do not disturb’ sign, but he thought hanging it might look a little crass. He put the urn down on the desk. “It’s not a big room,” he said. “Is yours a big room?”

	“Mine’s got a porthole,” she said.

	“That’s nice.” He looked around the cabin, as if this were all as new to him as it was to her. “Would you like a drink?” he asked.

	“Do you have one?”

	He opened the minibar. “No,” he said.

	She kissed him on the mouth. That little thin gash of red against his lips, and her tongue poking its way past them. Just as Roger thought he might begin to enjoy it, she stopped. “Thank you,” he said, and then he thought, I’m going to make love to a total stranger, not making love, it won’t be love at all. And he was about to clear all the leaflets off the bed, all the details about the cruise excursions, all the discount vouchers for the jewellery shop. But she didn’t seem to want a bed. Without a word she got on to her knees, and pulled at his trousers.

	“Oh,” he said, and his hand moved to help her. A little impatiently she brushed it aside, this was clearly something she wanted to do herself. And she had his fly down, and then his pants, and it was only as she took his penis in her hand it occurred to him what long nails she had, more like talons really, varnished as scarlet as her lipstick (probably the same brand). Ever so sharp, one false move and she could slice his penis open, like a sausage, and all the sausage meat would spill out—he really must take care, he decided, not to make any false moves. And then, to his alarm, that’s exactly what the penis did, it woke up with a lurch, it stiffened and stood to attention so suddenly and Roger felt an absurd urge to tell it to watch out, be careful of those red razors, you could cut yourself! But she was careful, she plucked it gently as if picking out a piece of fruit, and popped it into her mouth.

	My God, thought Roger.

	Deborah hadn’t ever liked that sort of thing. They’d had sex, of course, lots of times, and she’d even kissed him down as far as his navel, but she’d never ventured south of the equator. “You don’t mind, do you, darling?” she’d asked early on. “But the thought of it, it makes me want to throw up.” His nameless new friend had no such qualms, she was smacking her lips all round it, and he really felt he ought to do something to help, he looked down at her grey hair bobbing away on the end of his dick as if it had just grown this elderly woman somehow. He wanted to give something back, even just a show of affection. He ran his hand over her hair, and he saw it wasn’t so much grey as silver streaked, and it felt starchy to the touch. It felt a bit awkward doing that, and since the mouth and tongue were still so busy licking and sucking and nibbling, the rest of the head barely seemed to register it was being patted like a cocker spaniel. He wasn’t sure what to do with the hand now, though, so he gripped the edge of the desk, and his fingers brushed the urn. He didn’t want to think of the urn. Or what was inside it. Or who was inside it. He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate on the matter in hand, he thought the best way he could help the old woman now was to come as quickly as possible, he imagined she’d be down there til she suffocated otherwise, slobbering away until her breath gave out, and then there’d be two dead ladies to deal with, that didn’t sit well with him at all. So he put all his effort into getting excited, he really tried. The Poseidon Adventure, he thought, that’s what the film was called.

	Eventually, of course, she had to give up. As she pulled away, he pretended he’d reached orgasm. “Mmm,” he said, “thank you.” His penis splashed wet but flaccid at his thigh, the erection hadn’t lasted long. “Thank you,” he said again, and gently helped her to her feet. “That was really nice.”

	“Are you sure?” she asked.

	“Oh yes.” And he smiled at her. The scarlet lipstick hadn’t even smudged for all that effort. He did hope she wouldn’t want to be kissed on the mouth now, considering where it had been. But she didn’t appear to, and accepted the little peck on the forehead as if expecting him to aim nowhere more tender.

	“Well now,” he said. “Well. What can I do for you? I mean, I could do the same in return. If you like.”

	“Can I have some toothpaste?” she asked. He tried to work out exactly what she wanted him to do to her with it, and then realized. “Of course,” he said, she nodded, and went into the bathroom. She left the door open, and he saw her squeeze some paste on to her finger and use it as a brush. He blushed, and looked away. For some reason this seemed something too intimate, he was embarrassed. But turning around, he found himself looking at the urn, and that was pretty embarrassing too; he could at least lock that away in the safe, and so took the opportunity to do so. 

	She stepped back into the bedroom, smiled him a minty smile. “That’s better,” she said.

	“I’d still like to give you something,” he said.

	“You have.” And she kissed him on the cheek, like an aunt, just a little peck—and her mouth was so small it was hard to believe it could have opened so wide. “Late night bingo in the Pirate Lounge,” she explained, and left him.
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	The first port of call was Vigo. Roger had never heard of Vigo before, but didn’t hold that against it—after all, there were lots of places he hadn’t heard of, it didn’t mean they were rubbish. However, Vigo was rubbish. He watched it from the coach, as a tour guide told them of its history: “Our principal export is granite,” she said. “We are very proud of our granite. Out of the window you will see houses, made from Vigo granite.” The way she pronounced ‘granite’ made it seem rich and exotic, and you could almost believe it was, until you looked at the houses in question. In his lap Roger held a Spanish phrasebook, which he wouldn’t need, and the urn, which he wouldn’t need either. He had wondered whether Vigo might be a good resting place for Deborah, but really, she deserved rather better.

	At one rest stop the tour coach parked by three enormous anchors mounted on a plinth. Roger supposed they must have some historical significance, but the guide was only interested in pointing out where the nearest toilets were. Deborah would have known, she’d have studied all the travel books before they’d set out, she’d have told him—and for a moment he felt a yearning for her so strong that it almost left him winded. And he knew, with some guilt, that he wouldn’t have much wanted her to explain the history of the anchors, or of Vigo, or of Spain in general, that he’d probably have snapped at her, and she’d have sulked—but at least it would have been some human contact. And then they’d have got back on the coach, and Deborah would have perked up at some new sight she could talk about—a lump of granite, maybe—and all would have been well. He looked around him. Some of his fellow passengers were taking photographs of the anchors; some others, photos of the toilets. He’d rather hoped that his new friend might be here, but there were many tour coaches, she must have caught another.

	As the rest stop drew to a close, and Roger took his seat once more, he saw another tour coach pull up. Another guide opened the doors, another set of passengers got off—and there she was amongst them all. He got to his feet, squeezed his way to the exit past those still getting on. “We’re ready to leave, sir,” said the guide. But there was no greater urgency in her voice than when she’d been discussing the mercantile strength of Spain, so he ignored her.

	He hurried up to the old woman. Although she didn’t look old as such, that wasn’t fair. She looked mature, that was it. Her face was rather elegantly framed by a wide sun hat. “Hello!” he said.

	“Oh,” she said. “Hello.”

	“How are you?” he asked stupidly. “How was the bingo?” he asked, even more stupidly. The coach honked its horn. “I like your hat.”

	“Thanks,” she said.

	The coach honked again. Everyone onboard was glaring at him, and one couple were taking a photograph. “I think,” she said, “they want you to go.”

	“I could go on your coach,” he said.

	“It’s full.”

	“You can come on mine.”

	“But I’ve only just got here,” she pointed out. “I haven’t seen the sights.”

	“There aren’t any sights,” he promised. “Unless you like anchors. Do you like anchors?”

	She frowned, did that squint again, sizing him up. He waited. “Well,” she said, “I’m sorry, but I do like anchors, yes.”

	One final blast on the horn, very long and very angry. He smiled, and said casually, “Enjoy them then! And see you at dinner!” And he got back on to the coach, pretending that all the tutting was nothing to do with him. He looked for her out of the window, and he thought she was looking for him too, it was hard to tell under the hat. He gave her a wave that was a little too cheery. Nothing for a few seconds, then she gave a wave back, of sorts, and turned her attention to the splendour of Vigo.

	And she didn’t come to dinner. He’d arrived early, bagged the seat next to him. He’d dressed up, too, put on his suit once more. “You’ve got it wrong again, this is casual night,” Mrs. Flip-Flops told him. Roger didn’t even stay as long as the entrée, told the table he needed the toilet, and left. No one seemed to notice. Maybe she was eating elsewhere. He went to the Steakhouse Bonanza on deck five, the twenty-four hour buffet on the sun deck, even the burger ’n’ BBQs bar up near the pool (although he’d already decided that burgers would not be to her taste). Nothing. So much food on the boat, there seemed no end to it, enough to feed a small nation, all being pumped out to keep a bunch of fat holidaymakers all the fatter—so much food, and she wasn’t eating any of it. He went back to his cabin.

	“Bloody hell,” he said.

	There were towels everywhere; it was a menagerie in towel form. Roger’s eyes were drawn at first to the monkey suspended from the light fitting by one of the hangers from his wardrobe; the puff of the air conditioner made it rotate a little. But then, peering behind the primate, he saw that the dressing table boasted another rabbit and—what was it? a hedgehog? or, perhaps, an armadillo? On his pillow there were a couple of white mice, on the sheets a duck and the flat triangle of a manta ray. But the biggest animal of all was the elephant. It was too big for the bed, and sat in the centre of the carpet. A couple of beach towels had gone into the main body; hand towels made its ears, a flannel its little tail, and, best of all, the rug that had covered the toilet had been taken, rolled up tightly, and inserted into the head to form an exaggerated parody of a trunk. It was the piece de resistance of all towel animals, it was a work of loving genius. Roger boggled at it, wondered how it could even stand up. He peeked under its massive bulk, timidly, not wanting to topple the structure over.

	And then he picked up the phone, and called Jesus’ pager. He sat on the bed and waited for him. Chocolate eyes from all the creatures bore into him, unflinching, cold. It was a good ten minutes before the steward arrived.

	“You like?” he said, with a big smile. “You have fun?”

	Roger had had time to work out three very distinct ways to explain to Jesus how he felt. He forgot them all at once. “You’re sick,” he said. “Sick.”

	Jesus’ smile faltered. Then he beamed anew, as if he’d misunderstood.

	“What is this?” said Roger, and reached for the elephant and pulled out its innards. “What is this?”

	“Is pot.”

	“No. Is not pot. Is my wife. You sick . . .  It’s my bloody wife.”

	Jesus looked at the urn, around which he had built his towel construct, frowned. “No,” he said. “Is pot.”

	“Shit,” said Roger. “You fuck.” And he got up from the bed swiftly. He wasn’t going to punch Jesus, he was sure of that, but Jesus backed away in alarm, got his head caught in the monkey. “What did you do, open my safe? Yes, you saw the combination, didn’t you, thought you’d have a little game with my wife. What the hell is wrong with you?”

	“The pot was on the table,” said Jesus.

	“No, I put it in the safe.”

	“It was on,” said Jesus, with a new coldness, “the table. I wanted you to have fun. Okay? I wanted to make you happy. And you come at me with your shit fuck. Well, you’re the shit fuck, I spent long time making those animals, I spent twenty minutes, because you’re so miserable, you never smile. The people on this ship, every week they come, they pig themselves on food, they laze in the sun, they lazy. But they smile, and Jesus, he smiles back, puts on the accent a bit, makes the English not so good, hey? But I speak English fine, and you’re the shitfuck, you Mr. Shitfuck. That your wife?” And he pointed at the urn. Roger nodded dumbly. “She lucky woman. She die to get away from you, hey? Maybe she kill herself? Shitfuck.” And Roger at last tried to hit him, but really, it was so feeble, and Jesus sidestepped it easily. And with a gentleness that was so much more insulting than a punch would have been, he pushed Roger back on to his bed. Roger sat there, stated up at the little Philippino steward, who even now hadn’t once raised his voice, and who even at this late stage somehow contrived to flash him a grin. “I only wanted,” he said, “to make you happy.”

	And then he went.

	And for the first time since Deborah’s death, Roger cried. The tears just flowed out without any effort, he almost felt detached from the whole process; he just sat there and felt the water stream hot down his cheeks, and waited for it to stop. He reached for the nearest towel—which happened to be the duck—and wiped his face with it. Then he ate the chocolate eyes from the duck, and then, for good measure, those from the manta ray as well.

	Because, in a way, he supposed Jesus was right. Maybe Deborah had just been eating to kill herself. Or, if not exactly to die, at least to make herself happy, to give herself the little joy which he so plainly couldn’t. If she hadn’t keeled over in the supermarket she’d have keeled over somewhere else eventually. Perhaps she’d have made it on to the cruise, and she’d have had the formal dinner, and then gone to the steakhouse, and then on to the buffet and the burger ’n’ BBQs; she’d have keeled over on the Mediterranean instead. “Come on,” he said to the urn, and he got up, “let’s get this over with.”

	This time he didn’t care if he were seen. Shit the regulations and fuck them. He walked straight up to the railings, took the lid from the urn, and without further ceremony, tipped it over the side. Nothing came out. Roger hesitated. Dazedly, he looked inside to see if the ashes somehow had clogged together, or had got stuck, or needed to be prised out with his fingers. 

	The woman at the purser’s desk was called Kylie, so he assumed she was Australian, but when she spoke it was with the same flat disinterest of the Vigo tour guide. Maybe she was the Vigo tour guide, he couldn’t remember. “How can I help you?” she asked.

	“I want to report a theft,” said Roger.

	“Yes, sir?”

	“It was Jesus. He got into my safe. This urn used to be full, almost to the brim, my wife was a big woman. Now look at it.”

	The purser asked, “Was there anything else missing from your safe? Your wallet? Any valuables?”

	“No.”

	“Just the urn.”

	“Not the urn, obviously. I still have the urn. Look, I’m holding it, look.”

	The purser took it, looked it over, gave it a sniff. “And this urn contained a powder of some kind?”

	“A powder? No. Well, yes, if by powder you mean . . . ”

	“Because it’s left quite a sweet smell. You will know, I hope, that transporting certain powders is an offence. Failure to declare it at customs . . . ”

	“It wasn’t that sort of powder. It was my wife.”

	“Your wife was in the urn?”

	“That’s right.”

	“You brought your wife onboard.”

	“Yes.”

	“And does she have a passport?”

	Roger stared at her. “No. No, look. She’s dead. Isn’t she? I mean, obviously.”

	The purser didn’t even flinch from his stare. “Either you transported her onboard as a passenger, in which case she needs a passport. Or as a powder, in which case, failure to declare it at customs is an offence, and may even be seen to contravene the narcotics act.” Roger didn’t know what to say. “I would hope, sir, that the contents of your urn remain missing. I think that would be the best thing for you, wouldn’t it?” And she confiscated the urn behind her desk. “Now, was there anything else?”

	Roger said feebly, “He also called me a shitfuck.”

	“What was that, sir?”

	“Jesus. Called me a shitfuck.”

	“Well, sir,” said the purser. “Maybe that’s because you are a shitfuck.”

	Roger opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again.

	“Yes,” said the purser, as if giving the matter some consideration. “Yes, I think that you’re a shitfuck. We’ve had complaints about you, sir. Harassment. A certain Irene Knowles says you’ve been stalking her.”

	Roger was about to tell her he didn’t know an Irene Knowles, but then, “Is she an elderly woman? Sort of grey hair with silver bits in?”

	“I am not at liberty to describe passengers’ hair.”

	“That’s her, isn’t it? No, look, you’ve got it all wrong. She was the one who approached me. Came to my cabin last night, most surprising, and then she . . . ”

	“. . .  And then she what, sir?”

	But Roger couldn’t say, because he could hardly believe it himself.

	“Mrs. Knowles is a regular passenger, sir. We’re all very fond of her. I think you’d better keep away from her from now on, don’t you? I think you’d better keep your nose out of trouble. Smuggling illegal substances, slandering your steward, and sexually intimidating the elderly. This is a pleasure cruise, sir, we just want to make you happy. But there are limits. Do you understand?”

	“I suppose so.”

	“Do you understand?”

	“Yes.”

	“Good night, then, sir.”

	He went back to his cabin, picked his way through the debris of gutted animals, and lay on the bed. With his remote control he turned on the TV. The American woman with the wide smile was still enthusing about the shipboard activities, and he watched her, wondering where she got so much energy. The programme was on a half hour loop, and sometime during his second viewing Roger began to see something more mocking in her smile, it wasn’t a smile so much as a sneer, and there was an anger behind her eyes, they were blazing with something, and whatever she might claim it wasn’t an appreciation of the ship’s beauty salon. And second time round, too, the passengers in shot looked so much older, the kids playing in the pool weren’t kids at all but people steeped in a second childhood from which they would never escape.

	And at some point he must have fallen asleep, though he certainly didn’t remember turning off the television or the lights. And he dreamed of Deborah, she was alive, and she was on the cruise with him. “Thank you for bringing me here, you’ve made me so happy,” and she was happy, by God, was she happy!, “this is luxury, darling,” as she waddled her way around the deck. At least he assumed it was Deborah, but she was so fat, her face had got so wide and chubby its features were all flattened into nothingness, but she was doing that thing with her watery eyes when she wanted her own way, so it had to be her. And the purser was taking him aside in complaint, “Sir, your wife has eaten all the food on the ship, there is no food left, you’ve got to stop her, shitfuck.” And Deborah was starting on the passengers now, biting into them, then wolfing them down, and sure, she couldn’t move very fast to catch them with her great bulk, but they were so old, and there weren’t many places they could run, the uncaring Mediterranean Sea all around them. “Darling, I’m hungry,” she said, and reached out for Roger, and he knew he’d give in to whatever she asked, because he always gave in, didn’t he, and he only wanted to make her happy, that was all he had ever wanted, he just hadn’t known how, it was so easy at the beginning but then she’d had the kids and then she’d had the depression and then she’d swelled up like a balloon. “I’m hungry,” she said, and she touched his cheek, and it wasn’t even flesh, her hands were coarse like towels. . . .

	He forced himself awake. But the towels were still there, lapping at his face. Holding back a scream he wriggled free, scrabbled for the bedside lamp. In a moment the room was flooded with light. And then he really did scream.

	There was a man hanging from the ceiling right above his bed. Not a real man, of course, but something almost as grotesque—a series of large beach towels knotted together to make up the torso, and the legs dangling from it. It had been one of those legs that had been brushing against Roger’s face. And the whole thing was suspended from a noose, made from nothing more remarkable than a twisted flannel—but it had to be more than that, surely, how could it have taken the weight? A hole had been pinched in the head to form a mouth, opened in an expression of comical surprise, as if the towel man really hadn’t expected to spend his cruise holiday hanging in a cabin after all, he’d as soon as play the bingo instead, what a turn up for the books! But those inevitable chocolate eyes of silver wrapping gave the face a colder, dead expression.

	Even in his terror, Roger couldn’t help but admire the detail in Jesus’ work. It made the animals of his past exhibitions look like the juvenilia of a dilettante. The body must have taken hours to construct and hang. And that’s when the impossibility of it all struck Roger; Jesus must have been in his room all the time he was asleep, and standing on his bed right over him. Roger prodded the bed—it was a firm mattress, but not that firm, and the room was rocking gently on the waves. There was no way that Jesus could have been here for that long, balanced over him so precariously, and carried out such delicate work, without waking him up. And yet there it was, Jesus’ masterpiece, twisting to the roll of the sea. I can come and get you any time, that’s what the hanged man was saying. I can come and get you and you’ll never even know.

	And suddenly the noose broke. The towels fell on him in a heap, and Roger gibbered with fear, pushed them off, ran to the cabin door and the safety of the corridor outside. He got his breath back in a series of shuddering gasps. He saw that the name on his door had been obliterated, crossed through so many times and so ferociously that he could no longer make out any letters at all.

	Up the corridor Roger could see the names on all the other doors had been left respectfully intact, and that each one represented a person safely asleep in their beds having a lovely holiday. He read a few of them. And without making any real decision about it, began looking for the name Irene Knowles.

	It was a large ship, composed of over a thousand staterooms. He had no real sense of the passing of time, but when he finally found Irene Knowles’ cabin, on Dolphin Deck, it was four in the morning Southampton time, five in the morning Vigo time, and God only knows what time where the ship was now headed.

	Roger hesitated. Then knocked. There was a good minute’s wait, and he thought there wouldn’t be an answer. But he didn’t move away, he had nowhere to go, after all. And eventually the door opened.

	The old woman looked at him. Except she wasn’t that old, she wasn’t even what you’d call mature, she looked rested and calm and secure. She was in a nightie, and he only now thought to check what he was wearing. To his surprise he was still dressed in his suit, he hadn’t changed since dinner, but it was now all rumpled from where he had slept in it, the jacket creased, the tie askew. 

	“I got all dressed up for you,” he said uselessly.

	She asked him what he wanted, and he didn’t know how he was going to answer. And then he replied anyway, “I want my wife. I want my wife back.” 

	She thought about this for a moment, then gave a curt nod. “Give me a moment,” she said, and closed the door. He supposed she was putting on some clothes, but when she opened up a couple of minutes later she was still in her nightie. It was Jesus who was now dressed. Jesus stepped out of the cabin, and Roger moved aside to make room for him; Jesus gave him a smile, Roger couldn’t tell how mocking, and then disappeared down the corridor. “You’d better come in then,” said Irene Knowles.

	Her cabin was exactly the same as his, except hers had a porthole, and his a hanged man on the bed. “Jesus finds me my widowers,” Irene said. “How did you know?”

	“I didn’t,” admitted Roger. “I still don’t,” he added.

	“Why do you want Deborah back?” Roger had been pretty sure he’d never told her his wife’s name. “Is it to say goodbye? It’s a bit too late for that, isn’t it?”

	“No, I don’t want to say goodbye.”

	“Or because you love her? You’re in love with a little pile of ash?”

	“No, I don’t love her,” and it was true. “I haven’t loved her for years,” and that was true too, but a bit of a shock for him, all the same.

	“Then why do you want her?”

	“I don’t know,” said Roger. “But I put up with her for over twenty years, so I think she’s mine.”

	Irene thought about this. “I suppose that’s fair,” she said. “All right,” and she gave a sigh, “all right,” and her hand went for his fly.

	Roger began to tell her that he wasn’t in the mood, but as she pulled his penis out from its little hiding place it made a liar of him and stiffened. “Oh,” he said, and Irene gave a humourless smile. And then she swallowed it whole.

	Once again he felt he really ought to do something to help. But her hair was no longer silver grey, but a shiny gold blonde, and he wasn’t sure how she’d feel about his getting his hands over it. His penis felt warm in her mouth, and then she started—and it was as if the warmth had been turned off. And her breath became cold, almost icy, and she wasn’t sucking at him this time, she was blowing. His cock was still stiff in there, he could feel it, but he worried that it was because it was getting frosted. He wanted to tell her to stop, but he didn’t dare—it wasn’t a breath now, it was a wind, he looked down at Irene’s face and her cheeks were all puffed out with the effort, her eyes were bulging too—and it was almost funny, it was the least erotic thing he had ever seen, this beautiful woman with her face all swelled up like a trombone player in mid-blast. But he was too scared to laugh, too scared that she’d blow harder, or that she’d stop blowing altogether before she was done, and that might even be worse. But just as he felt he couldn’t stand any more, that he’d either cry out with the pain, or laugh at the very look of her, it was all over—and she pulled away.

	She sat there on the floor, saying nothing.

	“What now?” he asked.

	“Give me a moment, can’t you?” she snapped. She got up, went to her bathroom. “Toothpaste,” she said, and she closed the door on him, he wasn’t welcome to look this time, but, sure enough, he soon heard her brushing away for all she was worth.

	When she came out, his penis was still erect. He couldn’t believe how erect—it was embarrassing, to be honest. She sized it up, nodded. “It’s ready,” she said.

	She knelt back down, took hold of it. And began to tap on it with her finger. Not too hard, but firm. Tap tap tap along the stem. She did this for about ten seconds, and just as Roger was about to ask what she was doing, she took hold of his hand. “Cup it,” she said, “no, under here,” and moved it into position under the tip. And that’s when the ash began to spill out.

	He was so surprised he almost dropped it. “Careful,” she said. “Do you want your wife or not?” And on she tapped, and out of the end of his penis poured a steady trickle of ash. Truth be told, it didn’t feel like anything very much, he felt detached from the process. He just sat there and felt the ash stream hot into his palm, and waited for it to stop.

	After a few minutes the cock at last began to droop. “Just the dregs,” she said, holding it straight, and shaking it out. And she’d finished. She got to her feet and walked over to her dressing table. Reached inside her handbag for a cigarette, lit it.

	Roger looked at the mountain of ash in his hands. “I don’t suppose you’ve got an urn, or some sort of container?” he asked. “I sort of lost mine.”

	She said nothing for a while, her back to him, hardly seemed even to notice he was there. When she turned around she seemed surprised he’d stayed. She frowned at him through the veil of smoke. “There you are,” she said. “Much good may it do you. Or me.” It may have been the light, but she looked very tired, and very frail. She didn’t smoke the cigarette, just tapped at it, tap tap tap.
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	He made his way up to the top deck, dribbling ash all along the corridors. He kept his two fists tight, holding on to as much of Deborah as he could, but as he climbed the stairs and the ship lurched, he decided it’d be prudent to use the handrail and that one fistful would be enough. He sat on a lounger in the dark, staring out at the sea. He considered letting the remaining ash go over the side, but he looked down at the waves, and at the still beauty of the water, and then he thought of his wife—and he realized that the Mediterranean deserved better.

	And so he just sat there, with Deborah, until dawn. And when the sun appeared so did the waiters, setting up the burger ’n’ BBQs, the ice cream sundae bar. The ship neared land. It reached a port. It docked. Roger didn’t know where.

	About an hour later an announcement was made that passengers were free to disembark, to explore the city with their tour guides. Roger queued up with the rest of them. He knew he was supposed to take his passport, but that was back in the cabin, and he knew he’d never be going there again. No one asked for it anyway; in fact, no one gave him a second glance.

	The first thing he did was find himself a litter bin. It was marked with a language he didn’t recognize. He opened his fist at last, emptied the ashes inside. There weren’t many ashes left, to be honest. Then he went off to find a local.

	“Excuse me,” he said. “Where do all the people from the cruises go?”

	The man stared at him, didn’t understand.

	“The tourists,” he said. “Where?”

	The man pointed.

	“Thank you,” said Roger. And set off in the opposite direction. He wondered where he was, and how far he would get before he found out.


	
	

	THE BIG BOY’S
BIG BOX OF TRICKS


	You’ll never hear me complain about children, they’re my bread and butter. And I know there are many people out there who are a lot worse off than me. Teetotal barmaids. Surgeons who are scared of blood. Bakers who are sickened by the smell and very consistency of dough. I have to work with children, there’s no getting around that; it’s an occupational hazard, and I shan’t complain, I won’t. No matter how much I personally can’t stand the little creeps.

	Besides, in my case, I feel that my antagonism may even be a good thing. When I go out to meet them it’s usually in anger, disguised anger, and smiling so widely at them through the hatred probably gives a bit of grit to what I do, makes my mind clearer, my instincts sharper. “Today I’m going to slaughter them,” I say, before I go on, “today I’m going to knock the little shits dead,” and out comes the grin, out flows the patter, and I’m in the right mental spot for the magic to begin.

	Some people tell me that children are the voice of the future. Some of these people are even in the same profession as me, they should know better, they say it’s a privilege we spend so much time with them, that if we look carefully into their faces we might glimpse a prime minister-to-be, the cure finder for AIDS or cancer. And I’ve tried, I’ve honestly tried. I let the patter take over and sometimes I go on autopilot, the words tumble out as they always do, and I give my prepubescent audience a good long hard look. In turn they just sort of stare back. It’s not that they’re bored, I could cope with bored, we all get bored. What I’m met by is indifference. They’re listening to what I’m saying, maybe, they might even respond to some of the tricks, some of the jokes. But they really don’t care whether I live or die. Yes, that’s it—as I stand out there before them, struggling to raise a little bit of awe, they’re thinking, I know, they’re thinking that by the time they’ve reached my age I’ll be dead, or dying, and they’ll be so much more accomplished, they won’t need to work so hard just to get the approval of infants, maybe they really will all be prime ministers at that.

	The voice of the future, and maybe they’re right, and maybe that’s exactly the problem.

	When you go to work, it’s important to look the part. You must always be smart, and at least as smart as the smartest dressed man in the room. If you perform at a wedding, for example, you must take care not to be outclassed by the bridegroom, you’ve got to find a suit that is just that little bit nattier. If the audience think you’re one of them, then the first illusion is spoiled, even before you bring to the table all the illusions of your own. With children it’s easy, children never dress well, so you’re already ahead of the game—but the danger there is that if you turn up in your coat and tails you just look a little silly. So I go the whole hog. I take silly to the nth degree. My suit is velvet trimmed, my polished shoes long and pointed. I never wear a belt but braces, there are gold cufflinks on my sleeves. And there’s the top hat. I don’t keep the top hat on during the show, my head would get too hot under there, and you don’t want to be caught sweating in front of children, they might see it as fear, never let them think you’re afraid. But I make sure I’m seen to arrive in one. If the children are going to take the piss, give them something to take the piss out of—and if it’s extreme enough, you might catch them off guard, they might even be a little frightened. “You got a rabbit in there, mate?” one of them may ask, a teenager probably, probably male, and you can be nonchalant about it, you can take off your hat with genuine curiosity as if you’ve no idea what you’ll find—“so there is,” you’ll say, “I’d been wondering what had been nibbling at my ears,” and you reach inside, and you pull out a toy rabbit, and give it to the child. “Would you look after him for me?” you can say. “He gets nervous around cheeky children.” If you’re lucky, the teenager in question will be too old to want a stuffed toy, but now he’ll be so embarrassed he can’t say no, and he’ll be forced to sit there through the show with this little Bugs Bunny on his lap, a stroppy fourteen year old cut down to the age of six.

	We’re not allowed to work with real rabbits anymore. Thank God. I wouldn’t trust children with a real rabbit. They’d probably pull its ears off.

	The top hat is also useful, then, for flushing out the enemy. The basic rule for dealing with children is to locate the troublemakers, right away, and then destroy them mercilessly, before they have a chance to corrupt any of the others. (I’m not just talking about performing to them either, I mean any social interaction with children whatsoever.) At a children’s party there’s always a couple of loudmouths, especially if there’s been cake and fizzy drinks—usually not, in fact, the birthday child, they’re drowning in far too much attention already and are feeling a bit exposed, and besides, their mummy is waiting next door to tell them off if things get out of control—no, nine times out of ten, the ringleader will be just some utterly ordinary random anonymous innocent-looking little tit. Destroy him, humiliate the bastard, and do it right at the start, you’ll have a better time of it if you do, even the children will have a better time of it. And, technically, giving a good time to the kids is sort of the reason you’re there. The number of kids at the party is also vital. Too many and they run riot, they think they can get lost in the crowd. Too few and they’re probably with close friends and family, people who make them feel safe. Twelve is a good size, I think, just big enough and small enough to play on their insecurities. Twelve and you’re laughing.

	On the day it all started, on the day the children started dying, it was a group of fourteen. Fourteen is fine, fourteen’s just a bit like twelve, really, if you squint. Fifteen if you count the little girl, but even at the start she didn’t quite seem to belong somehow, I didn’t see her as part of the gang. Everything seemed satisfactory, actually; the mother paid up front, and she had no interest in giving any instructions beforehand—“Just have fun!” she said, which was nice—and the birthday boy was eight, and eight’s a good age, they’re not too stroppy at eight. I entered the lounge, and all the children were already sitting on the floor in preparation, in ordered rows of three, and as I took my position behind the table in front of them the muttering stopped and they looked at me in polite expectation. No one mocked the top hat, and I thought that was a good thing; I did the rabbit joke anyway, I said there was something nibbling at my ear, reached into the hat and pulled out the toy. They even seemed to enjoy the trick—there wasn’t any applause, of course not, but there were smiles and satisfied nods.

	This is going to be easy, I thought to myself, and I relaxed a little—just a little, I swear, I’m too experienced to relax too much—but looking back now that was a mistake and a fatal one.
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	If you want applause for your magic, don’t go looking for it from a child. Children might clap, but only like trained monkeys, because that’s what they’ve been taught to do, and usually there’s some adult at the back leading them on.

	But adults love magic tricks—and precisely because that’s what they are, tricks. They’re all grown up now and they’ve realized that life’s all a big trick, really, tricks are all you get—you work all day to earn money you give away in taxes, you fall in love with people who say they love you back when they’re lying through their teeth. We’re taught not to trust anybody, to read the small print, that every act of generosity has an ulterior motive. All the special offers on the ads and in the shop windows, no, they’re not so special at all. Everyone is trying to scam you. And what I do, I get up on stage, and I’m honest about it: “All I have to offer you is fake,” and they love that, they all strain forward in their seats to see me pull off my deceptions, I look out into the audience and, really, all of them, their eyes are gleaming. And the applause at the end, the applause! “I don’t know how you did that,” they’ll say. “I don’t know how you forced that playing card on to me, I don’t know how you made my money vanish into thin air.” What they’re really saying is, “I don’t know how you lie so well. I don’t know how you lie so much better than me.”

	Children, though, are fundamentally unsuited for magic. They’re interested in the effect, not in the skill the effect required. You give them magic, but what do they care, they have magic in their lives every day. Miraculously there’ll be food on their plates every meal time, there’s a roof over their heads at night, there are always new toys to play with and new cartoons to watch on Nickelodeon. And each and every year their birthdays will roll around, they’ll just roll around again, and they’ll be, yes, a little bit older, but they’ll be, no, not really old at all, and out of thin air there’ll appear presents and cake and parties. And if they’re unlucky, their parents might hire to those parties a magic act. They might get me.

	I don’t do many adult shows these days. For adults it’s all about the patter, and my patter isn’t good enough, I don’t know how to talk to grown-ups, I feel all I ever see are children, where do you start with a grown-up? And I’ll go on to the stage and I’m in the wrong mindset. It’s as if I’m still performing to kids, and the anger and the hatred are there in my tooth-gritted grin, and the audience can see that, they can tell. You might be able to convince an adult that you tore up a newspaper or made a ball disappear under a cup or randomly picked a card from a pack. But you can never convince an adult you don’t hold them in contempt when it’s written over your bloody face for all to see.

	Fundamentally, I suppose, I’m unsuited as a magician for anything other than children’s parties. That’s the bugger of it.

	For just over two months now I’ve been seeing this woman called Sally. It’s a bit on and off. She’s a single mother, and I met her at one of the parties; she didn’t see my act, she just came at the end to pick up her daughter, but she was told I was the magician, and we got talking, and her eyes started to gleam the way all adults’ eyes do. I’m glad it hadn’t been her daughter’s party, I’d have felt awkward had the relationship started with me getting paid. We went out for dinner. “Have you ever been on TV?” she asked over chimichangas, and I said I had. I’d once been on a spot on Children in Need, it was only broadcast in the Leeds region, but Sally didn’t have to know that. “Do you know anyone famous?”, and I told her I’d once met Paul Daniels. “How do you do all those tricks of yours?”, and I explained that that was a magician’s secret, and I winked, and I pulled a flower out from behind her ear, and she was enchanted. I did the patter. Her daughter was none too impressed, mind you. “Say hello, Abigail,” Sally would say whenever I came to pick Sally up, but Abigail gave me the same sullen look I got from her at the party when she spent the majority of my act picking out threads from the carpet. “Hello, Abigail,” I’ll say, I’ll try, and I might flash her my most toothsome grin, pull out a flower from behind her ear, she doesn’t give a toss. It doesn’t matter, I don’t see much of Abigail. Sally gets in a babysitter, and by the time we come back to hers it’s long past Abigail’s bedtime, and I make sure I never stay all night in spite of Sally’s protestations, I’m never there for breakfast and the school run. We get into Sally’s bed and we have sex and we try to do it ever so quietly for fear of disturbing Abigail, and that’s okay, that takes some skill, keeping the silence is like a conjuring act—and Sally’s getting better at it too, her sleight of hand is improving. “Do me a trick,” she’ll say, and sometimes I do. “Put on your hat,” so that’s all I’ll wear, naked except for the topper. And that’s what she wants from me, that’s all I am, she wants the tricks. She knows it’s all just a lie. She’ll cuddle in, “say something magical,” she’ll whisper, “I love you, please, say something magical to me.” “Abracadabra,” I say.
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	“Let me introduce myself,” I said. “My name’s the Great Miraculoso. But you can call me Great for short.” No laughter, not even a ripple, but that’s okay, I wasn’t expecting any. “I’m a magician. I make the impossible real. It’s not a bad job. My mum doesn’t like it. She’d rather I was a doctor. But, eh, I told her, it’s her fault, whoever heard of a doctor called the Great Miraculoso, not much else you can do with a name like that.” I hate you all.

	All of the patter is misdirection, of course. As I chatter away, and I flutter one hand, with the other I’m setting up props for the first few tricks. “How about you? Any of you want to be magicians? Which one of you is Tommy? Where’s the birthday boy?” The little kids all exchanged glances, almost as if trying to decide which of them to elect, and then a boy raised his hand. Just a boy, as pointedly nondescript as any of the others, unsmiling—he looked as if he’d rather be anywhere else, doing anything else, and I guessed that the conjuring act aspect of his party had been entirely his parents’ idea. “What about you, Tommy, want to be a magician one day?”

	Tommy said shyly, “Yes.” I thought nothing of that. Put a kid on the spot and they’ll say anything. Normally they’ll say ‘no,’ but some say ‘yes,’ and at the end of the day a shy ‘yes’ has no more weight than anything else.

	“That’s what I like to hear,” I said. “Come on up, and I’ll show you how to do your very first trick.”

	He got to his feet, stepped around his friends, and approached me warily.

	“Okay, now, there’s nothing to be scared of,” I said. “You’re not going to be sawing a lady in half. Not for another half hour anyway, ha! Being a magician is a great job. But you know what, the pay is awful. But that’s okay, because we’ve got magic, we can just conjure up more money whenever we need it. All it takes is a bit of concentration. You any good at concentration, Tommy? Now, what I want you to do is just think of some money. If you concentrate really hard it’ll appear. A million pounds. No, let’s not do a million pounds, that’s a lot of concentration, you’ll get a headache, let’s say twenty pee. I want you to think of twenty pee, Tommy, just push out all other thoughts, just think of that coin, the shape of it, the feel of it, think what it’d be like to have an extra twenty pee to your name.”

	Now, most kids close their eyes at this point. Even screw them up tight. Tommy didn’t. He just stood there, his face as smooth and placid and sodding miserable as before.

	“I really want you to concentrate,” I said.

	“I am.”

	I glared at him for a second, I couldn’t help it. “Fair enough. And we need a magic word, or the magic won’t happen. Know any magic words, Tommy? Any magic words. Anyone, any magic words? No? Okay. We’ll say ‘abracadabra.’ Say it after me, Tommy, abracadabra!”

	“Abra,” said Tommy slowly, and that was my first inkling he was actually mocking me, he wasn’t shy at all, he wasn’t unhappy, “cadabra.”

	“Well done!” I said. “You’re a natural! Your first trick. Brilliantly done. Money out of thin air, you’ll never go poor again, well done, you can sit down now!”

	At this point the average child will look confused. They’ll maybe point out they haven’t seen their twenty pee. They haven’t made magic at all. Tommy didn’t do this, he just stood there, he wasn’t going back to his seat yet, and his eyes bore into me. I looked at his friends. They had nothing to say either. I moved on. “Oh, but silly me!” I said. “You’ve magicked up the money all right. But you can’t get at it. It’s right there in your head. Can you feel it, Tommy, the twenty pee in your head? Bit cold, isn’t it? How do we get it out of there? Hmm. You’ll need another magician. Another, better magician. Wait a second, I’m another magician! Am I better? Let’s find out, wait a second, hold still, this is pretty dangerous.” And I stretched out my hand, brushed the back of his ear. I wanted to give him a cuff right round it for playing along so badly, but I didn’t, I just grinned my hate grin at him all the more ferociously. “And twenty pee!” I said, and held the coin up to him, and held it up to the audience. “That’s yours to keep. Happy birthday, don’t spend it all at once!”

	“I wasn’t thinking of twenty pence,” said Tommy. “I was thinking of a pound.”

	I didn’t know what to say to that. And my brain was just starting to come up with a response, maybe tell him not to be so greedy, or make some joke about the recession, when his own hand shot out—and I thought the kid’s going to hit me, and I actually flinched—and he brushed my ear, and then he was holding out a pound coin to me, and then holding it out to his audience, and he was at last smiling.

	“Well done,” I said.

	“I had the coin concealed between my fingers,” he told me.

	“Yes, I know.”

	And then the smile was wider, and he made his hand into a fist, and then quickly opened it once more. “But who knows what I did with this,” he said. And there, lying on his outstretched palm, was a five pound note.

	I didn’t say anything.

	And nor did he for a moment. And then he stuffed the note into my shirt pocket. “Yours to keep, don’t spend it all at once.”

	“Right,” I said. “Thank you. That’s quite a trick. You should have my top hat, you deserve that!” And I gave him a little clap; no one joined in. “And you should look after the rabbit it came with,” I added, “he gets a little scared of cheeky young conjurors.”

	Tommy’s smile faded. No, not faded—it simply wasn’t there anymore, as if it had never been, as if it had only been an illusion, and his face was as dull and blank as before. He put the top hat on to his head. It was too big for him, he looked ridiculous, it sank down to his eyes. He took the stuffed rabbit. He made his way back to his friends.

	“Now you might think,” I said, “that I made a mistake there. Inviting Tommy up to do a trick with me. Being bested by an eight year old.”

	“Seven year old,” said Tommy. “My birthday’s not til Tuesday.”

	I ignored him. “But magicians don’t really make mistakes. Because we can always magic the mistakes away. Let me show you.” I took out a newspaper. “I like reading newspapers,” I said. “Good to see what’s going on in the world. But the paper’s so,”—and I ripped it—“oops, fragile.” I held up the newspaper, and the strip I’d torn from it. “Now, I could still read it. I suppose. It’s a bit annoying, but I can still make out what’s going on. But . . . ” And I tore the paper in half. And then into quarters. And then into eighths. “But by now it’s getting just a little more difficult. All my mistakes, they’re mounting up. How am I going to get the news now? I suppose I could watch it on the telly, ha! Or . . . ” And then, with a flourish, folding up all the pieces and then flipping them over, and displaying an entirely intact newspaper once more, “I could just use a bit of magic. I thank you!” Yes, I thanked them, even though no one in my audience was smiling, no one in my audience looked impressed.

	I didn’t care about the audience, though. Only about Tommy. I gave him a smile. I may even have raised an eyebrow. Well, what do you think?

	And, unsmiling as ever, he nodded. As if in acknowledgement I’d beaten him. And I felt I should say, not to worry, kid—the newspaper trick is classic sleight of hand, with a bit of practice you’ll get there—but I didn’t want to, I didn’t like the sod. And then he looked away from me, around at his friends—he seemed to fix his eyes upon one, then gave a single, final nod. And up stood another little boy, right at the back. He had ginger hair, he wore a T-shirt, he was just a kid, he was a kid.

	“What?” I said.

	And the ginger kid produced a newspaper. I don’t know where he’d got one from. I don’t know, maybe he’d been sitting with it all the time. He tore it, he tore it again, tore it down to scraps. He didn’t bother with the banter, he performed the whole act in twenty seconds. He held up the pieces for everyone to see (for me to see), his little child arms were full of them—and then he threw them, high up into the air, like confetti. . . . And down to the floor fell a television remote control.

	“I suppose we could just watch the news on the telly,” said Tommy.

	Next I produced a series of eggs from my mouth. I made my eyes pop, and my cheeks bulge out, kids always love that one. Tommy nodded at three of his friends, and they performed alongside me. I made a pack of cards levitate off the table. All around the room the kids made their ipods hover, their mobile phones, their computer games—“Are you all part of a magic group at school?” I asked, but they wouldn’t reply.

	I was sweating. I wish I had been wearing the hat. I could have blamed the hat. “For my next trick,” I said, “for my next trick,” and I wondered what my next trick might be, “for my next trick I’m going to need an assistant.” I pointed at the little girl.

	She was still sitting away from all the others. She was the only one who wasn’t performing magic. When I gestured towards her, she looked startled, as if she’d been caught out—as if she were surprised I could even see her, as if she’d been practising a trick all of her own, she’d made herself invisible and now I’d ruined the whole thing. For just a moment I regretted singling her out, I wished I could have let her hide again—but, no, she was the only one who wasn’t mocking me, and I felt a surge of affection for her, she was the only one who was on my side—or not on my side, maybe not, but she wasn’t against me, was she, she wasn’t against me, that was a definite plus. “Hello, sweetheart,” I said. “Would you mind helping me with a trick?”

	“She’s not part of this,” said Tommy.

	“Come up here, sweetheart,” I said. “What’s your name?”

	“She’s not invited to my party,” said Tommy. “She’s my sister, and it’s not her birthday, it’s mine.”

	“What’s your name?” I asked her.

	She looked so shy, properly shy, and I think she whispered something, and I don’t know what. I imagined it was a name, but I didn’t hear it, and I wasn’t going to put her through that again. “That’s a nice name. Would you like to help me with a bit of magic?”

	“This has nothing to do with her!” shouted Tommy. “You leave her alone!”

	“Oh, shut up. For Christ’s sake, shut up. Shut up, you little bastard.” And my cheeks were burning, this was it, I’d snapped, I’d let the hate show through. He’d heard what I’d said, they’d all heard it, they’d be calling out for their parents and they’d be making complaints, and that’d be it, the grown-ups would turn on me, the grown-ups would tell all the other grown-ups, they’d be no more bookings, the magic would be over, the grown-ups would never want me now. But Tommy didn’t call out. He didn’t run through the door and get his mummy. He just looked stunned, as if I’d slapped him hard across the face. He’d been rising to his feet to stop me as I walked towards his sister—now he wobbled, actually wobbled, and then just slumped back to the floor. I thought he might be about to cry.

	I was going to see the trick through. I smiled at the little girl. It was the sincerest smile I could muster. She tried to back away, but there was nowhere to back to.

	“It’s all right,” I said. “I’m not going to hurt you. No one’s ever going to hurt you. I just want you to pick a card.” I fanned the deck to her. “Any card you like.”
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	I don’t know exactly when I saw my first magician, but I was young enough that I thought the Great Marvello was his real name.

	He performed at a birthday party. It wasn’t my party. My parents didn’t throw me birthday parties. And if they ever had done, they wouldn’t have hired a conjuring act.

	“My name’s the Great Marvello,” he said. “But you can call me Great for short.” I remember that. That’s the first bit I remember. It made me laugh.

	For years afterwards I liked to imagine that the act had been good, but it probably hadn’t been, really; I’m guessing it was the usual staple of tricks: newspaper tearing, eggs in mouth, cards. And I don’t think the Great Marvello went down well, I have this memory of his performance being interrupted so that two or three of my classmates could be hauled home by their parents, they’d been playing with matches, I think. I didn’t get on that well with my classmates. I probably only went to the party in the first place so they wouldn’t beat me up.

	I watched the show, I sat right at the front, just like I did at school, and I loved it, and behind me I smelled sulphur. For years I thought that was the smell magic made. Even now, sometimes, when I go on stage, I like to imagine that there’s sulphur in the air, sometimes I almost believe it’s there.

	And I approached the Great Marvello at the end, as he was putting all his props away, and he recoiled from me as if I were going to stab him. And I told him that one day I was going to be a magician just like him, that it must be the best job in the world. “Good for you, kid,” he said.

	I told my parents the very same thing, and they indulged me, they bought me a magic kit for Christmas. Inside there were playing cards and rubber bands and metal hoops and a retractable wand. I studied the introduction booklet that came with them all, I studied it very hard. And in the playground I would perform my own magic shows, but it’s true what I say, children aren’t good audiences, they are fundamentally unsuited for magic. I did indeed get beaten up.

	I clung on to my dream. I’m not saying there weren’t other dreams along the way. Some days I’d want to be a train driver, or a rock star, or a superhero—but when these new passions faded, as most passions do, the magician would still be there, patiently waiting for me in the wings, hey, hey, remember me?

	I went to the careers officer at school. He wasn’t pleased. “That isn’t a proper job,” he said. He said that, I think, because he didn’t have a leaflet for it. “There’s no such thing as magic.” And what I didn’t say, because I wasn’t clever enough, or because I was too shy—I knew there wasn’t magic, even back then, I knew that life was just the same grind, and that there was nothing new in the world, all the magic tricks were just variations on a small number of routines that had been played out and honed over centuries—but that that was the important thing, that you were taking something that was old and familiar, and with all your practice and skill putting a fresh spin on it, you were misdirecting the audience into believing that the stale old shit you were selling them was something sparkly and crystal and new. Wasn’t that a good thing, really? Wasn’t that, in this day and age, a public service? But yeah, no, no, I didn’t say that.

	My parents weren’t pleased with me either. My mother said I was selling myself short. That I could do so much better if I only put my mind to it. “Look at me,” I said, “really, do you think I can do anything special, you think I can make any sort of difference?” Yes, she said, firmly, quietly, yes, yes, I could. “Then you’re an idiot.”

	She looked so hurt. I so wish I hadn’t said that now.

	Membership for the Magic Circle requires a nomination from two existing members; I didn’t know any magicians, but in fact that was the easy part, I just wrote to a couple, I got their names from the Yellow Pages, they said yes, they didn’t seem to care. I failed my first interview. I was told that my technical skills were competent enough, it was my patter that let me down, my patter lacked confidence. The next time I was interviewed I passed. I still wasn’t confident. But I had greater confidence in pretending to be confident. I got away with it.

	I asked my examiners if they knew of anyone called the Great Marvello. They said they didn’t. “Is that what you want to be called?” said one of them, doubtfully. I said no, I couldn’t be a Great Marvello, Marvello just isn’t me at all.
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	“Pick a card,” I said.

	I like card tricks. I like the purity of them. I know that audiences can be won over by the spectacle of the newspaper trick, and that of course spectacle has its uses. But I can’t help feel the more elaborate you make the con, the more superficial it really is. And there’s nothing superficial about the cards; when you play with them it’s just you, the magician, relying upon dexterity, and even upon the relationship that you have built up with them. The audience doesn’t matter anymore—you keep up the patter, you keep up the eye contact, but, really, the people, the stooges, they’re just window dressing—all that’s important is the cards and the dances they perform in your hands.

	“Pick a card,” I said to the little girl. “Any card you like. Take a look at it. Don’t let me see what it is. And then put it back in the pack.”

	The little girl hesitated.

	“It’s all right,” I assured her. “I’ll do all the actual magic. You can just relax and enjoy the ride.”

	The room was silent now, and I guessed that Tommy and his cohorts were watching me keenly—but I didn’t care, this wasn’t for them, this was nothing to do with them. The little girl took a card gingerly, as if she were afraid it might bite.

	“Have you seen it?” I asked. “Are you happy with it?”

	She nodded.

	“Then put it back into the pack.”

	She did so. I began to shuffle. “Now,” I said. “You keep that card in your head. Concentrate on it. And you think it right at me.”

	“The six of spades,” said Tommy.

	I couldn’t help it. I turned around. There he was, maybe ten feet away, still sitting down where I’d left him. But he no longer looked as if he were about to cry.

	“Don’t be silly,” I said.

	“Six of spades,” said Tommy, slowly, deliberately. I looked back at his sister. She nodded once more.

	“You don’t have to go along with this,” I told her. She looked up at me, those big eyes were upon me, and it seemed as if she were begging for something, but couldn’t find the words. Didn’t dare speak at all. 

	“Six of spades,” Tommy repeated, one last time. “Right?”

	The girl looked away from me, nodded again.

	“If you say so,” I said. “Fine. Okay. If you say so.” She must have heard the bitterness in my voice, she looked back up at me. She opened her mouth, just a little, in apology, maybe? I don’t know.

	“We’ll try it again,” I said. “Okay? Pick a card.” And the girl shook her head, just a little shake, I ignored it. “Come on, pick a card, any card.” I was more brusque perhaps than I’d intended. I fanned the pack out once more, I fanned it right in front of her stupid face. She took a card.

	“Three of clubs,” said another boy.

	The little girl looked shocked at this, I think, just for a moment, I think she had the decency to be shocked. Then, reluctantly, she held up her card for all to see. It was, indeed, the three of clubs.

	This second boy was nowhere near the girl either, he was next to that ginger git who’d done the newspaper trick, he couldn’t have seen the card, but he must have, that was it, that was all it could be. “Clever,” I said. I thrust the pack back at the little girl. “Pick another card, then,” I said. “Go on. Pick another. Pick another!”

	Unless, of course, the girl was a plant. That was it, she was telling her brother and his friends exactly what card she was holding, perhaps through predetermined gestures. No, simpler than that, they’d already agreed the cards in advance. “Pick another card, pick another card!” She wouldn’t. She wouldn’t take a card, she wouldn’t even look up at me, no matter how much I insisted, no matter that I think I began to shout. “All right,” I said. “Be on their side. That’s fine. I’ll do it myself.” So I fanned out the pack, I held it close, I picked a card, I didn’t show it to anyone, I kept it hidden.

	“Two of spades,” said a third boy.

	I fingered another.

	“Seven of hearts.”

	And another.

	“Jack of diamonds,” said four boys, all at once.

	My fingers prodded at the cards. Fast. Tapping the edges with my nail. “Eight of spades. Queen of spades. Five of hearts. Six of hearts.” Then faster still, and angrier too, stabbing the cards now, stabbing down on them hard, “Six of clubs. Nine of diamonds. Nine of diamonds. Ace of spades.” And now more boys were joining in, soon they all were, chanting in unison—and there was no triumph to their chanting, try to understand, it was like they were at school, it was like they were reciting their times tables, two nines are eighteen, three nines are twenty-seven, “Nine of hearts. Seven of spades. King of clubs,” and it was only Tommy who wasn’t chanting along, Tommy sitting there in the middle of them, unsmiling, his face so blank, Tommy beneath that ridiculous top hat far too big for him, he ought to have looked silly but he didn’t, I ought to be laughing but I wasn’t, he looked like a child pretending to be a grown-up, like a child becoming a grown-up—everyone chanting but Tommy and the little girl, I stole a look at the little girl, and she was beginning to cry. “How are you doing that?” I asked them, “why are you doing that?” I screamed, and I threw the cards at them, the whole pack, and they rained down to the floor, and everyone fell quiet.

	“We don’t like you,” said Tommy then. It was clear and so very precise. “And we don’t respect your work.”

	It was such a strange thing for a little boy to say, it sounded more like a review.

	“What next?” asked Tommy. “What are you planning to give us next?”

	I said, “Some balloon animals.”

	Tommy laughed mirthlessly. He got to his feet. He walked to me, slowly.

	“Don’t you have anything new to show us?”

	“But there isn’t anything new,” I said. “There’s nothing new. This is all there is. There’s nothing new under the sun.”

	Tommy seemed to think about this. He put his head on one side thoughtfully, in a parody of contemplation, the top hat slid somewhat over his face, it nearly fell off altogether. “I’ll show you something new,” he said.

	“Be my guest,” I said. I wanted it to come out haughty and sarcastic. I don’t think it did.

	“Did you mean what you said about your mother? That she’d rather you’d been a doctor?”

	I was surprised. “It’s just a gag,” I said.

	He nodded coolly. “Remember what happened to Houdini.” 

	“What?”

	But he didn’t reply, the conversation was over. He took off the top hat. He handed it to me—and then, as an afterthought, he changed his mind, he took it back, he reached inside, and pulled out a stuffed rabbit toy. And another one. He pulled out seven stuffed rabbits, one after the other, gave them to me, gave me the hat.

	“Very nice,” I said.

	“That,” said Tommy, “wasn’t the trick.”

	“Oh.”

	And Tommy closed his eyes then. He stretched out his arms, wiggled his fingers. He breathed in deeply through his nose, exhaled through the mouth, in again, out again. He opened the mouth wide, rolled his tongue slowly around it,

	And, at last, the other little boys were taking interest; they shuffled forwards to watch, and their eyes, I recognized the look in those eyes, the eyes were gleaming.

	The little girl turned away.

	Tommy opened his eyes. He was ready to begin.

	He didn’t say anything. He’s going to have to work on his patter, I thought.

	He didn’t do anything, not for the longest few seconds. He began to gnaw on his bottom lip, and his eyes looked frightened. They were the eyes of a seven year old who had been caught out before his friends, who after all really had nothing to give, who’d shot off his mouth and been trapped in a lie. And I thought, it’s over, even before it’s begun. He’d lost his nerve. I’d seen it happen to performers, oh, ten times his age, and pretty soon the audience would start laughing, or, worse, feel ashamed for him.

	He gnawed at his lip, and then he stopped, and he showed us what he’d done.

	He smiled. The smile revealed that he’d gnawed his bottom lip clean off.

	I looked for the lip, I’m sure we all did. Nowhere to be seen. It had vanished. I could only think he had swallowed it.

	He continued to smile. His bottom teeth now fully exposed to the roots, you could see where they stuck deep into the gum.

	“That’s . . . ” I said. That’s, what? Remarkable? Disgusting, what?

	And then Tommy held up his hand for silence. I was the only one to have broken it. I shut up.

	And he bit down again. This time into his chin.

	Deep into the chin too, you could see the skin yield and break under the force, you could see the teeth sink straight down like a spade through grass. He began to chew.

	There was no blood.

	And he chewed faster, as if he were enjoying the meal so much, as if his own flesh was the tastiest treat ever, oh, he couldn’t get enough of it! And he chewed further, right to the bottom of the chin, to areas his mouth could never have reached, surely?

	And there was no blood.

	He paused to smile at us again, and now that smile seemed to balance upon such a thin sliver of jaw, so precariously you’d have thought there wasn’t enough bone to support it, you’d have thought that the smile should have fallen off his face and straight on to the floor.

	And then, the smile tightened into a little ‘o’—this smile composed of just an upper lip and some exposed gum and pure white hungry teeth. He forced the ‘o’ upwards into a pucker, it looked as if he were trying to blow a kiss, but no one would want to kiss that face, not now.

	He puckered the mouth into a neat little funnel. He aimed it at his forehead. He breathed in deep.

	I could see his forehead quiver. 

	It quivered as if it were trying to resist the suction. It couldn’t, it couldn’t resist.

	And I heard, what? I thought I heard something crack. The bones, maybe? The skull as it was breaking, bending out of shape? But I might have just imagined that.

	And the top half of the head suddenly tipped downwards, as if released on a pivot, as if it were a swing door blown open in the wind. The forehead was now at a right angle to the bottom half of the face, the nose pointing straight at Tommy’s feet.

	It was the nose the mouth was now after. It made a little snap at it, missed. Tommy laughed, as if it were part of the game, as if in trying to escape the nose was just teasing him. Another snap, and the teeth gained purchase—and a gulp, and the tip was pulled into that gaping mouth—was it still a mouth, it seemed so much bigger now, it was a hole in the head, it was the head itself as everything caved in on it—another gulp, and the nose was in completely, the nose was lost, gone, and pulling in the forehead above it.

	It looked as if Tommy were kissing his own forehead.

	And still he chewed.

	There was, as I say, no blood.

	He chomped his way through the skin, he smacked what was left of his lips, this wasn’t quiet, this was too enthusiastic, this was the sound of a starving man gobbling down his final meal, there was (I think) belching.

	The tongue came out, and it was a long tongue, or maybe that’s just because there was nothing to conceal it any more, we could see it in all its full red glory. Tommy stopped munching for a moment. It was a relief, if just for the quiet—and then he let his tongue play over what remained of his cheeks. It reached an eye. It licked at the eye. Gave it a bath. Then straight in to the socket, as if it were an ice cream cone, it scooped the ice cream out and wolfed it down.

	One remaining eye winked as Tommy took a breather. He had to tip his head upwards so the eye was visible to us, he had to angle his mouth right at the ceiling to do it. So we couldn’t quite see the mouth, but I’m guessing that it was smiling right along to that cheery wink.

	It was nearly over now. There really wasn’t much left. One final effort. Tommy took a deep breath, he breathed in hard, and the rest of the skull distorted, it thinned, and he sucked it in like spaghetti.

	And all that was left was a mouth perched impossibly on top of a neck. And I think it gave me a final grin. And its teeth were gritted, and I knew what that meant from experience, I think in that grin there was hatred for its audience, for me.

	The whole act had taken just over three minutes. And a part of my brain thought, that’s too long, without patter or music to sustain the trick he’ll lose his audience—his technique is good, but he really needs better presentation. He’ll never get into the Magic Circle like that—but, really, that was only a very small part of what my brain was up to.

	Tommy’s body wobbled for a moment, then toppled over, crashed to the floor.

	I felt the most appalling urge to laugh.

	Silence. And then, the applause. Tommy’s playfellows began to clap long and hard, and I thought, that’s not fair, children never applaud.

	The little girl didn’t join in.

	I wanted to examine the body. I thought I might find, I don’t know. Hidden wires, maybe, or, or, or a secret compartment? But just as I thought to do this, all the boys got to their feet.

	The clapping stopped.

	They surrounded me.

	“What do you want?” I asked.

	They never told me. But together, as one, they began to chew on their lips.

	“No,” I said. “No.” But a part of me said yes, yes, now I can get to see the trick up close. And although I should have stopped it, I should have tried something, I didn’t, I couldn’t help myself, I stayed to watch as the thirteen little boys stood before me and ate their own heads.

	The little girl looked ever so sad.

	“I’m sure it’ll all be all right,” I said to her. 

	And then I admit it, I ran.

	I didn’t stop to explain to Tommy’s mother. I supposed she’d find out for herself all in good time.
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	There are many stories of the death of Houdini. One says that he drowned during an escapology act. They turned it into a movie; Tony Curtis played Houdini, looking suitably heroic and damp. Another story says he was poisoned by rival magicians jealous of his fame and skill. Houdini spent his life trading off mystery and intrigue. How appropriate, then, that the mysteries continue even as he dies—I imagine Houdini would have appreciated it!

	Actually, Houdini may not have appreciated it at all. Maybe, right at the end, all he’d have wanted was some fucking clarity to his life. I don’t know. How should I know? I’m not Houdini. I’ll never be a Houdini. Don’t compare me to Houdini, what’s the use of that, don’t talk to me about Houdini.

	There’s another story, and I think this might be the truth, because there’s no glamour to it, no pizzazz. And it relates the final conversation Houdini had with his doctor. And how the great illusionist lamented that he hadn’t been a doctor too. The doctor was surprised; “But Mr. Houdini,” he said, “you have given so much pleasure to the world. You have entertained so many people.” “That may be true,” said Houdini. “But you’re the one who is genuinely helping them, and making their lives better. Whereas all I do, and all I’ve ever done, is fake.”

	And, of course, I’m aware of the irony to this, that Houdini may have been right—but, even so, history has remembered Houdini, and it’s forgotten the name of this doctor.

	That night I couldn’t sleep. I read old magic books, lives of the great magicians. I tried to lose myself in articles giving new insight into stage techniques. I tried to recall why I’d wanted this job in the first place. And I lay in bed, mulling over all I’d seen, trying to work out how the trick had been done.

	I wondered how they’d done it without spilling any blood.
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	Last Thursday I got a call from Sally. I hadn’t seen her for a week or three, I needed some time to myself. She sounded nervous, and a little cross. I hate it when women get cross.

	“Were you ever going to phone me again? Or, what, have you just dumped me?”

	I assured her I hadn’t dumped her.

	“Oh,” she said. “Well. That’s all right then.”

	I told her I’d had a lot on my mind recently. She apologized. She said she had had too.

	“Can we go out?” she asked, and she sounded perky again, quite like her old self. “My treat to make it up to you. A Mexican, we like Mexican, don’t we?”

	“Sure,” I said.

	“When?” she asked.

	“Oh, I don’t know.”

	“Tonight?”

	“Tonight? I’m a bit busy tonight.”

	“What are you doing tonight?” she asked, and the truth was, I couldn’t think of anything.

	“Let’s get chimichangas,” she said.

	“All right. Do you want to meet at the restaurant? We could meet at the restaurant. Let’s meet there.”

	“Come and pick me up,” said Sally. “Half seven, okay?”

	At half past seven I rang the doorbell and my heart was beating fast and my heart was in my mouth and I felt a little sick. I hoped Sally would be the one that answered. I hoped it was Sally’s figure I could now see behind the frosted glass, the one coming ever closer, now reaching for the door knob, now pulling the door open, I hoped it was Sally, but I could see the figure was too small and too thin and I wanted to run.

	“Hello,” I said to Abigail. “I’ve come to see your mummy. Is your mummy in?”

	Abigail didn’t say a word. She stood back so I could come in.

	“Is that you, darling?” I heard Sally call from upstairs.

	“Yes,” I called back. I sounded cheery, I was surprised at how cheery I could sound.

	“I’ll be down in a minute,” said Sally. “I’m just putting my face on.”

	“Shall I come up?”

	“I’ll be down in a minute.”

	I went to the kitchen. Abigail followed me in. So I left the kitchen, I went into the sitting room. She was right there behind me.

	I tried to be nice. “So. Abigail. How’s school?”

	She just stared at me.

	I turned away, even hoped she’d have gone by the time I looked back. She hadn’t.

	“Must be summer holidays soon,” I said. Though it was May. “You must be looking forward to that. Summer holidays!”

	Nothing.

	And I didn’t know what to do, I reached out, I took a coin from behind Abigail’s ear.

	“What’s that doing there! That’s for you. That’s all yours, sweetheart. But, you know, don’t spend it all at once!” And I smiled.

	“I don’t like you,” said Abigail.

	“Oh,” I said.

	“I don’t like you, and I don’t respect your work.”

	The judgment sort of hung in the air between us.

	“What did you say? Why did you say that?”

	And only then did Abigail make to leave.

	“Not so fast,” I said. “Not so fast, I’m speaking to you, you don’t . . .  you don’t get to go, not when . . .  when a grown-up asks you a question, hey, I’m your elder and better.”

	And I took her by the shoulders.

	“Look at me,” I said. “I’m talking to you!” I had her by the shoulders, and it was hard, my fingers dug in, I think it was too hard.

	And she did look at me. And she smiled. And very slowly, she stuck out her tongue. Just the tip of it. And licked her bottom lip, left to right, then back again.

	I released her.

	“We should go,” said Sally. She was standing in the doorway. I don’t know how long she’d been there. She looked very nice, all that make-up, she’d put in some effort.

	“I’m sorry,” I said, and I was looking at Abigail, but I was speaking to Sally, “I didn’t mean to . . . ”

	“We should go,” said Sally, “now,” and she took my hand, and she was strong, she pulled me towards the door.

	We left the house. We got to the car. We sat inside. “Listen,” I said, “I should explain . . . ”

	But she held on to me. “Let’s go and eat Mexican,” she said. “I’m dying for Mexican. And after that, we can make love. Yeah? We can make love all night. Can I come to yours? Can I stay at yours? Let’s go to yours, where we can be all on our own, and we can make love and never stop.”

	“But what about your daughter?” I asked.

	“What about her?”
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	Once in a while, if I were feeling nostalgic, or if I’d had too much to drink, I’d sit in the members bar of the Magic Circle and ask about the Great Marvello. And one time, just this one time, someone had heard of him.

	“Oh yes,” said an old man. “He’s long retired now. Didn’t have the staying power.”

	A few of us had been talking about how we’d got into magic, and I’d heard a series of tales, all increasingly more elaborate and fantastical. Magicians always do this, they’re liars, you can never trust any of them. So when the man spoke up, I didn’t necessarily believe him.

	“Real name was Arthur Travis.” Then he thought. “Or Arthur Davenport. Definitely Arthur, though.”

	I asked him whether he’d known the Great Marvello well, and the old conjuror shrugged expansively, and said, “Who knows anybody?”

	The next weekend I went down to the town I’d lived in as a boy. I hadn’t returned since my mother died. It was just the same, a little smaller, maybe. I went to the library. I’d decided that Marvello had probably been local to the area, you never travel far for children’s parties, the money isn’t good enough. I looked through the phone directory. I photocopied the pages for Arthur Travis and A Travis and Arthur Davenport and A Davenport. There were two hundred and twelve numbers in all.

	It became a hobby. If I had nothing better to do, if there was nothing on the television, if I’d finished my card practice for the day, I’d phone a number from the list. And then cross it off.

	One evening I got lucky. “Hello,” I said. “I was looking for the A Davenport who used to perform under the name The Great Marvello.”

	There was a pause, and a woman said, “What do you want with him?”

	I nearly dropped the receiver. “You mean, he’s there? He’s still alive?”

	“Yes, he’s alive. This is his daughter. Who is this, please?”

	I’d never quite got as far enough to think of what to say should I actually find him. “I’m a magician,” I said. “Just like your father. And the reason I do it, well, it’s because of your father. I saw him when I was a boy, and I spoke to him, and he encouraged me, he said nice things. And he was really good, you see, gifted, that’s why I wanted to become one in the first place. And I did, I’m a magician.”

	“What is it you want?”

	“I don’t know. To tell him that he made a difference. That he changed my life. That he was great, I mean, really great, as in the Great Marvello, ha!”

	“I’m afraid he’s not in right now.”

	“Oh, I see.”

	“But I’ll tell him you called.”

	“Please. And you’ll tell him I became a magician because of him, won’t you?”

	“Do you like being a magician?” she asked, suddenly.

	“Oh. Yes. Very much.”

	“Good.”

	“It’s all I can do now, anyway! I’m not good for anything else!”

	“I’ll tell him.”

	“Let me give you my phone number,” I said, and I did.

	“Okay.”

	“Have you got it?”

	“Yes.”

	“Because I’d love to tell him in person.”

	“Okay.”

	“Thank you,” I said. “And, you know. Thank him!”

	I didn’t leave the house for three whole days, for fear I might miss the Great Marvello when he called back.

	I should add that all this happened years ago, when I was kinder, and cared, and magic still seemed something innocent.
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	I still don’t know why she visited me, and when I first saw her standing on the lawn I thought I must be dreaming; I hadn’t slept well since the birthday party, it had been several nights now with no rest; and once in a while I’d get up, I’d potter around the house, put on some music, turn on the TV, look out of a window—and it was whilst I was looking out of the bedroom window that I saw her. And I thought, I’m not pottering, I must be asleep!—and I was so relieved I was sleeping at last I actually felt grateful, I waved down at the little girl, I wasn’t frightened at all.

	She didn’t wave back. But she was looking at me, she was looking right up at me.

	And I realized I wasn’t asleep, this wasn’t a dream. The little girl really was there, right in the middle of my garden, at three o’clock in the morning. I could see her face clearly, and that bothered me, because it was pitch black out there—but she was wearing a white nightie, and I thought that maybe that was what made her light up, I don’t know.

	We looked at each other for a long time. I recognized her, of course, and I didn’t want a little girl in my garden, I didn’t know how that would look to the neighbours. I wanted her to go away. And then, at long last, I got my wish, and without even the slightest gesture of acknowledgement she turned around, she started to walk—and immediately the garden grew darker and she was lost within the blackness—and I hammered on the window, I called out, “No! Stop! Wait!”

	I hurried downstairs, I opened the back door.

	She was waiting for me.

	“What are you doing out there?” I asked. “Does your mother know you’re out? Quick, come in, you’ll catch cold.” And the sort of things you’d say to kids when you want to sound like a responsible adult.

	Her nightie was damp, and her feet bare and wet.

	“Are you all right?” I asked. “It’s okay. It’s all okay. Look. I’ll get dressed, okay? I’ll take you back to your Mum’s. I’ll drive you home, did you get lost?”

	She shook her head at that.

	“How did you find me?” I asked. But she just stared, and she looked so sad.

	“Let’s get you some milk. Would you like milk, or orange juice?” I opened the fridge. “There’s juice too. What’s your name again, sweetheart?” And she mumbled something I couldn’t catch, and I didn’t like to ask again. I poured her some milk. She took it from me, and sipped at it, and when she took the glass away from her lips it had left her with a little white moustache. 

	“Is your brother all right?” I asked. “Did Tommy come back?”

	She nodded. She began to shake.

	“You’re cold,” I said. “It’s okay. You sit down. You’re cold, I’ll get you something, put this around you.” I gave her a tea towel, I draped it around her shoulders.

	“That was quite a trick Tommy played,” I said. “Do you know how he did it?”

	She sipped at her milk again, and this time wiped away the moustache with the back of her hand.

	I’d always hoped that one day a child would search me out. That, at the end of a gig, one little kid would come up to me, just as I had done to the Great Marvello, and say thank you, and say that I’d inspired him, and that he wanted to be a magician too. But not her brother, no, not someone like Tommy—no, someone like me, someone who was nice and kind and meant well (because I did once, I did). Someone like this little girl.

	“Do you like magic?” I asked her. “Do you want to be a magician some day?”

	No answer to that.

	“I could teach you,” I said.

	Still no answer, but it wasn’t a no.

	“My name’s not really the Great Miraculoso,” I told her. “It’s Steve.”

	She was crying.

	“Hey, it’s okay. I’ll get you home. I’ll get you home safe.”

	The tears were pouring down her face, but the little girl, she didn’t make a sound.

	“Hey. It’s okay. I wouldn’t lie to you. I don’t lie.”

	And then she began to nibble at her bottom lip, and I didn’t even realize what she was doing at first—she had none of the confidence of the boys at the party, she looked so scared, and so trapped. “Hey,” I said, and there appeared on her chin a tiny ribbon of blood, and downwards it trickled, and I thought, no, there shouldn’t be blood, you must be doing it wrong, you’re doing it all wrong. And still she cried, and it wasn’t for the pain, I could see that, and still she nibbled, no, chewing now, the bites became bigger, “Hey,” I said, “it’s okay.” And I wanted to put my arms around her, give her some little bit of comfort, but I didn’t know whether that was appropriate, you have to be so careful working with children. And on she bit, and out came more tears, out came more blood, and I pulled her close to me, I felt the gleaming white nightie tickle through my pyjamas, I hugged her tight, I hugged her hard as she chewed and she bit and she swallowed.
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	The voices of the future are being silenced. That’s what the Prime Minister said today in a statement.

	He looked duly solemn, of course, but we didn’t buy it, the public; we know that he still has a teenage son and a teenage daughter, and they’re both intact; we know, that for all his fine words of regret, he’s just relieved nothing’s happened to them.

	No one took it seriously at first. It was a gag, a trick. Children in schoolrooms, playgrounds, at the dinner table, suddenly eating their own heads off. But it spread. Whatever it is, whether it’s just the latest fad, like skateboarding, or the Spice Girls, or whether it’s a genuine plague, that the young are being infected in some way, that there’s a head-eating virus being passed around like verucas and the common cold.

	We asked the children, of course, but the children weren’t telling. The children had nothing to say to us any more.

	The sensation was confined to Britain for a little while, but then outbreaks were reported all over Europe, in America, Japan. There was news footage from Africa, showing us all the starving children there, all ribs and horseflies buzzing, and we saw how had clearly got tired of bowls of rice and handouts from the UN, they were chewing through their own faces instead.

	I’m still not convinced it isn’t a magic trick. The little girl, the one who decapitated herself in my kitchen, she told me that her brother had come back. He’d come back. Why would she lie?

	I had to dispose of her body all by myself. And this time there was a lot of blood.

	Sally stays with me every night. In fact, recently, she’s barely left my flat. Sometimes we make love, but most nights we just sit up watching movies together, most nights she sleeps on the couch. We don’t talk much. I’m annoyed by it. I didn’t want her moving in, I didn’t want a proper girlfriend, but she’s not going anywhere. Once in a while I might bring up her daughter. “Maybe Abigail isn’t dead,” I say. “Maybe you should pop around and check. She’s only six, after all.” The last time I raised the subject she stormed off and locked herself in the bathroom for three hours, I’m not sure I’ll bother again.

	And no one can understand it, that’s what I keep hearing on the news, they talk of the tragedy, the waste, the voices of the future, blah blah blah, and on, and on. It’s inexplicable, they say. And I think, you’ve just forgotten what it’s like to be children.

	Because I was a voice of the future once, and so were you. Look at us now. Go on. It’s hard to credit! But we were the nation’s hopes; we were presented the entire world by our parents, and told that one day it would be ours, that we would change history, that we could change everything. That that was the magic of it. But like all magic, it’s just a trick. It’s a trick. I think what’s happened is, the kids have seen through the illusion. I think, at last, they’ve opted out.

	The voices of the future are silenced. But maybe they simply had nothing to say.

	They tell us that the epidemic is easing off. That fewer children are eating themselves each day. That no more than fifteen per cent of the child population worldwide has been affected anyway, we mustn’t exaggerate the problem. And maybe that’s true. I see lots of kids still out there, there are tons of them. But I look in their faces and they’re so bland and puddingy, I don’t think I’m looking at the cure finders for AIDS, I doubt there’s a single prime minister amongst them. 

	Oh, yes, I still get bookings. By mothers and fathers who are desperate to prove that nothing is wrong, nothing has changed. Their little Jimmy or Jenny or John may not have spoken in weeks, but that’s okay, put that aside, it’s their birthday! Their birthday has rolled right round again, and there’ll be presents and cake for them, there’ll be parties. Let’s bring the magician to the party, let’s see if he can entertain the kids. And whenever I stand out front and perform, I know that the odds are at least three or four of the kids will get so bored they’ll resort to eating their heads. I try not to look, it throws me off my stride. 

	So the Government can feed me as many statistics as they like, the crisis is passing, yes, of course, if they say so, of course. But I know what I see, I’m there, I’m at the front line, I see what’s going on.

	And I try not to look, but I still want to know how the trick is done.

	And I think of what the little girl said, that her brother came back. What did she mean by that?

	I’ll do the newspaper trick and the one with the eggs and I’ll get out my cards and let them dance in my hands. The children look indifferent, they never applaud, but then, I’m used to that, I never expected them to. And sometimes, I can’t help it. I’ll stop my patter, I’ll stop it dead. I’ll stop talking so I can give my bottom lip a nibble, I’ll bite right down hard and chew. And I can taste the blood in my mouth, the blood is flowing, and I think to myself, I must be doing it wrong.


	
	

	THE GIRL FROM 
IPANEMA


	I didn’t even like Mrs. Saras at the beginning, and I certainly didn’t want to have sex with her. I cannot pretend that when I met her I was in any way expert at the wiles of Brazilian women; I had been in the country only a day, and half of that had been spent jetlagged. But the representative for Mr. Saras sent to welcome me at the airport (a woman) had kissed me on both cheeks, and the personal assistant who accompanied Saras to that first lunch meeting (also a woman) had done the same. I was of half a mind to dislike the familiarity, this invasion of my body space, this pretence of intimacy, but instead I decided I would indulge it. That when in Brazil, I would do as the Brazilians did. And so when Saras invited me out for a meal that second evening, and there with such great ceremony presented me to his wife, even giving a little bow of introduction, I fancied myself going quite native; I eschewed the handshake of time-honoured tradition, instead I fairly lunged at her with my lips puckered. And she recoiled. She actually recoiled. She wrinkled up her nose as if I were a bad smell. And she shot a glance at her husband, and he gave her a nod, and I could see she was asking permission—is it quite in order I should respond to this pasty Englishman making free with my cheekbones—or, worse—do I really have to put up with him at all? And at his nod she sighed, she smoothed away that expression of recoil; she fixed on a mask of weary acceptance; she stuck out one cheek in my general direction. And I didn’t want to kiss it now. For God’s sake. I hadn’t wanted to kiss it in the first place.

	Because, as I say, I didn’t like Mrs. Saras at first, and even the very concept of fuckery vis a vis her and me hadn’t even begun to permeate the wildest imaginings of my mind. She wasn’t pretty. Her hair was pulled back too severely, so it was tight against her skull, so it seemed like an off-blonde bruise on the skull itself. Her eyes were flat. Her breasts flat. Her nose bulbous, the nostrils seemed caught in constant flare. And she was scarred, definitely scarred; three thin scars crisscrossed her cheeks turning her face into a crude map. I wondered what Saras was doing with her—he who had Brazil in his pocket, he who could have had anyone—and yes, she was young, she was half his age, she was half my age come to that, so she might have been a quarter his age, I can see the appeal of youth, but couldn’t he do better, surely he could do better. And, some time later in the evening, as she leaned forward to accept a light for her cigarette, a courtesy I should add to which she showed not the slightest hint of gratitude, I could see lit up in the sudden glare a faint moustache balanced on her upper lip—faint, as I say, but furry, and masculine, and unarguably unrelentingly there. Over my brief association with Saras I had occasion to doubt the man and his motives—but it was then—what was he doing married to a dog like this?—then, and only then, that I truly doubted Saras’ mind too. His wife was really that plain.

	I’m a man who does not spend too much time looking at women and wondering whether they would be worth having sex with—I save all fantasies of fuckery for when I’m bored. And I wasn’t bored that evening; the wine was plentiful, Saras was being witty; I was on my best behaviour. So the violence of my rejection of the wife quite surprised me, since I hadn’t even begun to contemplate sexual congress of any nature with anyone at any point—and when my brain spoke up to me I tried to shush it down, its concern was quite unnecessary—don’t fuck her, it said, a non-sequitur popping up in the middle of a conversation about royalty payments—this Mrs. Saras, the brain said quite distinctly, she is not a woman with whom you want to fuck.

	Back to that first kiss. Back to where I left Mrs. Saras, with her cheek poked out so rudely toward me. And I let her wait, I did. Because I was damned if I was going to humiliate myself. I was damned if here in public, watched by the representative from the airport (pretty) and the personal assistant (prettier), gawped at by all Saras’ hangers-on and chucklehounds and suck-ups (and all of them still prettier than Mrs. Saras)—yes, I was damned to hell if I would take this surly scar-faced nostril-flared rebuff on the chin. I considered offering her a handshake after all. I nearly did it. That, I thought, would be the perfect put-down—my refusal of her, a demonstration that I was still the man, that I still had the real power.

	But, I thought, I didn’t have any power, did I? That’s what I had to consider. (And consider quickly, because they were all still waiting, all still watching.) I had been briefed about Saras. I was warned he was temperamental, he was an artist, he distrusted the ways of the businessman, that he would try to play games. And as Mr. Gladwell had told me when he assigned me the contract, my task in Rio de Janeiro was very simple—get Saras to sign his work to us, do what he asks, keep to the budget agreed, but anything beyond that, anything that might make him happy, that is up for grabs. I had to consider whether a public slight against his wife, no matter how great the provocation, would really be in the best interests of Gladwell, Green and Grant. By now everyone was watching, even those outside our party, those on other tables; there were giggles. I’d tried to kiss her, she’d pulled away—she’d offered a kiss in return, I’d pulled away too. For that moment it still looked witty almost, almost a little dance, a tease—and I looked at Saras and I could see he was amused by it. But the window for polite amusement was closing fast, the great open plains of blunt offence were stretching out before me. So I suppressed the handshake. I swallowed my pride. I leaned forward. She leaned forward to me. We collided.

	I kissed her on both cheeks. I aimed my mouth straight at those ugly scars. I kissed them very faintly, there was hardly any pressure at all, there was certainly no muscle movement. Not on my part anyway, I kept my lips quite rigid, and if there was a flexing of the cheeks on her end I wasn’t able to feel it and was besides standing too close to see. There was a smattering of applause, even, and Saras looked delighted by the fun. Mrs. Saras didn’t. And her cheeks had felt a little like paper, like tissue paper, something that might tear.

	“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said then, “and a great honour to be in your beautiful country.”

	“Don’t bother,” said Saras. “Her English is dreadful.” And more laughter from him. And from her, those flat eyes came to life just for an instant, they flashed at me, angry. And she turned from me. And I was dismissed.

	I should say now. I’m not sure what this story is. I’m not sure whether this even is a story. Whether I understood much of what happened those few days I spent with the Sarases in Rio de Janeiro, and it’ll be up to wiser heads than mine to read this account and work out what is relevant. If there is any relevance to be found. But what it isn’t, I stress, is a confession, not of any kind; I don’t pretend that I covered myself with glory whilst in Brazil, nor that I ever had the best of intentions, but I am quite adamant that there is nothing that I did or said that made any material difference to the events at large. I must insist on that. If you are reading this narrative, you must do so on that understanding, I am offering information only, not excuses, and if you won’t understand that, if you refuse to take my word for it, if you refuse to accept my sincerity, then I would rather you stopped reading right now. Whatever may have been in my head, I did nothing wrong. (Save for one little thing I said, one lie, and for that alone I have some regret.) I do not know what happened to Miguel Saras. I am not responsible. I deny any responsibility. It wasn’t me. It wasn’t me.
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	I always understood, of course, that things began to go wrong with the Saras negotiations from that moment I met his wife. And I supposed at the time that was down to jealousy, a simple defensive reaction of an old man. But now I think that was wrong. That the assumption on my part was arrogant, that my interest in his wife and her interest in me could have made the slightest difference to him. Saras knew what he was doing, and I think introducing me to Mrs. Saras was the point at which his games began. Who can say what is going on in the head of a genius?

	Because Miguel Saras was undeniably a genius. Even if you didn’t appreciate his art, then his talent for reinventing himself had something extraordinary about it. He’d started out in the fifties with paintings, and in his juvenilia you can see the influence of Picasso; indeed, it was that influence that at first so blinded western commentators to his own skills—if you’re going to want someone with a third eye, if you’re going to look at some South American Guernica, why not simply look at the original? But at home he found his audience, and they followed him. They followed him into sculpture, big sexless stone men standing by neutered and impassive as they’re raped by female devils with mad faces and fanged mouths and their genitals all on fire. He experimented with cubism, and with neo-cubism, and then developed a form that pushed neo-cubism into strange new areas that caused controversy; Saras was declared a fraud, declared an anarchist, declared at least an idiot—and in the late seventies Saras had just laughed at his critics, then gathered together all his neo-neo-cubist works in a big exhibition at Sao Paulo, gave a blunt public statement saying they were shit, and set fire to the lot of them—this, he said, was the real point of them, this had always been the plan. Arguably, this was his first venture into performance art, and from there he moved into video art, and from there into graffiti art. In one single week of celebration, his own private carnival, he spray painted every single building within a one mile radius of his Rio de Janeiro mansion, the eligibility of the buildings determined methodically with a map and a protractor, and he painted on to the walls and doors and windows all the images he felt inspired by—numbers, letters, impossible constructs of optical illusions bleeding down the bricks, zodiac symbols, Sanskrit symbols, traffic sign symbols, chiaroscuros of himself grinning cheekily whilst being flagellated by shadows, flowers, fingers, footballs, his own face superimposed on any number of animals or human body parts: fish, crabs, eyes, tongues, monkeys, goats, penises, severed heads, dogs.

	And he’d survived; he’d survived President Vargas shooting himself, he’d survived the military juntas, the tanks on the streets, he’d survived the demonstrations and the cautious return to democracy. He’d seemed not to notice the ever-fluxing fortunes of Brazil, his art was unaffected by it, and yet its very waywardness seemed to symbolize Brazil, to give it a voice in spite of itself. And for all the dictators’ fears of the untamed, for all the people cried out not for art but for stability and freedom and some little self-respect, they all embraced Saras—Saras was the soul of their nation, Brazil’s power, its unpredictability, its madness and its angry beauty. And Saras, his face known to all, his famous sneer printed on stamps, on T-shirts, on magazine covers, tattooed on to a hundred thousand Brazilian torsos and counting, Saras didn’t seem to give a jot. He stood apart from it all. He lived his art, he ignored the rest. And the money poured in.

	That was in Brazil, of course. They do things differently there. If anyone thought to graffiti on my front door, I’d have the police on to him. I respected Saras’ work, but didn’t much care for it. It was all too spicy for me, and I like my art the way I like my food—solid, identifiable, and unlikely to return on me later in the evening. Gladwell confided in me that he didn’t much like Saras’ work either, but personal opinions didn’t enter into it, of course. Though there had never been much emotional interest in Saras outside his home country, there was an intellectual interest around the world, and it was to the intellectuals that the new exhibition in London would appeal. It would be a major retrospective of his career, putting examples of all his different styles and media under one roof; it had never been done before, if Saras’ art changed direction he seemed to reject his previous works so completely it was as if they were the products of a rival artist. There would be many attempts in the art houses of the world to acknowledge his eightieth birthday the following year; let ours be the major one, the one endorsed by Saras himself—and, as Gladwell put it—for once, let’s fuck over the Guggenheim, they got their fingers into everything.

	I was rarely used for the foreign negotiations; my language skills are, at best, halting. I pointed out to Gladwell that I couldn’t speak Spanish. Gladwell told me that they don’t speak Spanish in Brazil, they speak Portuguese. I pointed out to Gladwell that I couldn’t speak Portuguese either. Gladwell explained that this would be an advantage; Saras didn’t want to negotiate with any buyer who spoke his language, it flattered his ego to demonstrate just how perfect his English was. And this would all be about flattering his ego. “He’ll put up a bit of a fight, for show’s sake,” said Gladwell, “he’s a superstar, he doesn’t need our exhibition. But make no mistake. He’s a superstar in Brazil. It must rankle that he’s never made such an impression anywhere else. It’s the end of his life now, he must know this’ll be the last chance he’ll get. Flatter his ego, make him feel he’s doing us the favour, and he’ll come to us nice and cheap with his tail wagging.”

	That was what Gladwell believed, and there seemed a certain sense to that at the time.

	My wife checked the weather conditions in Rio de Janeiro, and had my suitcase packed with the right clothes, formal and not quite so formal, laundered and neatly ironed. And on the flight I looked in my hand luggage and, yes, there she’d enclosed both a Portuguese phrase book and a travel guide to Brazil. I whiled away an hour or two practising a few words—‘obrigado,’ ‘por favor,’ ‘este e o caminho para . . .  ?’ On the pages of the guide book she had fixed post-it notes to get my attention—yellow for things she recommended, red for those she disapproved of. A warning about the street crime around ATM machines earned a red sticker, as did a little article about easy hedonism. One of the few yellow approved passages showed a picture of Christ the Redeemer, some giant statue of Jesus with his arms out on top of a big hill. At last I put the book away. On the front cover there it was, the statue, Jesus overlooking the city from on high, his arms spread wide as if he were playing at aeroplanes.

	I stayed focused for the eleven hour flight to Sao Paulo. It was only on the one hour connecting flight to Rio de Janeiro that I began to fall drowsy, much to my annoyance, and that was why when Saras’ representative greeted me after immigration with cheek kissing that I was so uncharacteristically flustered. She said she’d take me to my hotel. But first she would take me to meet Mr. Saras. Mr. Saras, she said, was very excited to see me.

	I recognized Saras at once, of course, but he still wasn’t what I was expecting. You could see how that mouth could be turned into a sneer, but for now it was all smiles, and he greeted me like a long lost friend, he rose from his table and gave me a hug. He was smaller than I expected, but he stood confident as if he were tall, as if he thought he were tall and no one had told him he wasn’t, he didn’t shrink into himself or hunch his shoulders the way old men sometimes do—he may have been nearing eighty, but I’d have taken him for sixty-five, and his brown beard had only flecks of grey in, and I wondered whether he had it dyed. He asked me about the flight, he asked me if he could order me any food, anything I wanted, I must be hungry—he said that business class travel might pride itself upon the quality of its meals, but they still left him feeling gassy and bilious. (I didn’t tell him Gladwell had only flown me economy; I didn’t tell him that I wanted any food. I didn’t want either first impression I made to suggest I was either cheap or greedy.) He complimented me on my little attempts at Portuguese when I spoke to the waiter, told me I’d got the accent just right—and I looked for any sign of sarcasm but he sounded sincere enough; “Some foreigners find Brazil a little dangerous, I think,” said Saras, “but you have no need to worry, you’ll blend right in, you seem like a native already!” I didn’t feel like a native, sweaty in my business suit, still woozy from the flight, but I thanked him with the best accent I could muster. “Obrigado,” I said. “You’re welcome,” he said, and smiled with perfect white teeth.

	And then he frowned, and it was a frown of concern. “Forgive me,” he said, “I can see you’re very tired. You must go back to your hotel and rest. There will be much opportunity for us later to talk. I do not anticipate any difficulty with our negotiations, I was just eager to see you. Take the day to relax, and we can have dinner tomorrow? I have a favourite restaurant in Santa Tereza, I will send the car for you. You will like it, I think.” He stood up, and I did the same, and he shook my hand. “And I’ll introduce you to my wife.”

	Santa Tereza was a little town up in the mountains; it was the artistic hub of the city, and as I stepped out of the car I could already see all the long haired hippy types spilling out from tavernas too small to contain them, smell their alcohol, smell their dope. And Miguel Saras was the king of them, standing right at their centre, this proud old man with his court of young fools, letting them stand in his shadow, letting them laugh at his jokes, drinking his wine and drinking in his genius. When he saw me he came straight over, he broke a path through them without a second thought, some of them got elbowed aside and smiled with delight as if it had been a blessing. “My friend!” he said, and clasped my hands. “I shall take such care of you tonight. I shall make sure you meet everybody!”

	And it seemed that I did. There was much hugging, much kissing of cheeks, and Mrs. Saras was the only failure, the only hiccup in the social whirl. But I began to feel as the parade of youths went ever on, as they beamed at me so enthusiastically whilst I told them how much I was enjoying Brazil, how different it was to England, how happy they must be here, that their expressions of intent were becoming ever more extreme—they would laugh uproariously at my jokes that really weren’t jokes at all, they would hang on to every platitudinous word I uttered with eyeblazing fascination, nod in delight, then turn away and laugh. And it was the turning away that bothered me, the fact that the laugh was meant to be something private. “Our business here won’t take long!” said Saras to me, but it was like a pronouncement, and everyone shut up and listened. “My new friend from England, we have such a simple thing to discuss. And then he will be free to enjoy the best that Brazil can provide!” More laughter all round, more wide-eyed enthusiasm, those eyes so wide they looked ready to pop out of their skulls. “So,” Saras said to me, looking at me full in the face at last, “this freedom, what will you do with it?”

	And it suddenly felt like a test. Saras waited for my answer. His minions, they waited for my answer.

	I tried to remember the guide book, the bits highlighted with yellow post-it notes. “There are some good parks here,” I said.

	“The Botanic Gardens are excellent,” agreed Saras.

	“And there are museums.”

	“There are always museums.”

	“And I might pop up to see Christ the Redeemer,” I ventured. “That looks very good.”

	“Oh, it is,” said Saras, “it is very good. Yes. You must see that. All the tourists must see that. You must see it, tick it off the list.” And he laughed. “It’s a remarkable achievement,” he said, “one of the seven wonders of the world, did you know? And the only wonder in Brazil.” And he laughed. “Standing up there on a seven hundred metre mountain, arms open wide, Christ looking down on us, we are all under his protection, we all feel safe.” And he laughed, and he laughed. “You must go to Christ! And maybe, maybe I will come with you!” And everyone laughed with him.

	One of his disciples brought me a mug to drink from; it smelled meaty, and it was steaming. “This is our national dish,” said Saras, “this is feijoada. You must try it. Try it, and you will be a Brazilian.” I sipped at it. It was like drinking gravy, it was like the contents of a steak and kidney pie mashed up and liquefied in a blender. “You must try it,” said Saras, so I drank it down like a good boy, and managed not to baulk as the thick black gloop became progressively more chewy.

	I hadn’t seen Mrs. Saras for a while, maybe not for a couple of hours—it was hard to work out how much time had passed. And she wasn’t part of that swell of bodies around me, around Saras—and Saras didn’t want her near, didn’t speak to her again once we’d had that introduction. I thought maybe she’d gone home. I hoped she had. But now there was a plucking at my sleeve, and I turned around, expecting to see some new young woman wanting to kiss me, some new young man wanting to pump me by the hand and ask me to use my accent. Mrs. Saras was there beside me, and she was recoiling again, recoiling it seemed at the very touch of my shirt, that her fingers were anywhere near my skin, that she was obliged once more to acknowledge me.

	“What?” I asked her.

	And she didn’t say anything, didn’t smile. She just tipped her head towards the door, and left the restaurant. She didn’t even turn back to see if I were following her. But of course I was.

	Outside she took a breath of air, as if relieved she was away from that stifling heat indoors—but the heat was just as stifling out here, and to me it barely seemed fresher. She took out a cigarette, put it in her mouth, nodded her head towards me expectantly.

	I didn’t have a lighter. I don’t even smoke. She didn’t care. She waited whilst I went back inside to fetch one, and when I returned she was in the same pose, her head jutted to where I had been standing, only frowning maybe with a little more impatience. She took the light. I saw that moustache. She blew out smoke through her nostrils, through those too-flared nostrils, and I don’t know how they did it, but as the smoke billowed out they flared even wider still, they found a little more give in them, they bulged and gaped. “Obrigado,” I said, although I’m quite sure I don’t know why.

	“I don’t think I caught your name,” I said to her.

	“I have never been to Cristo Redentor,” she said. “Your Christ the Redeemer.”

	“Oh,” I said. “You should. It looks good.”

	“My husband will not take me. But you. When you go, you will take me.” And there was a slight upward inflection to that, but not quite enough to make it a question.

	“Well, maybe,” I said. “Maybe we can all go together.” She stared at me. I tried to look away. “Your English is pretty good, actually,” I said. “Well done.”

	And at this she tilted her head a little, looking at me as if trying to work out the joke—and then smiled. And it was an ironic smile, I think, I don’t think there was much warmth to it. But it was a smile nonetheless.

	Then she looked away from me. And carried on smoking, flapping those big nostrils of hers about like sails in a storm.

	“Well, anyway,” I said, and I made to go. And she caught my hand in hers. Not tight, it almost seemed as it could have been an accident, as if her fingers had just been clasping away for something and the fingers they’d clasped on to happened to be mine. She didn’t turn around to me. It was as if she didn’t even know she was touching me, as if she had no idea I was still there, only her left hand knew. The right hand had no idea, it was too busy pumping that ugly face of hers with smoke. And she stood still, looking out at the other people, out at Rio de Janeiro, out at the night skies, out at Christ glowing in the dark far above us, out at anything except me.

	It took her maybe three more minutes to finish her cigarette. Then she dropped it to the street, ground it underfoot with one deliberate brutal twist of her shoe, looked at me at last, not a smile. “Come,” she said. And we went back inside. Somehow before we got in there my hand had been freed.

	Saras greeted me as if he hadn’t seen me in days. “My friend, my dear friend,” he said. “I shall have to go home soon. I am an old man, I need my sleep.” I was relieved to hear it, it was two o’clock in the morning. “Our business is nearly concluded, I shall sign upon your dotted line. And what you have done for me, to take my work to your little country, to make it English, it is the act of a brother. A brother!” He hugged me.

	“Well, you’re very welcome,” I said.

	“You must not stay at the hotel,” he said. “An airport hotel. You must stay at my house. On Ipanema Beach, it is very beautiful. And there we can choose which of my works you shall display. Which of my art is your favourite?”

	“I don’t know,” I said. “They’re all very good.”

	He smiled at that. “Then we will find out. We will create our exhibition together, you and I! Yes? Yes. But first, I just need to ask you something. And my English, it is good, but sometimes the right words are hard . . . ”

	“Oh yes?” I said. “Well, if I can help.”

	“I have mastered construction and grammar, but I have the occasional lapse at vocabulary. What is it, what you say, when a dog . . .  Ach. The noise it makes?”

	“Barking?” I said.

	“That’s it,” he said. “That’s it exactly. So, before our business can proceed. Before you stay in my house! Will you bark for me, please?”

	“Do what, sorry?”

	“I want you to bark like a dog. I want you to bark for me. Like a dog. Like a little dog. Come on. Come on. Bark for me. Bark for your supper. You can bark for me, can’t you? Bark like the little dog you are.”

	I tried to make light of it. “I don’t mind barking,” I said, “but is there any particular dog you would want me to be, maybe you have something in mind, ha . . . ”

	“The next thing you must say,” he said, cutting through, silencing me, silencing me with that steel voice. “The next word you speak, it must not be in English. It must be in dog.”

	“Yip yip,” I said. “Yip yip yip.”

	And he smiled, he grinned, and the room relaxed, and I felt sick inside, I felt the gravy I had eaten bubble up at the embarrassment. And I saw Mrs. Saras’ face, and it glared at me, it was filled with such raw contempt—and for that moment I hated her, I felt I could actually kill her.

	“Good,” said Saras. “And we will send the car to your hotel, yes? And pick up your bags, and bring them to my house, yes? Yes?”

	“Yes,” I said. And I glanced over to where Mrs. Saras had been standing, but she’d gone, she’d already walked away. “Yes, that would be fine. Obrigado.”
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	I have never deceived myself that I am an attractive man. I know I possess charm, and it’s a charm that can cut a swath through the boardroom, and is sharp like a knife at a very particular sort of business meeting. But it’s not a charm that has ever made much impression on the weaker sex. Women don’t like me. I don’t know why. I am not an ugly man, I believe. I work with a lot of men on a daily basis, sometimes under very trying circumstances of great stress in which ugliness can be emphasized, and I think some of them end up looking very ugly indeed, and I fancy I am no uglier than the average of them. I understand seduction, of course, I understand the nature of it and how it works and what a useful weapon it can be. I have closely observed some very fine seducing in my time, and I think I have learned much from it—but as an observer only is the point I’m making here, rarely as seducer, even rarer as seducee.

	And for those of you who will criticize, who would seek to remind me that I have a wife (as if, quite frankly, a wife like Margaret would be something I could easily forget), I will point out that she is the daughter of a senior management executive in her own right, and she not only appreciates the need to seize opportunities as they present themselves, she in fact urges me on to seize ever more of them, to search them out and grasp hold of them hard—and saying all the while that I shy away from that, shy away from making something of myself, something worthy of her and her father (her father being, as I say, a management executive, and one who gives every intimation that he has spent his entire life thus far seeking out and seizing at every opportunity he can get), saying that I don’t have an eye for the main chance, saying I’m letting all my potential slip by, saying that I’m wasting time, that I’m a waste, saying it all with a regularity that is undoubtedly consistent and logical but rather wearying to boot. By allowing myself the opportunities afforded by Mrs. Saras I had my wife’s most guiding maxims in mind. And if it’s likely that the actual circumstances would be something Margaret would regard with no little disapproval, I am certain that she can still take pride in the fact that by letting Mrs. Saras into my bed I was following her most cherished principles to the letter.

	By the time I had reached the Saras house its master had long since retired to bed, and so, I thought, had its mistress. The car that had taken me back to the hotel had waited whilst I packed my bags and checked out, and I had done both as quickly as I could; the roads were empty and the driver was fast; even so, I didn’t reach Ipanema beach until half past four in the morning. The house was dark and silent. A maid led me to my room. If I had thought that the guest bedroom of a multi-millionaire would be better than my suite at the airport hotel I was disappointed—the room was small, largely unfurnished, and smelled of paint. There was a ceramic sink set into one corner where I could wash, but no mirror in which I might see what I was doing. The bed was hard and short. The light was a single naked bulb, hanging down from the ceiling. The maid didn’t say a word to me, and I suspected she couldn’t speak English, but she may simply have been rude. I wasn’t sure whether to offer her a tip. I decided not to.

	I say the room was unfurnished. It wasn’t, quite. There was one picture on the wall. A picture where the mirror should be, so I was forced to look at it as I blindly brushed my teeth. It was a picture of a small dog. It was not a good picture; the dog’s body seemed rather elongated, as if the artist had painted the head and then realized he had more canvas to fill with the torso than he’d hitherto expected. The legs were strange and stumpy, one of which was a different length to the others, another extended not to a paw but to a smudge; the legs didn’t look as if they even belonged to a dog at all, let alone this dog, this dog that seemed so out of proportion that he’d have required thicker legs just to support his frame, surely? The dog was faced out towards me, and its tongue was lolling out, and its mouth was set into a grin, the whole thing designed no doubt to be a pose of ordinary genial dogginess—but there was no joy to the expression on that face, the eyes were flat and dead. And there was no context to it, no background, not even a hint of colour, the misshapen beast just standing there on plain white. I took a closer look at the picture. I was surprised to see that it was signed: ‘Saras.’ One of his lesser works, then.

	I finished washing. I put on my favourite of the three pyjamas that Margaret had packed for me, the pair with the stripes, the ones that seemed a little jaunty. I got into bed, and, tired as I was, decided to look at the guide book once more before turning off the light. But I could so easily have put it out, I could so easily have been in darkness—and that’s what made it so much more fortunate for Mrs. Saras that when she came into my room without even knocking that she didn’t disturb me.

	She was still dressed. Though not, I realized later, in the same clothes she had worn to the restaurant in Santa Tereza earlier that night. I was too surprised to see her in my bedroom at all to be surprised by this little fact as well—but in retrospect, I must admit, it bothers me. Did she change clothes in the middle of the night in anticipation of my arrival? And if so, why did she not try to make more of an impression? Because she still looked awful. The dress she had worn at the party had not exactly been flattering; this replacement was no better, the colours were dull, they hung off her baggily.

	It occurred to me in a split moment of guilt that the reason she was there was that I had done something wrong; Saras and his wife had been waiting up for my arrival; they had intended to be welcoming host and hostess; going straight to bed as I had, without even stopping to say good night, I had slighted them, I had offended Saras, I had ruined the negotiations and Mr. Gladwell would be displeased. So the first words I said to her were, “I’m sorry.”

	She shook her head impatiently, put a finger to her lips. I understood of course that she wanted me to be quiet.

	And we just stayed like that for a while. Me in bed, guide book in hand, the construction of Christ the Redeemer in mid-paragraph. And she, now looking around the room, taking it in, as if she’d never been in it before, judging it coolly, as if the sink were fascinating, the lack of décor fascinating, as if the Englishman in striped pyjamas were the least fascinating part about it.

	“Can I help you with anything?” I whispered.

	“No,” she said, perfectly loudly, too loudly I thought—she hadn’t wanted me quiet then so I wouldn’t disturb her husband, she just hadn’t wanted to hear my voice much. And then she looked directly at me, walked straight to me, stood over me. Frowned in some consideration, and as she did so the skin on that unlovely face of hers tautened and twitched, the scarred map of her face readjusted its nations’ boundaries. Then without another word the head shot closer to mine, she forced her tongue into my astonished mouth, she hammered away at the back of my throat with the blunt tip of it for a few seconds.

	As kisses went, it may have been the most decidedly unerotic I had ever had—it was right down at the bottom of the list alongside Aunt Amanda’s, the one who would always aim for my mouth whenever she greeted me as a teenager, alongside that fat secretary’s (since departed) I had drunkenly snogged at the Christmas party of 2008. And yet, and yet. Even though my brain was screaming its old warnings at me, get away from this woman, there must be no arousal here, even as I was starting to gag at the relentless pounding of that tongue—there was a stiffening downstairs under the bed sheets, I could feel something poking its way up and out of the striped pyjamas, a perk of interest from an organ who had long ago shut off and gone to sleep. O-ho, something primal said, it seems like there might be some fuckery afoot!

	The kissing done, she climbed on top of me. I stared up at the face, trying to find the best angle to view it by. The harshness of that light bulb wasn’t doing it any favours. “Can we at least do this in the dark?” I suggested.

	No time for that, it seemed—because then she was licking me. She was licking at my forehead, the tops of my cheeks. She licked at my eyes, she put a whole wad of tongue in there and slurped away freely.

	“You want to please me,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

	“Well, yes. All right.”

	“Then bark for me. Bark like a dog.”

	“. . .  Do I have to?”

	“You barked for my husband. You bark for me.”

	“Yip yip,” I said.

	“Louder.”

	“Yip yip yip,” I said, and put some real welly into it.

	And as I yipped, so she licked—great gobby licks that left my skin feeling soaked. Working her way down my face now, coating my nose with a sheen of spit, now back on to the cheeks, the tongue massaging it in hard, painting the spit on thick. She pulled back. “Open your mouth again,” she commanded. And stuck out her tongue in readiness.

	And that’s when I saw it. That tongue of hers. And that it was no single colour—the front part was quite a dark shade, even brown; it was connected to another piece of tongue that looked scarlet, fresher, younger; there was another patch next to that, red again, but a more faded more tired red. And I could see, I thought I could see, where these separate shards of tongue had been stitched together, I thought I could spot the little traces of black thread holding them locked in position. Then the tongue was back in my mouth—or rather, not a tongue, but pieces of tongues—and her tongues were touching my tongue, my tongue outnumbered maybe but in decidedly better shape, my tongue rubbing against hers—and I fancied I could trace where those different islands of tongue overlapped, the little coastlines fatter where the edge of one had been fastened on to another. And I fancied too that this hammering of her tongue inside my mouth wasn’t a kiss at all, not really; it wasn’t for pleasure; it was a means of lapping up water from me, of getting her makeshift tongue more moist—and then, she was out!—and then, she was back at my face, licking now at my lips and chin, that the spit I was being drenched in was in fact my own.

	But I would add that I was very tired, and probably still a little jetlagged, and the stiffening below didn’t seem to mind, it was still holding out hope for a spot of fuckery regardless. “Were you in some sort of accident?” I asked.

	“Bark, dog.”

	“Yip,” I agreed.

	My face was all licked now, every little part of it, she’d even sprayed up my nostrils, and so she rolled off me. And I thought this would be the moment she began to get undressed. (And at that, I decided, I would probably have to insist that the lights really were turned off, I didn’t want to see any more of her patchwork body than I could help. I fingered at my trousers, prepared to slide them over the raging bulge. But, no. No, she got off the bed, walked to the door.

	I think I squeaked. “Is that it?” I asked her.

	“Sleep,” she said, without even looking back. And she left.

	I did sleep—I slept very soundly. But before I turned off the light I went to the sink. I washed my face. It didn’t seem to do much good, I could still feel her taste all over me. I wished there had been a mirror; my face was still tingling, I wanted to see.


	[image: line]


	But of course, you’d rather I’d talk about Miguel Saras, and his theory of art. Forgive me.

	Saras and I discussed art only the once, and as with everything he said or did, I’m uncertain how much of it was sincere, how much of it was a joke, and how much it was something that started out as a joke but ended up sincere in spite of itself. I awoke late that next morning; it was nearly ten o’clock, and I leaped out of bed, I washed as fast as I could. I did not want to keep my host waiting for me. I did not want to get our business negotiations off to a bad start. In fact, it was another hour before Saras appeared in the breakfast room, and then in his dressing gown, unshaven, decidedly unkempt. For a moment he looked surprised to see me there, but he recovered well. He grinned, he folded me into a big bear hug. He looked more frail than he had the previous night, now shorn of his designer wardrobe and his hangers-on. But the hug was strong.

	“My friend, my dear friend,” he said. “I trust you slept well?”

	I assured him that I had.

	“You must forgive the guest room, I do not often have guests. I do not like guests. I like to be able to shut the door on them, yes, shut the world out. But I did want you here. I did want to get to know you better, and that maybe you will get to know me better. I hope you would like that, I think you will. And so pardon my selfishness in taking you from your, no doubt, reasonably adequate hotel, with its minibar and pay for view television and continental breakfast room service options.”

	“Thank you for your hospitality,” I said.

	I had whiled away my time waiting for him by eating a bowl of cornflakes—another disappointment, frankly, I had hoped that the great Saras would have had a more eclectic range of breakfast cereal—and by looking at the one solitary picture he displayed upon the wall. I had expected that the walls would be hanging down with art, that there’d be statues looming out of every spare corner, but there was nothing, the décor was spartan even. Save for this one picture, just a small one, framed behind glass, but not even painted on proper canvas, was it just on ordinary plain paper? It was hardly a complex piece, just a wash of green descending into blue. I had dismissed it out of hand at first, concentrated more upon the cornflakes, but with nothing better to do I had started looking at it from different angles, and it was a curious thing—it was impossible to work out where the green finished and the blue began, the distinction between the colours was lost within the shimmer. A pleasing effect, certainly, nothing of any depth, but skilfully enough done to afford some amusement, to give me distraction once the cereal bowl was empty.

	“One of yours?” I asked Saras.

	Saras said, “Of course, everything that comes into this house belongs to me. Do you like it?”

	“I’m not sure I understand it,” I said.

	“That’s not what I asked.” But he was smiling, it wasn’t a rebuke.

	I looked again. “Yes, I like it,” I said, and I did. “What’s its name?”

	“My very first sold work,” said Saras, “back when I was a young student. Back when I had no idea what art was, and certainly no idea who I was. It took me so many years to find it, so I could buy it back. The best four million reals I have ever spent.”

	“It must mean a lot to you, then,” I said, stupidly.

	“We need to remember our beginnings,” said Saras. “Back when anything was possible, back when on a whim any day we could reinvent ourselves and become something brand new. Before we chose paths to follow that would deny all the other paths, shut off what might have been. We spend so much time obsessing about where we’ll finish up, what our legacy will be to the world, whether we’ll even leave a legacy, whether anyone will care once we’ve gone—and what does it matter, what does it matter. The Saras who created this, he did not know that, he did not know anything, but look what he could still do without knowing. No, this picture does not mean a thing to me. I can’t even remember painting it. I don’t even know what it was for. Maybe it’s just a bit of blue and green on some paper, who knows?”

	“What’s its name?” I asked again. And he looked at me with genuine surprise.

	“How can it have a name,” he asked, “when it isn’t even finished yet?” And his eyes bore into me, and he said softly, “Do you . . .  do you have a name for it?”

	And I thought it must be another one of his games, but there was something desperate about that look, and for a moment I thought he was almost begging me for an answer, that Miguel Saras honestly wanted some junior contracts man from Gladwell, Green and Grant to give his painting a name, me, someone who could never paint, who could never draw, who took piano lessons until the age of eleven when he got bored, who didn’t understand art, who secretly didn’t even like art, its arrogance left me cold, I had never seen anything beautiful that would make me catch my breath the way the critics told me it should, but I was still looking, I was still out there looking, and each time I failed I thought there must be something dead inside me. That Miguel Saras was honestly letting me become part of the process, that he would let me be an artist too. And I was about to stutter something out, a name, I don’t know what, anything, and then, and then the moment was gone, the look was gone, it was wiped away and replaced with that smile, those teeth. And I felt sad, as if I’d lost something, and also relieved, and I realized I’d been shaking.

	“I owe you an apology,” he said.

	“Oh,” I said. “Well.”

	 “I’m quite sure I do. My little performance last night. But you see, it’s all a performance. My people expect it of me. For them I am a great man. To them I am a god. I have to act the part, do you see?”

	I didn’t, but I said I did.

	“I am Brazil,” he said. “I am Brazil through and through, its hopes and dreams and fears, they need me to be strong, to be fearless, even to be rude. But I shall tell you a secret, my friend, because I think you are my friend, yes, and this is a secret no one knows, not even my beloved wife suspects it. Really, I am just an ordinary man. No, it’s true. I am an ordinary man with man’s weaknesses, the same as you.”

	“Really,” I said.

	He sighed sadly, clapped me on the back. “Come,” he said, “I shall make you breakfast. Feijoada, yes? My own special feijoada?”

	I told him I’d already had some cornflakes, that was ample. And that however much I had greatly enjoyed the feijoada the previous night, and I really had, I found it a little too piquant perhaps as a breakfast meal. “No, no,” he said, and laughed, and fetched me some anyway. “Feijoada is our national dish. Do you know why? It was invented by slaves. They gathered all the leftovers they could find, bits of meat, beans, scraps of anything, they’d mix it altogether. Brazil is proud of it, Brazil is expert at making something from the scraps. It’s the food of oppression, but it’s also the food of surviving oppression.” He handed me a mug. I sipped at it suspiciously. It was good, and warming. “And some people’s leftovers are better than others.”

	He didn’t pour any for himself. He sat down with me.

	“I am Christ to these poor people,” he said. “Do you think Christ was the same with the common herd as he was with his friends? Do you not think Christ didn’t want to sit down, and relax in his dressing gown, and take the weight off? But we expect our gods to be above us. We expect them to be cruel and angry, because if they’re not cruel, how do we explain the shitholes of our lives, those frustrations and depressions, the poverty, the pain, the death, the tedium of the day to day to shithole day. How, my friend? You tell me.”

	I couldn’t tell him. I was too busy with my feijoada.

	“I am a cruel man,” said Saras. “But I do not want to be cruel. They need me to be cruel, and I make you bark like a dog to make them happy. But sincerely, I do not want it.” He took my hand, and he squeezed it, and I had to hold the feijoada in the other hand, and that was difficult because the feijoada was hot, and I wished he’d leave me alone to my feijoada. And his eyes were watering with earnestness. “And my art,” he said, “it is cruel, it is so cruel. And it is getting crueller, so savage, so unkind. And I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry. And maybe I can escape it soon.”

	“I like the picture of the dog,” I said.

	He looked at me blankly.

	“The dog in my bedroom. I like it.” I didn’t. “It’s nice.” It wasn’t. “That’s not cruel.” And that, at least, seemed true. It was sad, misguided, I think, but it wasn’t cruel.

	“Oh, the dog!” He laughed. He laughed loud. “The dog isn’t one of mine.”

	“But it’s signed ‘Saras.’”

	“My wife is also called Saras. It’s her picture. She does love her pets. It’s a pity, she has no pet at the moment. The last one died.”

	“Oh,” I said, and I wasn’t sure what to say about that.

	“Yes,” he said. “Yes, she broke it. I said, you’ll have to be more careful, or I won’t let you keep any pets at all! She didn’t like that. She didn’t speak to me for a month. Not for a whole month! . . .  I think that pet was a dog, yes, it was a little hard to tell.”

	“Where is Mrs. Saras?” I asked, but he didn’t reply.

	“I am better than Christ,” he suddenly said. “Do you think Christ bought back his first bits of carpentry when he hit the big time? Do you think he paid four million reals for his stools and spice racks? I don’t think so.”

	“You do all seem very keen on Christ here,” I said. “What with that big statue on that mountain and everything. We’re not all that keen on him at home, not unless it’s Christmas, and even then, only if he’s in a manger. Can I have some more feijoada? I’ve run out of feijoada.” I offered him the mug, but he wouldn’t take it. “Maybe we could visit the big statue?” I said. “I think that might be fun.”

	“I shall never visit that statue,” said Saras quietly, “I shall never visit that monument to gutlessness, to picture postcard bland tourist pleasing gutlessness. Until they have chopped off Christ’s head and replaced it with my own.”

	“I see.”

	“Because I am their Christ, I am their Redeemer. The other Christ, he’s a lie, opening his arms out in, what? Benevolence? Care of some sort? But you look at his face, and there is nothing on it, no expression, not a thing. Do you think my face has expression? Look at my face! Look at what I can do with it!”

	“Right, I am, yes.”

	“And it’ll take the greatest artist in the world to replace Christ’s head with mine, and I shan’t do it, so it shall never happen, so I shall never visit the statue. So.”

	“Fair enough,” I said. “Do you have more feijoada?”

	“Business first,” he said. “Then there’ll be time for all the feijoada in the world.”

	“Yes, please,” I said.

	“Make your pitch, little dog,” he said. “What will you give me for my work? Yip yip!”

	And I launched into what I had prepared. I told him how proud Gladwell, Green and Grant would be to host his work, and the great plans they had for him, but I was distracted, I think I called them Gladwell, Grant and Green, or I may have called Gladwell Gladgreen and Grant may have disappeared altogether, it was all a bit confusing—and Saras listened for a little while, then got bored, then began to study his nails, then at last just put his hand up to get me to shut up. “What is the largest sum of money you are authorized to offer me?” he asked. I gave him the figure in pounds sterling, he interrupted impatiently. “In reals, in reals.” I told him. He considered. “It’s a fair price,” he said at last. “So I shall demand just one real more.” I told him I accepted. That if it came to it, I would gladly pay the extra real out of my own pocket. “That’s the idea,” he said, “that’s exactly what I want you to do, I want that final real to be yours, little dog of mine.” I asked him if we could shake on it, I held out my hand. And he took my hand, but then he pulled me towards him, he yanked me hard towards his cheeks, I wasn’t sure what to do, I kissed him on one, I kissed him on the other. And there we were in this embrace, and his arms were trapping me, I couldn’t move, and his face was so close to mine, and his beard was tickling at my chin, and his eyes were boring into me, and I could see that trademark sneer of his playing across his mouth, the lips parted so the sneer could be given full rein, and I thought, oh God, he’s not going to start licking me as well, is he?, and that feijoada made my stomach gurgle at just the wrong moment. And he whispered, “It’s a deal then, it’s a deal,” and I agreed it was a deal, also in a whisper, and then he whispered back, “What do you make of my wife?”

	The question caught me by surprise. “I don’t know your wife,” I said. He didn’t loosen his grip, the eyes staring at me, the sneer still spreading. “I don’t even know your wife’s name,” I went on, “what is it?”

	“She is not to be liked, she is to be admired. She does not like you. But maybe you are not to be liked either. I sometimes wonder,” he said, and he suddenly seemed lost in reverie, and he let me go, and he was smiling, smiling like a child, “I wonder how she’ll turn out.”

	He poured me another feijoada. I took it gratefully. This time it tasted sweeter, so sweet my head spun. “Shall we choose some art?” he said, and I agreed.

	We started at the very beginnings of his oeuvre, the paintings from the 1950s. Here he showed me women with three eyes, teeth that tapered off into fingers, a man with thick red lips growing out of the side of his head. I wasn’t sure whether Saras would mind the comparison to Picasso, but he was looking for a reaction, looking at me so expectantly, and I had to say something—what else was there to say? I opened my mouth, I thought I would phrase it intelligently at least, and suddenly I could feel that sweetness all over my mouth, popping like millions of little bubbles, and it was as much as I could do just to get one coherent word out—“Picasso,” I mumbled, and then belched.

	At this he merely laughed. “Pick a picture,” he said. “What shall we display in this exhibition of yours?”

	I didn’t know, I didn’t care, and the bubbling was past my mouth now, it was pricking at my nose, and pretty soon I thought it’d reach my brain. I took another sip of the feijoada, maybe that would take the edge off.

	“Pick one!” he said, and he sounded angry now. “What shall we have? An extra ear? An extra eye? Or something more inventive, a pig’s snout, a cow’s udder, a dog’s tail maybe, would you like a puppy dog’s tail?”

	I didn’t like the anger, I thought I’d take refuge in the feijoada. I raised it to my lips again, but he took the mug from me. I reached out for it, but it was far away now, too far away. I didn’t want to open my mouth, I knew that if I did all the bubbles would come pouring out, but Saras did seem very insistent I make a decision—“That one,” I said. I don’t know what I pointed at. I just hoped I wouldn’t throw up all over it.

	“My pictures are nothing like Picasso’s,” said Saras, but he said it gently, as if to a child willing to understand. “Picasso painted the absurd images in his head. But I make my images live, and then, only then, do I paint them.” And I staggered, I nearly fell over, and he caught me by the arm. He looked genuinely concerned. “You are not well?” he said.

	I didn’t want to speak, I didn’t want to let the sweetness out, the sweetness in my head would drown everything in its path—no—no, I was not well—no, I shook my head.

	“The jetlag,” suggested Saras. “I am sorry. You go back to bed. There is plenty of time. We shall look at my cruel work of yesterday, and then I’ll show you my crueller work of tomorrow. Yes! And then, then you can go and visit your Christ, yes?”

	I spoke in spite of myself. “Where is Mrs. Saras?” I asked, out it blurted, and I didn’t even know why I cared, not until the words had popped out of my mouth like so many sweet bubbles, and then I knew that I really did care, that it mattered in ways I couldn’t understand. “Where is Mrs. Saras?” I asked again, but at this he laughed, and he gave no answer, or if he gave an answer I do not remember it—because I remember nothing, I don’t remember how I got to my bedroom, how I was undressed, it was all a blur.

	(My story is nearly told. Miguel Saras asks me one more question, just one, and then never speaks to me again. We shall get to that soon.)
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	You’ll say I was drugged. But I don’t think I was drugged.

	My wife met me at the airport when I flew home. I was surprised. She’d never normally meet me at airports. And I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, and it had been a long flight, so I put my arms around her in welcome, and she put her arms around me, but I could quickly tell that hadn’t been what she’d wanted. On the way home in the car she was mostly silent; she answered my questions politely enough, but never asked any of hers. Only the one, quite suddenly—“Is it all true?” she asked. And I didn’t know exactly what she was referring to. “Yes,” I said, and at that she nodded, and let the subject drop. I wonder whether that had been the right thing to say. I wonder whether a ‘no’ would have made the slightest bit of difference.

	About a week later she came to me and said, “You must know we’re all very disappointed.”

	I said, “Yes.”

	“It’s not your fault,” she said. “You were drugged.”

	“I was drugged,” I said.

	She sighed. “You’re such a victim,” she said. “Don’t you see how much better it would be if it had been your fault? How much more easily I might be able to forgive you?” I didn’t say anything to that. I just put on the usual facial expression, the one that got me through our occasional bouts of awkward conversation. She shook her head sadly. “I will forgive you,” she said. “I’ll do my best. It’s not your fault, I’ll tell Daddy, it’s just the way you are. I’ve decided that we can have a little fuckery. I’ll give you some fuckery tonight.” And I thanked her for that, and I was grateful, I did understand the concession she was making. My wife looks a little like a horse, I’ve always thought, that long face, that noble bearing. When I married her I thought she was a champion thoroughbred, not exactly warm or funny, but you don’t want thoroughbreds to make you laugh or feel better. In bed she’s more like a rhinoceros. She just lies there and sort of wallows. That night I did my very best to service her in the way she’d come to expect.

	You say I was drugged. But I wasn’t drugged. That would be too easy. And it wouldn’t make sense of the things I said to Mrs. Saras, the way I deliberately decided to say them. I don’t pretend that many aspects of my time with her didn’t confuse me, but there were moments of great clarity, and that night I knew I had chosen to change my life. That it didn’t quite work out that way, that within days I was back at home in Richmond rutting the rhino, it doesn’t alter that. I was a man with Mrs. Saras, I was the master, I was no victim.

	Maybe this is a confession after all.

	She came to my bedroom again. I started awake.

	“Ssh,” she said, and put a finger to my lips.

	“How long have I slept?” It was dark outside.

	“You must be hungry,” she said. She had brought me a bowl of feijoada.

	“I don’t want it,” I said.

	“But you are so hungry,” she insisted, “I can see how very hungry you are.” And I could hear the growling in my stomach, and no doubt so could she, there was no point denying it.

	“I don’t like it,” I said.

	“But these aren’t his leftovers. These are my leftovers. Look. Look. Smell. Taste.” And she spooned some into my mouth, and it was like steak, it was juicy and so full of flavour, and that flavour had a copper ting to it, and I swallowed it down greedily and my stomach growled for more.

	“There’s some on your chin,” she said. And she opened her mouth, and out came the tongue, and it was a beautiful tongue, why should a tongue have to be of one colour and one consistency? And she licked the gravy away.

	And she licked at my face then, hot and hard, and this time I could feel under the sheen of the saliva my skin become softer, more pliable—and that the tongue was pushing at it in different directions, playing with it as if it were warm clay, she was moulding me anew.

	“I wonder what you’ll turn out to be,” she said.

	And she stripped off my stripy pyjamas, she ripped them, and I didn’t care. And she kissed at my neck, at my chest. She kissed at my breasts, she took one nipple between her teeth, and she pulled on it—and out it stretched like chewing gum—she tilted her head back further and further and still how that gum stretched, I laughed to see it, and she laughed too at my laughter. I reached up and out to her and in to her and she didn’t recoil, not this time, and my fingertips traced the scars on her cheeks, tickled her moustache, and she closed her eyes at my touch and she groaned and she sucked my finger into her mouth and my finger turned to syrup. She licked at my balls, and I felt something harden and something puddle, it was very curious, it was very disconcerting, it was very wonderful. And once in a while she’d climb up my body again, back to my face—and my body was now leaking on to the bed like melting ice cream, and my face was like a lake—and she’d put her tongue back into my mouth, and she’d suck out all the moisture she could, she’d suck out all my water and then use it to make my body putty. And then she might pause, she’d look down at her handiwork, she’d smile—and my heart would skip, my heart that now seemed smeared across my entire chest, everywhere there was a heart beating for her. She blew on my skin so it tingled; she breathed in deep, sucking the air in like it was a cigarette, like the world was her cigarette, and then she puffed it all back out through those glorious nostrils of hers, the air would be a frost on my warm liquid skin, it’d make the skin harden, it made it set.

	“I like your dog,” I said.

	“. . .  What?”

	She looked confused. She stopped. I didn’t want her to stop. “Don’t stop,” I said.

	“My dog got broken,” she said.

	“The dog in the painting,” I explained. “I like it.”

	And at this she tilted her head a little, again trying to work out the joke—and then smiled. And this smile seemed real and warm.

	“That’s my favourite dog,” she said. “But I didn’t get the legs right.”

	“It’s my favourite dog too,” I assured her. “He’s beautiful.” I said, “You’re beautiful.”

	“Bark for me,” she said.

	“Yip yip!” I said.

	“No,” she said. “No. I’ll bark for you. Let me bark for you.”

	And she pulled back her head, she looked up to the ceiling. And out she let a howl. It was long and mournful, as if searching for a moon that wasn’t there. She reached for my hand. I took it, I held it tight.

	“I love you,” I said. And she looked at me. And she considered this. And then she kissed me—and it was our first kiss this time, a real kiss—not something for public display in front of baying strangers, nor something that was meant to change who I was and what I could be to her. It was very soft, very gentle, and just a little nibble at my lips.

	She was still dressed, all this while she’d been dressed. And I held her close. And there was no stiffening downstairs, I’m not sure any longer I had anything left that could stiffen. But I felt something fatten between her legs, a little bulge that came into play.

	“Show me,” I said. “Show me what you look like.”

	She nodded. She got up. She took off her clothes. I saw the art in all its glory.

	“What’s your name?” I said.

	“I can’t have a name,” she said. “I’m not finished.”

	And at that, I admit, looking at my poor dear sweet love, all the different chunks of flesh that had been put to use—I wondered what her leftovers might have been, what meat might have been swimming in that feijoada she’d fed me.

	She was not a pretty piece of art. She was a cruel piece of art. But all the parts of her patchwork body, where had they all come from, what adventures had they had! It seemed that they’d all had more life than me, seen more, done more than I’d even tried. And I loved them. And I said so.

	And when I told her I loved her, I saw that this time she believed me. She believed in me, and I saw her little stump of a penis stiffen—and I thought, o-ho, there’s fuckery afoot!

	But it wasn’t fuckery. It was love, it was real love, even if just the once, even if in that tangle of limbs I wasn’t sure which body parts were hers and which were mine, there was really no way to tell. But she didn’t lay there like a rhino, like some rhino who could only express approval through yellow post-it notes, and she was all around me and above me and beneath, she was everywhere and I was everywhere, and I thought we might just fuse together, at times I think we actually did.

	“Are you finished?” I asked at last.

	“I’m finished,” she said. “So now you’ll have to name me.” I said I’d give it some thought.

	“Sleep,” she said. “I’ll watch over you, I’ll take care.” And she began to lick again, and I wanted to lick her back—but there was an intensity to what she was doing, the concentration of an artist at work, I knew I mustn’t interrupt—“sleep,” she said again, and she kissed me on the forehead, and she smiled, and I did sleep, because I was spent.

	You’ll say I was drugged. I was not drugged.
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	She stayed with me all night. When I awoke, her head was resting on my chest. My all too solid chest, ribs hard, skin hard, hard enough to support her, hard enough to keep her safe.

	I stroked at her hair, still so severely pulled against the skull. I teased a few strands out, they came loose in my hand.

	She stirred.

	“Good morning,” I said.

	 Her eyes were wide open in a moment, flat and hard and so wide. “We have to tell him,” she said.

	“Right,” I said. “Good idea. Do you want me to be with you for that, or shall I just . . .  ?”

	She left.

	I got washed and dressed. I spent a long time getting washed and dressed. By the time I came out of my bedroom the deed was done, Mrs. Saras had told her husband she was leaving him for a pasty Englishman with no appreciation of art. Saras was slumped in a chair, all the swagger had gone out of him.

	“This is what you really want?” he asked her.

	“You knew this would happen someday,” she said.

	“Someday,” he said, “yes. But I am so proud of you. So very proud.”

	She said nothing to this. I cleared my throat to speak, realized I had nothing to say, closed my mouth again—but it was all right, neither husband nor wife had turned to me, it was as if they didn’t know I was even there.

	“And where do we go?” he asked. “Where do you want to do this?” And he looked at me for the very last time. “Where do you want to go today?”

	“The statue of Christ the Redeemer,” I said. “Let’s all go there.”

	His eyes flashed with fury at that, just for a second. Then he nodded, turned away from me forever. “So be it,” he said.
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	Saras got changed into one of his designer suits. To me he looked much like his old self, leaner, snappier, the confident sneer playing around his mouth. But as we made our way to the ticket entrance, at the bottom of the Corvocado Mountains, no one seemed to give him a second glance.

	“I’ll pay for these,” I told my hosts, “this is on me.” They didn’t bother to argue. The woman behind the glass window of the ticket booth told me there was no point visiting the statue today; there was heavy cloud, I wouldn’t see a thing. “It doesn’t matter,” I said, and she shrugged, and sold me three admissions.

	Other tourists, it seemed, were just as stupid as we were. The tram that pulled us up the side of the mountain was packed. Children were leaning against the windows, their parents were taking photographs of anything and everything. Saras stared dead ahead, he took no interest in the view. He came out of his reverie only when a band began to play the samba with guitars and maracas—at this he allowed his eyes to roll in despair. I reached for Mrs. Saras’ hand, but she didn’t want to be held.

	Seven hundred metres in the sky, Christ loomed down on Rio de Janeiro. But in the clouds we couldn’t see Christ’s head, it might as well have been replaced by Saras’ for all it mattered. I stared down over the railings at Rio, but Rio was lost within a smog of thick white, there may have been no city beneath us at all, it may have been smoothed away and erased forever.

	“I love you,” Saras said to his wife.

	“I know,” she said.

	He seemed to wait for something else, anything else. When it didn’t come, he smiled at her politely. He moved his head towards her. She moved her head the same. He kissed her smartly on both cheeks.

	And then she kissed him.

	And he moved his head towards her lips in acceptance—but these weren’t pecks to the cheek she was offering, they were hungry sucks with the mouth full open, she was nuzzling into his face, first one side, then both sides. I could see the spit spill out the sides of that mouth of hers, and how that mouth grew, how big it was, Saras’ face being taken in with hefty gulps. And then, suddenly, she pulled away. And already I could see that his cheeks were softening, where she’d kissed was putty, the skin was starting to drip. And he looked so very old.

	He stumbled back. He gave a bow (to her, but not to me), then quickly turned away and I could no longer see that face and oh, how it melted. And he disappeared into the cloud.

	“Goodbye, carissimos amor,” she said, softly.

	She turned to me.

	“And now,” she said, “I’m yours.” And she smiled with that mouth still so wide, still with flecks of white saliva at her lips. “And now,” she said, “you have to find a name for me.”

	“I can’t think of a name,” I said.

	“You will,” she said. “A name that we can both enjoy.” And she leaned forward to kiss me on my cheek.

	And I recoiled.

	I did not mean to recoil.

	We held the distance between us. For a moment her lips stayed fixed in mid-pucker, as if giving me the chance to relent, to put everything back the way it should be. Then the lips sagged back. The nostrils flared. The eyes were dead. And the hair looked so severe, and disappeared hard into the skull. And there was that distance, and we both held it. For the longest few seconds.

	She said, “Do you love me?”

	I said, “No, I don’t love you.”

	She nodded at that. She didn’t wait for an explanation. She turned, she walked into the cloud, and she was gone.

	I said that I regretted one lie I told. I said I loved her, I said I didn’t love her. And whichever one was the lie, that’s the one I regret.
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	There is little else to add.

	Saras has not been seen since. The authorities now suspect he is dead, but he hasn’t been given a funeral yet, everybody is still hanging on waiting to see. Green and Grant think this is another one of his games, that he will pop out into the limelight again before too long, it’s some new piece of art with Saras as the subject. Gladwell thinks Saras has killed himself. Gladwell thinks Saras couldn’t bear the thought of old age, of the fading powers of his artistic vision, of his oeuvre measured against the eternity before him, etc, etc, he thinks Saras has done an Arbus, he’s done a Rothko or a Kahlo, he’s done a Van Gogh. “Why are artists such depressives?” he said to me. “Why are they all so fucked up?” And he laughed, and said he and I were better off just collecting the money! But Gladwell wasn’t there, Gladwell doesn’t know anything, Gladwell was never hugged by Saras and called his friend, and I don’t care that Gladwell is an executive and my immediate senior, as time goes on it strikes me that Gladwell is something of a complete fuckwit.

	Gladwell, Green and Grant are all in agreement, however, about shelving plans for the exhibition. If Saras couldn’t hang on until he was eighty, there’s no point in hosting an eighty year retrospective of his life. Just a few months longer, maybe, and his art would have been of use to us.

	Mrs. Saras was seen again. The police in Brazil began an investigation into her husband’s disappearance, and for a couple of days the international newspapers had pictures of Mrs. Saras on the cover. But there is no evidence of foul play, and the great love Mrs. Saras showed her husband does not seem to be in doubt. She is in mourning, just as the whole of her country is in mourning. Mrs. Saras has told the press that the greatest tribute she can pay him is to explore her own interest in fine art; her painting was a talent her late great husband encouraged and nurtured all the years of their tragically short marriage; his work will live on through hers. Her first exhibition was a small one, admittedly, but it had a lot of media attention—she was photographed, all smiles, such pride, heavy make-up concealing the scars on her face, a big German shepherd dog her constant companion.

	And she now has a first name. It’s Jessica. Jessica Saras. It’s not the name I would have chosen for her.

	Margaret tells me she wants a baby, and I am doing my best to provide. It would be nice to create something, I think.
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