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A book for Nora




‘Why, Brad darling, this painting is a masterpiece! My, soon you’ll have all of New York clamoring for your work!’

Roy Lichtenstein




–

As soon as her husband leaves the house Holly Walker goes upstairs and shuts herself in the bedroom. She draws the curtains against the cruelty of sunlight and waits for the sound of his car to retreat along Red Beech Grove and turn into Hawthorn Avenue as he makes his way towards the traffic queues for the city. She sits on the edge of the unmade bed, waiting for the silence to settle, and looks around the room. She scowls at the little dressing table beneath the window, the wickerwork chair with its Chinese cushion, the lamp on the twisted bamboo table, the sheepskin rug on the floor.

They came to this house three years ago, pulling up their roots to escape into the suburbs. The rambling apartment they had shared from a time before they were married was a draughty maze of rooms with elaborate mouldings on high, mottled ceilings and timber floors that cracked at night. The sash windows gazed into the corner of a stone courtyard where ferns grew in perpetual twilight. Their front door opened on to a massive oak staircase that led down to a marble entrance hall and the constant noise of the dirty streets.

The houses here in Meadow Bank are new. Neat brick and plasterboard boxes on cold concrete foundations. The furniture had been too large for these small, square rooms with their narrow doors and low ceilings. The Edwardian sideboard with the copper hinges had been abandoned along with the tall bookcase and the big, polished refectory table. It had been difficult to adjust to the diminished proportions of this new home. Throughout the first winter they had felt squeezed and uncomfortable. Escaping from the city with its gloom of towers and buttresses, retreating into the green open suburbs, they had found themselves entangled like strangers from a tribe of giants in a shrinking world. The old apartment, they knew too late, was huge compared with the cramped quarters of the smug little town house with its shingled roof and stunted garden.

Jack has gradually learned to adjust to the surroundings. He seems to thrive on challenges. He leaves for the office each morning and returns at dusk, bringing with him news of old friends, rumours, speculation and gossip. She remains trapped in the doll’s house. A large and clumsy child.

A dog barks. A water pipe ticks behind a wall. Sunlight, splintering through the curtains, turns the floating dust into sparks. She shivers, stands up and abruptly removes her nightgown, bunching it against her breasts before letting it spill to her feet. She hesitates, turns slowly towards the pine wardrobe and stares at herself in the glass.



I’m fat. I’m thirty-five years old and I’m fat. I raise my eyes to the glass and a fat, hopeless woman stares back at me. She follows me everywhere, watches me from the mirrors, stalks my shadow on the street. She wears those stupid Mothercare frocks and big, shapeless sweaters. She doesn’t even fit her shoes – she wears an old pair of Reeboks to give her ankles some support. She looks ridiculous in her clothes but she’s most disgusting when naked. Look at her pinching those thighs. Look at the size of that stomach! Her legs are too short. Her knees are wrong. Her buttocks quiver when she walks. Disgusting. Grotesque.

No one understands this misery. They tell you to be content with yourself. They tell you that natural beauty shines out from the soul and magically lights up your face. They tell you that beauty has many disguises. They’re wrong. Beauty is always size ten.

My body has always been a problem. When I was a child my mother said that I had big bones. At school they called me Clumsy. Other women seek me out and preen themselves in my company. I make them look lean and graceful. I make them beautiful. They use me as a scapegoat and trust me with their secrets.

Men have their own vocabulary, a secret language that masks disgust. They flirt with me but they sleep with skeletons, seeking the mortification of flesh. My excess excites them to loathing. At a party last Christmas one of Jack’s friends caught me in the kitchen with a bowl of Russian salad. He said something to me. He slapped my rump like a butcher smacking a side of beef. He expected me to laugh. He expected me to feel flattered by his attention. His wife is so thin that it hurts.

I know Jack loves me. But I don’t let him look at me in the bath. We undress in the dark. I’ve tried to protect him from the truth. Since he brought me to live in this house I’ve gained more than thirty pounds. Sometimes I can sense the house mocking me with its prim little rooms and staircase. These windows magnify the sunlight. The walls shudder against my weight. It’s a size-ten house.

I’ve tried to lose weight but I get so hungry. Sometimes I think I’m addicted to food. And when I eat I can feel it poison me. I crave chilli con carne, butter chicken with peanut sauce, hamburgers, meat loaf, spare ribs and cheese toast. I gorge on chocolate puddings, biscuits, meringues, ice creams, syllabubs and custards.

I’ve tried everything. The liquid protein diet. The Pritikin diet. The high-fibre diet. The Englebardt diet. The Beverly Hills pineapple diet. The Think Yourself Skinny diet. Exercise. Meditation. Hypnotherapy. Hydrotherapy. What’s wrong with me? Nothing satisfies my hunger. Nothing stifles the desire. Successful women make living seem so effortless. They fit their bodies. They have perfect teeth. This is it. This time it has to work. Your last chance to change your life.



The kitchen, equipped with fitted cupboards, is five paces long and two paces wide. A set of tube lights, concealed beneath the cabinets, casts a yellow glow on a counter filled with bottles and jars, an earthenware jug holding wooden spoons, a toaster, radio, chopping board, electric kettle and pile of tattered recipe books. The window above the steel sink provides a view of the garden, with its shaved lawns and tall, featherboard fences. An empty bird feeder on a metal pole stands in the centre of the lawn, throwing a shadow towards the house.

Holly, wrapped in Jack’s dressing gown, stands at the counter to measure her breakfast. She takes her box of Original Bran Flakes from one of the cupboards and shakes the cereal into a cup. It looks like fried potato peelings. She turns the cup into a blue-and-white bowl and lifts the bowl to her face, hoping to catch a faint biscuit smell escaping from the brittle flakes. They smell of nothing. She steals one of the flakes and chews it while she scoops raisins from a pot-bellied Kilner jar and turns them into the bowl. The bran flake softens against her teeth, disintegrates into chopped straw. When she tries to swallow it down the fibres catch in her throat.

She opens the fridge and, closing her eyes against temptation, plucks at a carton of skimmed milk. She measures half a cup of thin, blue milk into the cereal bowl and, before she can eat, makes a careful record of this meagre breakfast in a child’s red exercise book, stubbornly scratching on the hairy paper with a dry ballpoint pen.

That’s two hundred calories taken from her daily allowance. She counts them again and sets them against her thousand-calorie ration. If she can manage on a thousand calories a day she’ll lose a couple of pounds in a week. That’s how it works. When you don’t eat you starve. When you starve you lose weight. Your body begins to eat itself.

She returns to her bran flakes and already she regrets her decision. She could have chosen a small boiled egg and a slice of plain toast. She could have made the dieters’ fruit bowl with an orange and some grapefruit segments.

Her favourite breakfast – a luxury she enjoys on Saturday mornings when they have time to spare and Jack, still exhausted from the office, wraps himself in newspaper and falls asleep on the living room sofa – is a thick slice of ham with fried eggs and lots of those little potato-and-cheese cakes still sizzling from the frying pan, with the cheese just starting to leak through the crust of breadcrumbs, and a glass of chilled orange juice followed by strong, sweet coffee and hot muffins drenched with butter and glazed with honey. The perfect breakfast. A breakfast to comfort and cradle the senses.

Her stomach growls with hunger and her mouth tastes sour. Resentment pinches her face and in a sudden rush of anger she wants to throw the cereal bowl into the sink and search the fridge for eggs and potatoes, mushrooms and bacon. She moves from the counter and hesitates, catching sight of the mad woman’s reflection watching her through the window.

She picks up her spoon and starts to eat.



Jack usually picks up breakfast on his way into the office. He parks the car beneath the Prancer Johnson building and returns briefly to the street, where he slips into a sandwich bar for something to take to his desk. He likes to stop at the Five Star for a Belly Buster doughnut or the Hungry Dog Ham and Egg sandwich special. He loves the atmosphere of the Five Star – the clatter of cutlery, the smells of grilled bacon and boiled soup, the exploding steam from the giant espresso machines, the spatter and smoke from the broiler plates, the glimmer of brightly coloured pastries, sulphur-yellow sponge cake and scarlet fruit tarts, seen through the sweating glass of the chill cabinets. He loves the chattering secretaries and impatient young businessmen who crowd the counter. He loves the energy of the city. It was Holly who wanted to get away and make a new life in the suburbs. The travel doesn’t bother him. He can reach the office in an hour and he appreciates the long summer evenings when he can get home and catch the last few hours of sunlight in the little garden, standing in his shirtsleeves with a glass of wine in hand and the warm turf beneath his feet.

This morning he buys an apple doughnut and walks briskly back to Prancer Johnson. Holly scolds him for eating junk but he never seems to gain weight. He’s forty-three years old and as trim as he was at twenty. He enters the building through the etched-glass doors, waves to the security guard, takes the lift to the fourth floor and walks the length of a corridor until he reaches a small, neat office with his name on the door.

The room is furnished with a glass-topped desk and a pair of chrome-and-leather chairs. A framed photograph of Holly stands on the desk, competing for attention with a telephone, a bundle of trade journals, an ashtray filled with paperclips, a black plastic pen-and-pencil tray and a small silver calendar in the shape of an open book. Glass shelves on the opposite wall display the premium range of Prancer Johnson home enhancement products: Whoops! Stubborn Stain Remover, Swirl! Toilet Deodorant, the new improved Dust Buster, and Mr Perfect Instant Shine. Jack has special responsibilities for Whoops! The new, foam-action pump-gun has done better than anyone expected against the original aerosol can with its old-fashioned ozone stripper. The surfactant is less destructive than many of its rivals and Jack will tell you that Whoops! has a deeply deodorizing effect on carpets and fabrics. It’s a good product and he’s proud to be part of the team.

He settles down at his desk, checks his diary, tears open the paper bag and starts to savage the doughnut as Felicity brings him a cup of hot coffee. They’ve worked together for five years and in all that time he’s never asked her to make him coffee, but she makes it for him anyway and now he depends upon it. She’s a good secretary and knows more about his strengths and weaknesses than he cares to admit. She’s twenty-six years old, tall and elegant, with a confidence he has grown to admire. Last year, when they had been under all that pressure about the child-proof locking caps, she had rescued him from a team of crusading journalists and even written the press release. It took sharp wits and cold nerves. He’d been impressed. Since that time he’s trusted her with more of the work and kept her involved in any new developments.

Felicity places the cup on his desk and looks at his diary, leaning forward, hooking her dark hair behind her ears. She’s wearing a white silk blouse beneath her jacket. A steel tiepin at her throat.

‘The ten-fifteen on flexible time management has been cancelled again. The two-thirty has been moved to three-thirty and your lunch with Media Monitor has been carried to Friday.’

‘Friday is lunch with the people from Elliott-Shiner,’ he says, swallowing doughnut and quickly wiping his chin.

‘They’ve been moved to Tuesday next week,’ she says, flicking the page and tapping the entry with a fingernail. Her perfume is caught in the draught and lifted gently into his face. He likes that. The intimate spicy warmth that evaporates from this well-dressed woman.

‘That’s good,’ he says, smiling, instinctively casting a glance at her legs as she walks to the door, retreating to her own small office along the corridor. ‘Thanks.’

He drinks his coffee while he checks through the bundle of trade journals and then spends the rest of the morning preparing his report on market share predictions for the second generation of advanced stain removers already taking shape on the drawing board. It’s fascinating work. The time passes quickly.

At twelve-thirty Harry Ludlow wanders up from the third floor, grunts at Jack and sinks, sprawling, into a low leather chair. Harry has special responsibilities for Swirl! and before Prancer Johnson they both worked for Procter & Gamble. They’ve known each other a long time. He’s a couple of years younger than Jack but his wife, Katy, is the same age as Holly and the four of them like to spend time together at weekends whenever they can arrange it, which is less often since they made the move to the suburbs.

‘Can I take you to lunch?’ Harry asks, lurching forward to pull a magazine from the desk. He’s heavier than Jack and whenever he stretches an arm his shirt tightens against his paunch. He walks like a bulldog, his chest pushed out and his legs bending slightly beneath his weight. He gives an impression of strength and durability, a street fighter in a business suit.

Jack glances up in surprise. ‘I thought you were supposed to be in a big meeting with the regional directors for the rest of the day.’

‘They couldn’t make it,’ says Harry, pulling open the magazine and smacking it shut again. He seems nervous, glancing towards the open door at every movement in the corridor. ‘Are you hungry?’ He flings the magazine into the lap of the opposite chair and straightens his spine, pumping out his chest, bracing his hands against his knees as if preparing to jump to his feet. ‘Let’s try that new Mexican place on the corner.’

‘Good idea,’ says Jack, pleased with the invitation. He told Holly about the Media Monitor lunch and unless he phones home to tell her it’s cancelled she won’t be planning to cook tonight.



The restaurant has been designed to look like a Mexican bar and canteen. The floor has been stripped to bare boards. The walls are rough plaster washed with sun-bleached shades of distemper. Candles flicker at varnished tables. They enter from the glare of the street and stand, frowning into the gloom, ceiling fans whisking above their heads. The place is busy but they find a table in a corner and a waiter takes their order for drinks. Harry wants a tequila. Jack settles for thin, yellow beer.

‘When are you coming to visit? Holly is always telling me to invite you down for the weekend,’ says Jack as they try to make sense of the big plastic menu cards.


Popocatépetl Velvet: We take fat ripe avocados whip them into a frenzy with plenty of tomato garlic and chilli season with coriander and lime juice and leave it to chill out before we serve it up for your delite with a big pile of crunchy corn chips guaranteed to make you ride tall in the saddle.

Thunder over the Alamo: We take the best cuts of tender prime lean beef carefully shredded and gently pan-fried with fat ol’ sun-kissed tomato and secret hot spices stirred into an authentic cauldron of chuck wagon beans and left to stew in their own juices until they taste just-the-way-you-like-’em.



‘It’s a question of time,’ sighs Harry, gazing around the restaurant. He presses the menu against his chest like a shield. ‘Life. You know. It gets complicated.’ He swigs his tequila and grinds his teeth on the taste. ‘We’ll make it one of these days,’ he adds, forcing a smile.

‘You’re always welcome,’ says Jack gently.

‘I’ll get Katy to fix a date.’

They order guacamole and bowls of chilli and Harry asks for another shot of tequila. When the food arrives they eat in silence. Jack watches his old friend scooping at the guacamole and flipping corn chips into his mouth. He can sense that something is wrong by the way Harry avoids his eye and concentrates on the food. Harry loves to talk. He’ll talk to anyone. But he’s just sitting here looking hunted, shoulders hunched and shadows like bruising under his eyes.

‘What is it, Harry? You look terrible.’

Harry loads a corn chip with avocado glue and watches it fall apart in his hands. He stares mournfully at the mess on his fingers and pushes the fingers into his mouth. ‘I haven’t been sleeping,’ he says, at last, wiping his hands on a paper napkin printed with a cartoon Mexican bandit, gap-toothed and grinning under a large and wilted sombrero. The same bandit beams from the menu and the pockets of the waiters’ aprons.

‘Is that it?’

Harry looks uncomfortable and spends a few moments picking at the broken corn chips on his plate. ‘Well, no, actually I wanted to bring you out to lunch, I suppose, so that we could have a talk …’

The sound of Gene Autry comes rattling through a set of speakers suspended from the ceiling:


I’m back in the saddle again

Out where a friend is a friend

Where the longhorn cattle feed

On the lowly jimson-weed

Back in the saddle again



‘What sort of talk?’ says Jack, raising his voice above the noise.

‘Well, actually, I mean, the fact is, I was hoping for a sort of private talk …’

‘What sort of private?’

‘Personal,’ says Harry, taking a breath and letting it escape again in several sobbing gusts of air that make the candle flame tremble. ‘I mean, Katy doesn’t know anything about this …’

Jack picks up a spoon and dips it into his bowl of chilli. ‘That sort of personal,’ he says solemnly, nodding his encouragement. What are they talking about?

‘You’ve got it!’ says Harry. He slumps back into his seat as if a great burden has already been lifted from him.

‘Tell me,’ says Jack, trying again, ‘are you in some kind of trouble?’

Now Harry makes a half-hearted attempt to spoon at the chilli. ‘I mean, I suppose you could say that we’re going through a rough patch in our marriage. Well, you know, Katy can be pretty difficult at times.’ The spoon droops between his fingers and he lets it fall again into the bowl. ‘But that’s not what I’m talking about, Jack. It’s something else altogether.’

‘Do you want to tell me about it?’

Harry hesitates, licks his lower lip, looks quickly around and then leans forward confidentially, his neck bulging against the line of his collar. ‘I’m involved,’ he whispers.

‘What?’

‘I’ve got myself involved.’

‘You mean …?’

‘Yes.’

‘There’s another woman?’

‘Yes.’

Jack doesn’t speak for some time. He can’t believe it. He doesn’t want to hear this confession. He’s not ready for it. A lot of married men play around and Prancer Johnson has its share of them. George Morton from Corporate Promotions brags about his exploits as if he were trying to earn a badge of courage for sleeping with the enemy. Old Spider Harris from Accounts has kept a mistress for as long as anyone can remember and his wife must be aware of it yet never complains. But Harry is different. He knows Harry. Harry always seemed so happy with Katy and they make a good couple despite the way they’re always sniping at each other.

‘Who?’ he manages to ask at last, lifting his gaze from the table and looking into Harry’s stricken face. ‘Is she someone I know?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who? Is it someone at the office?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who?’ Talk for God’s sake! Is it the girl with the cropped blonde hair who works in the typing pool and hangs around Harry’s office sometimes? No. Too young. She can’t be more than eighteen. Is it the girl with the legs and the laugh who worked with Harry on the Executive Training programme last year? Sonia something. Sonia Pyke. No. She’s not his type. The girl from New Product Development? Christmas party. Danced on the table. No. Too loud. Talk to me, Harry! Give me a clue. It could be any one of a dozen different women. Temptation everywhere.

‘Felicity.’

Jack recoils as if he’s been struck in the face. Felicity! He tries to recover, fumbles for his beer and drains the last of it in one gulp, knocking the rim of the glass on his teeth.

‘She’s special, Jack. I mean, the marriage could be better, you know — shit, marriage is never perfect. But that’s not the reason. I mean, Felicity is something special …’

Gene Autry the yodelling cowboy has been replaced with the truckers’ sweetheart Tammy Wynette:


Sometimes it’s hard to be a woman

Givin’ all your love to just one man

You’ll have bad times

And he’ll have good times

Doin’ things that you don’t understan’



‘I know she’s special!’ snaps Jack, dabbing his mouth on a paper napkin. ‘We’re talking about my secretary.’

‘I’m not trying to steal her away from you or anything,’ says Harry quickly, detecting the disapproval in Jack’s voice.

‘How long have you been seeing her?’

‘Six months. Well, actually, I mean, more than that. But six months ago it started, you know, getting serious …’

‘Why are you telling me?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Harry. He looks across at Jack and smiles. ‘You’re my friend.’ And then, without warning, with the music playing and the food spoiling, he hangs his head and bursts into tears.



Jack spends the afternoon working on his report on the future of stubborn stain removers but can’t stop thinking of dirty Harry and the scene he made in the restaurant. He tries to avoid Felicity and when she briefly makes an appearance he gets rid of her by pretending to be immersed in his work. It’s stupid but he feels, somehow, that she’s been unfaithful to him. Did Harry tell her that he was going to make his confession at lunch? Does she know that he knows that she’s Harry’s mistress? What a mess we make of our lives.

His three-thirty meeting takes place in one of the conference rooms on the fifth floor. Frank Collins, representing the interests of Mr Perfect Instant Shine, is there with two or three of his acolytes, Tosser Thompson has been sent along from the Dust Buster team, but Harry is missing and business starts without him. There’s talk of a new pro-active self-management support system that boils down, as far as Jack can understand, to living with the results of your own mistakes. He finds it hard to concentrate. The room is hot and the taste of guacamole haunts his mouth.

Helen Curtis, the woman who does all the talking, the woman who called this meeting, is a middle-aged blonde who George Morton claims was his earliest conquest and, although Jack only half believes it, he finds himself drifting none the less, watching her talk, trying to think of her drugged with excitement, eyes wild, mouth loose, kneeling on the conference table, hoicking her skirts around her waist. Papers scattered. Plump white legs. Hands-on experience. Basic communication skills.

It’s five o’clock when the meeting draws towards its conclusion and he still has a lot of paperwork before he can call it a day. He phones Holly to warn her that he’ll be late again. He wants to tell her about his lunch with Harry but he doesn’t know if he can trust her to keep the bad news from Katy. They’re friends and share secrets. Men prefer to suffer in silence. It saves so much embarrassment.

‘Did you eat?’ demands Holly, when he tells her that he’s still at work.

‘I had a big lunch. Mexican. It was filthy. Have you eaten? Don’t wait for me to get home.’

‘I’m not hungry. I’ll probably go to bed.’

‘Do you feel sick?’

‘No. I’m fine. Tired. I just need to sleep.’

‘I love you,’ he says urgently, dropping his voice and staring at her photograph in its polished walnut frame on the desk. She’s standing with a hand raised to touch her necklace, head cocked self-consciously at the camera, smiling into the summer sunlight of a long-forgotten afternoon. This woman, his wife, keeping watch while he works.

‘I love you too,’ she says, puzzled. ‘Have you been drinking?

‘I had a beer at lunchtime. One beer.’

‘How much longer will you be there?’

‘A couple of hours. If you’re asleep I’ll try not to wake you.’

He settles down to his last attempt at trying to puzzle out a method of predicting a future market share for a second generation of Whoops! containing the fragrance of (A) fresh Alpine meadow or (B) new lighter apple orchard. He’s usually good at this sort of problem but this time he can’t seem to work it out. The market research baffles him.

Twenty minutes later Felicity looks into his office to say good night and he wonders if she’s off to keep an appointment with Harry at a room in the Holiday Inn, or perhaps they go back to her place, where she cooks him dinner while he soaks like a walrus in her bath, or perhaps they take a bath together, clinging naked to each other, hot and slippery with soap. Harry! Harry! I love you, Harry. I’ve been waiting all day to touch you again.

‘Media Monitor called. They want to switch from Friday to Thursday. I told them you weren’t available until the end of the month.’

‘Good thinking,’ he says, looking up from his desk and confronting her at last. He tries to catch a clue, a small change in her appearance that might betray her secret life. She’s wearing fresh lipstick and her dark hair has been lifted and tied somehow at the back of her head, exposing her shoulders and neck. She looks so young and beautiful. His heart balloons against his chest and he turns his eyes away and stares stupidly at Holly’s photograph.

‘Are you going to be working late?’

‘I thought I’d finish this report.’

‘How is it going?’

‘Complicated.’

‘Do you need me?’

‘No. Thanks.’

‘I’ll get home,’ she says, still uncertain. ‘Good night.’ She takes a step towards the door.

‘Have fun,’ he says sadly.

She smiles and pauses to fasten her jacket. He watches her fingers work at the buttons and tries to imagine her undressing while Harry sits on the edge of the bed, stripped to his wristwatch and underpants, grinning and scratching his paunch; but the thought is so ridiculous that he can’t picture it and now it’s too late because she has turned and disappeared, leaving him with nothing but a trace of her perfume.

He leans back in his chair and stares at the shelves on the opposite wall as he listens to her footsteps clicking away down the corridor. Whoops! Swirl! and Dust Buster. Mr Perfect Instant Shine. He gets up and shuts the door. He feels a peculiar sense of loss, as if he’s been neglected, cast overboard, left marooned on a lonely shore.

It’s past nine o’clock when he finally goes downstairs to his car and starts the journey home.



The roads are faster at this time of night. It makes it easier getting home. Holly sounded depressed on the phone. She doesn’t eat. It can’t be good for her system. If I left the office at a sensible hour we could sit down and eat together. What shall I tell her about today? I never thought Felicity could be so stupid. And Harry! He’s such an ugly bastard. Why did she fall for a man like Harry? He’s old enough to be her father. There must be something about him.

You have to admire his energy. How does he find the time to lead a double life with all the effort it must involve and the deceit and the risk of getting caught and fucking up his entire life by losing everything? Katy is still attractive. She doesn’t need him. She’d soon find another man if she decided to leave him. It doesn’t make sense. He’s crazy.

I couldn’t cheat on Holly. Since we’ve been married I’ve never looked at another woman. Never. Well, that’s not true. I’ve looked at a lot of women but that’s not the same as cheating on Holly. You can’t help looking at women when you’re working for a company the size of Prancer Johnson. Women are part of your life. You’re surrounded by them every day. It’s not so bad in the winter, when they keep themselves wrapped, but during the summer, when it’s hot and they wear the absolute minimum, it can drive you crazy sometimes – like this afternoon in the conference room with Helen Curtis leaning over the table to pass around that document and her tits plopping out of her dress the way the neckline took such a plunge, and she didn’t seem to care very much when she caught Tosser Thompson staring. I don’t blame him. I had a dip down her front myself when she turned in my direction. Tosser always gets caught. That’s the difference. How does he manage to keep his job? He never does any work.

I’ve always hated this stretch of road, the city sprawling into a wasteland, derelict houses, pylons, warehouses, empty factories. It was probably farmland years ago. Nothing to show for it.

If Holly is still awake when I get there I’m going to tell her everything. She’ll find out sooner or later and I won’t be accused of helping Harry cheat on his wife. She can tell Katy or keep the secret. I don’t care. I won’t be part of it.



I recognised the sound of his car when he turned the corner of Red Beech Grove. I won’t go downstairs. I’m asleep. I can hear him moving about in the kitchen. He treads so softly from room to room, hoping not to disturb me, reduced to a thief in his own house. Sometimes he makes himself a sandwich, cheese or smoked ham or something, and sits down to watch the TV news but often he comes straight to bed. He doesn’t like sitting alone. Solitude seems to disturb him.

For the main meal of the day I had a baked potato, a grilled chicken breast with the skin removed and a small tomato. The tomato was just for decoration. You’re supposed to chop the chicken into low-cal mayonnaise, one tablespoon, sprinkle it with paprika and use it to fill your potato. It sounds disgusting. It looked even worse in the picture they had in the magazine. It was sitting on a yellow plate surrounded by sprigs of parsley. Why do they use so much parsley? I suppose it must be the colour. I had the potato on its own with I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter and then I made a chicken sandwich. It’s the same difference. I didn’t have lunch. I could have had the Weight Watchers soup but I had a chocolate biscuit. Two chocolate biscuits. So that makes a thousand calories. I ate the tomato. There can’t be any calories in a tomato.

It’s not enough. I can’t survive on a thousand calories a day. Plus I hate counting them. Counting them makes me hungry.

He’s gone into the bathroom. When he gets home late and he knows I’m already in bed he gets undressed in the bathroom and tiptoes to bed in the dark. He switches off the light on the stairs. Tiptoes to bed in the dark. He doesn’t have to do that. I’m asleep. He won’t disturb me.

Sometimes I wonder why he stays with me. How can he possibly find me attractive? It doesn’t stop him. It didn’t stop him the other night. I don’t like it when he tries to make love to me while I’m so fat. It’s as if he didn’t care. It makes me feel like a household appliance he uses from force of habit. He doesn’t look at me when he wants me. He does it from memory. Oven, toaster, dishwasher, wife. And all the time I’m worried that there’s too much light in the room or that he’ll want to try a different position where I can’t disguise my bulging body and, wrapping his arms about me, his fingers will sink through the folded fat and he’ll shrink away in disgust. It upsets me so much that I freeze just thinking about it and he tells me to relax and that makes it worse because he sulks and blames himself and we both finish hating ourselves.

He’s here. He’s climbing into bed beside me. He’s cold. I’m asleep.



The evacuation of Meadow Bank takes place at the same time every morning. Porch lights snap out. The blinds are raised at bedroom windows. At seven o’clock the first husbands leave for their offices. An hour later mothers start loading cars to drive their children to school. Red Beech Grove is abandoned. The garages are empty. An elderly woman leads a dog to the corner of the street and watches the animal squatting, straining to drop a turd on the neatly trimmed grass verge. A young man in a tracksuit, canvas satchel slung from his shoulder, works his way from door to door, leaving newspaper truncheons protruding from unguarded letter-boxes.

This morning Holly goes shopping with a girlfriend who lives on the opposite side of the street, in the house with the ornamental shutters pegged to the window frames. She made friends with Valerie just a few weeks after they moved into Red Beech Grove. Her husband, David, works for a fresh-frozen seafood company and drives a company Ford, so Valerie has been allowed to drive their old, blue Renault which is perfect for shopping and running errands. She takes Holly once or twice a week to Dreamland, on the outskirts of Meadow Bank, where they use the giant supermarket and check the prices at Superdrug and the new health-food store where Valerie buys her vitamin supplements. Valerie has been trying to follow a purification diet for the past two months and needs encouragement.

Holly, fortified with nothing more substantial than a dieters’ fruit bowl breakfast, also needs encouraging as they take the moving staircase down through the black marble columns of Dreamland and approach the supermarket. She’s resigned to the long monotony of calorie-counted meals but already dreads the weekend when Jack will be home and her father will be there for Sunday lunch, shouting and making a fool of himself, eating too much and falling asleep in his chair.

‘Make them get their own meals!’ says Valerie cheerfully as she grabs at a wire pushcart and marches forward into the ranks of fruits and salads. ‘Men should be more creative in the kitchen. It helps to balance their hormones.’ She’s tough and energetic, despite her fragile appearance and her mass of curled blonde hair. She’s dressed in leggings, a stretch top and some sort of soft satin shoes that look like ballet slippers, as if she’s just stepped from an exercise class, and everything is in pastel shades of green and blue and yellow. They make an odd couple, like Barbie and the Incredible Hulk, but Holly has never felt threatened by their differences or been made to feel ridiculous in her Reeboks and smocks.

‘Bingo can’t cook!’ says Holly. She’s called her father Bingo for as long as she can remember. Everyone calls him Bingo. Since they’ve been married they’ve forced him to visit once a week for the sake of feeding him a decent hot meal. He insists on remaining independent but he isn’t fit to be left alone. Why does he have to make it so difficult? A man his age should have proper medical care and attention. He should be living in a sheltered community, one of those new housing projects where they have alarm buttons and a warden to look after them.

‘Anybody can cook!’ insists Valerie with a toss of her mane. ‘They learn quick enough when they’re hungry.’

Holly admires this pragmatism. Valerie is a fighter. She left her job more than a year ago to concentrate on starting a family and, while she waits for the pregnancy that never seems to happen, she has spent most of her time turning one of the bedrooms into a nursery, painting murals on its walls, searching for the perfect antique crib and collecting self-assembly wind-chime kits. Holly has watched Valerie’s nestbuilding without envy or regret. Jack wants dozens of children. Holly thinks she might learn to like them. There’s still time. These things happen.

She concentrates on her shopping list and tries to stifle the hunger pains. The supermarket is a labyrinth, the size of an airport, built entirely of deadly delights. The walls sparkling with coloured sugars, buttresses built from butter and cheeses, pillars of pastries and sweet thick puddings. The thought of it frightens and thrills her, knotting her stomach with excitement.

She leaves Valerie picking through the tropical fruits, collects a free-range chicken for Sunday lunch (healthier than a butterball and chicken is part of the diet sheet if you don’t touch the skin or have the gravy) and then drifts towards the freezer cabinets where they keep the Lean Cuisine and the fat-free ice cream. The freezers look like rows of open coffins. The frost stings her fingers. A young man loading shelves in the same aisle catches her eye as she makes her selection and she blushes with the shame of being caught in the act of buying this stuff. He’s a thin youth with greasy black hair and teeth that look too large for his mouth. He straightens up and turns in her direction and, although she does her best to ignore him, she can sense him, leering at her body, laughing at her overblown shape, her preposterous clothes, as if she were a freak, a circus attraction.

She fills her wire pushcart with half a dozen boxes of Lite Bite meals and a family bucket of butterscotch ice cream and quickly retreats, following the aisle as far as the bakery counter where Valerie is waiting, but finds no comfort in her company.

‘How can you eat this junk?’ Valerie complains as she rummages through Holly’s shopping with exaggerated disgust. ‘It’s full of colours and chemicals. It poisons you. It brings me out in a rash just thinking about it!’

‘I happen to like the taste,’ says Holly stubbornly. ‘And it’s supposed to be low-calorie.’

‘You’re trying to lose weight again!’ says Valerie. She pouts and contrives to look disappointed, as if Holly were a traitor to universal sisterhood.

‘I could lose a few pounds.’

‘But you don’t look fat,’ says Valerie, stepping back to survey the full extent of her paunch. ‘You look sort of, I don’t know, comfortable. You just look comfortable.’

‘I don’t feel it.’

‘So why don’t you try the Tibetan detox diet? It cleans out the entire system, drains the poisons from your body, tones up your nerves, cools down your blood and makes you feel weird.’

‘I’ve tried it. That kind of thing doesn’t work for me. Plus it gets so monotonous,’ Holly tells her, remembering the last cleansing diet she suffered – a week of mung beans and natural yoghurt. The magazine promised it would give her mystical energy to understand her true inner nature. It gave her the heebie-jeebies.

‘It’s supposed to make me fertile,’ says Valerie wistfully. ‘But it just makes me fart, so David won’t touch me.’

‘At least you’re not fat,’ sighs Holly, as they push their plunder towards the checkout.

Valerie stops and places a hand on Holly’s arm, pulling her sideways, making the pushcarts twist and collide. ‘Holly, you’re not fat. You’re nutritionally disabled. Think of yourself as beautiful. That’s the first importance for self-empowerment. You have to think yourself beautiful.’



It’s not my place to talk. I mean. But Holly needs help. She’s enormous. When we came back from the supermarket she could barely manage to hoist herself from the car. I had to help her unload the shopping. I thought she was having a heart attack. It’s not natural.

I think a lot of obesity is an allergy of some description. They never tell you that when you ask them. They never want to tell you the truth. But I know it for a fact. I’m allergic to milk and certain dairy products, additives, preservatives, colours and flavour enhancers. An allergy is what happens when the immune system goes crazy. And you get skin trouble or bowel disorders or you can’t digest your food properly, like Holly. That’s why she’s so fat. She isn’t burning the energy. It’s a sort of metaphor. A lot of women never learn to maximise their potential because they introvert themselves and develop allergens. They become nutritionally disabled. It’s something society does to them. I read it somewhere. It’s called the Invisible Handicap. That’s why I’m infertile and Holly is so fat.

Their marriage seems happy enough despite all her problems. Jack is not a bad-looking man in an average sort of way. She keeps him looking clean and decent. Why doesn’t he tell her to pull herself together? Why don’t they dialogue her problems? Perhaps he wants her to stay that size so she can’t run away from him. It’s a method of control. It takes all sorts. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a mistress tucked away somewhere. A trim little secretary or something of the sort. I’ve felt him looking at me once or twice. Nothing nasty. The odd glance. I was flattered. Every woman needs to be admired. Especially if you’re disabled. It doesn’t mean anything. He’d bolt like a frightened rabbit if you made a pass at him. I know it for a fact.

That diet won’t work. Crash diets never work. Holly needs help to work through her problems. She needs help. She does nothing but sit in the house all day eating junk and watching TV.



Holly watches a lot of TV. She likes soaps and sitcoms and travel shows. She loves Oprah Winfrey. Her favourite talk show. It gives her hope in a hopeless world. No matter how bad she may feel, there is always someone uglier, angrier or just plain crazier to be found on the Oprah Winfrey Show. Sometimes they will be victims of a weird cult or hillbilly rapists or child abusers and there’s nothing these people are afraid to talk about and often their stories defy description and they have to invent their own language for it, but Oprah will manage to get them talking while the people in the audience hoot and shout and clap their hands like children. And sometimes they broadcast an overweight special when they exhibit women on the show who have grown so fat you can hardly believe they don’t suffocate beneath their own weight. And they’ve done terrible things to their bodies like having their jaws wired shut or their stomachs stapled or the fat vacuumed from their buttocks and they’re still enormous and it’s like a freak show of torture victims. And Oprah is not the smallest woman on earth. There are times when she looks like a Sumo wrestler sporting heels and a kaftan. But it’s like a public confessional or some kind of Bible meeting when the women on the stage start shaking and sobbing and telling their stories and afterwards you feel better for it, as if you’d been purged of your nightmares.



Jack waits until Sunday morning to tell Holly the news of the big affair between Harry and his secretary. There is never a perfect time. The news of an infidelity spreads through other marriages like rumours of an epidemic that rages in the outside world. There are no charms to protect the innocent, no partnership that is strong enough to resist the ravages of infection.

They are working in the kitchen. The air is heavy and hot with the smells of roasting chicken, butter-glazed carrots, onions and gravy. Holly, wrapped in an apron to save her frock, is making a salad as part of her diet-book version of lunch. Two slices of chicken breast and lots of raw carrot, celery and tomato slices. There are fourteen calories in a tomato – she checked in the Weight Watchers Calorie Guide. Seven calories per ounce of carrot and five in a stick of celery.

Jack, standing always in her shadow, starts to interfere with her progress, investigating the salad bowl and frowning in disapproval. ‘I wish you wouldn’t do this,’ he says, plucking at a pellet of carrot and tossing it into his mouth. ‘You shouldn’t keep starving yourself. It isn’t healthy.’

Holly stops work, leans her weight against the counter and tries to control her exasperation. She wipes a wisp of hair from her face with the back of her hand and stares in disgust at the mess on the wooden chopping board. ‘Don’t start on me, Jack!’ she warns him. ‘It’s difficult enough without everybody working against me.’

‘But you don’t need to punish yourself all the time,’ he protests. ‘There’s nothing wrong with you.’

‘I’m as fat as a pig!’ she snaps angrily. ‘I feel disgusting.’

‘I like the way you are,’ he says, smiling, trying to work his hands around her stomach and pull her against him. She smells of the perfume he bought her for Christmas. A prickling, peppery scent of heather and moss and different spices. Expensive. He leans forward and dips his face into the warmth of her neck. ‘I like your curves. I don’t want to live with a skinny woman,’ he says gently. ‘It makes you special. Different. It gives you character.’ His fingers sneak towards her breasts, wanting to feel their weight in his palms.

‘Well, I don’t want to be different!’ she says briskly, breaking away and retreating towards the fridge. She jerks open the door and removes a bottle of wine, something to fill Jack’s hands. ‘I want to be normal. I just want to be normal,’ she tells him, returning to her salad bowl.

‘Maybe we should both go on a diet,’ he says, searching the cutlery drawer for a corkscrew. He feels stung by her rejection. It happens all the time. He can’t remember the last time he took her for a tumble. He’d like to give her one now while she’s stubbornly pressed against the counter. He wants to lift her frock and wipe his tongue against the plump warm weight of her thighs, bury himself in her rump while she, the good wife, slumped down in a swoon, rewards him with a full-throated scream as she drives herself against him. Yes, Jack! Yes! Yes! Give me that cucumber, bully-boy! The wine bottle falls and floods the floor. The chicken bursts into flames in the oven. He wants that excitement. He wants it to be fast and loose. It drives him crazy thinking about it. Why don’t they have that passion any more? Is this what happened to Harry? Is this how marriages fizzle out?

‘You’ve never had to watch your weight,’ Holly tells him resentfully as she wipes her hands on her apron. ‘You can eat anything.’

‘Remember when Harry took me to lunch?’

‘Mexican.’ She turns around to face him, protecting her flank from further fantastical assault. Women can read your thoughts.

‘That’s right.’

‘You told me you hated it.’ She stares at the bottle of wine in his fist. That’s eighty calories a glass. She’ll have to make herself a spritzer.

‘It wasn’t the food,’ says Jack, wanting to be cruel, suddenly seized with the need to shake her confidence. ‘He told me something I really didn’t want to know.’

‘What?’ she asks him, reaching into a cupboard for another bottle of mineral water.

‘He told me something I really didn’t …’

‘I heard you the first time. What did he tell you?’

‘He’s having an affair!’ Jack announces in a rush of indignation. ‘Can you believe that? He’s having an affair with my secretary.’ He was never very good at revealing secrets, the trick of dramatic disclosure, the slow stare and measured performance.

‘Felicity?’

‘Yes.’

‘I know.’

‘How?’ Jack is startled; he stares at her with his mouth open like a schoolboy caught stealing cigarettes.

‘Katy told me.’

‘When?’

‘Oh, I can’t remember. Weeks ago.’

‘You mean, Katy knows that Harry is being unfaithful to her?’ He can’t believe it. That’s not how it works.

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘She told me to keep it quiet.’

‘But we’re married!’ he complains. ‘We shouldn’t keep secrets from each other.’

‘Tell that to Harry.’

‘But why didn’t you say something to me?’ he demands again. ‘I have to work with the bastard.’

She shrugs. ‘It didn’t seem important.’

‘They’re supposed to be our friends.’

‘We hardly ever see them,’ she reminds him. ‘If I didn’t phone her from time to time we’d lose touch with them altogether.’

‘It’s not my fault,’ he says, watching her make the spritzer. He won’t be blamed for moving them out to Meadow Bank. It was Holly who wanted to leave the city. She’s wearing lipstick and just enough mascara to make her lashes look longer. She never wears make-up around the house yet always makes this effort for Bingo, as if she cared more for the good opinion of her father than the feelings of her own husband. He thought daughters were supposed to seek the approval of mothers. It’s not the make-up that bothers him. It’s a question of privilege. It’s a question of having the mad old bugger to spoil their Sunday afternoon.

‘Does Harry know that she knows?’ he asks as he trails her into the dining room to finish setting the table.

‘I shouldn’t think so. He’s probably too concerned with that cheap little tart you call a secretary to know what his wife is thinking or feeling.’ She scowls and gulps at her drink as if he were somehow responsible for letting Felicity run wild. Perhaps she suspects him of helping to engineer the affair.

‘Do you think they’re still sleeping together?’

‘What do you think?’ she snaps back at him.

He retreats as far as the window and glances out at the empty street in search of her father. They’ve attempted to divide this room, which the developers were pleased to call ‘a spacious through-lounge’, into separate living and dining areas with the help of a self-assembly bookcase, no more than a stack of pine shelves, bought from a giant Do It All on the edge of Dreamland and now projecting from the wall like a skeleton screen. The front portion of the room contains a dining table and four chairs, a small reproduction Welsh dresser and a fancy fake Victorian mirror. Behind the makeshift screen they’ve arranged the TV, sofa and armchairs with the low glass table that carries the lamp with the pleated shade and a base like a big green pumpkin.

‘But I don’t get it,’ he grumbles. How can Harry get away with it? There must be more to this business than Holly wants to tell him.

‘What’s so difficult to understand? It happens all the time.’

‘How can she let him run around like that?’ he wants to know. ‘I mean, why doesn’t she do something about it?’

‘What is she supposed to do, Jack? Tell me. What is she supposed to do under the circumstances?’

‘She could walk out.’

‘Fine. And where is she going to stay? Plus how is she going to live?’

‘I don’t know, I just think that she ought to do something about it,’ he says miserably.

Holly snorts and moves towards the door.

‘Where are you going?’ He turns abruptly, wanting to follow her footsteps.

‘I’m going into the kitchen. Stay here and watch the window.’



He follows me around the house. I hate it. He’s lost at weekends. He doesn’t know what to do with himself when they send him home from the office. He loses his sense of identity when he can’t read his name on the door. He gets restless. There are moments when he looks bored, like someone shaken from a marvellous dream to find himself tired with the drabness of life. Is that what happened to Harry? The women build homes and sit alone while the men form secret societies in boardrooms and offices. Paperclip barons and peanut tycoons. It makes them important.

Why did he choose this morning to tell me? I’ve met Felicity. When was it? It must have been the Prancer Johnson summer party to celebrate the launch of Squirt! It’s one of those things you buy and then pour straight down the lavatory. They hired the gardens of a big hotel for the party. I’d lost weight that year and I didn’t feel too bad about myself. I wore a hat and a new cream two-piece with puffed sleeves and lots of soft pleats in the skirt that made it swirl around my ankles. It cost a fortune. But when I met Felicity I felt like a sack of spanners. Jack pulled her away from a group of gawping husbands to introduce me. She slipped her hand through the crook of his arm and laughed, leaned against him for support as she struggled across the lawn in a pair of high-heeled shoes. She was wearing something that looked like a pair of satin pyjamas and her throat was bare and there were bracelets on her wrists and it was so cold that her nipples were stiff and her fingertips had turned blue and she looked ridiculous and Jack wrapped his jacket around her shoulders to keep her warm. How I hated her! I wanted her to be gnawed by frost. I wanted her to be eaten by cold. The jacket stank of her perfume for days. I took it away to be cleaned and pressed. I don’t know what I’d do if Jack ran off with a secretary. Why is it always secretaries? It shows such a lack of imagination. There’s too much water in this spritzer.



Bingo Bunting arrives at the door with a pineapple under his arm. He looks like an old, malevolent stork, with his big head balanced on its scrawny neck and his arms folded into his body like wings. As Jack opens the door, the old man fumbles with the fruit, holds it forth in a knobbly claw and staggers into the house.

‘Do you want me to move the car for you?’ says Jack, glancing into the street. The rusty Vanguard has been parked with its front wheels over the kerb, as if Bingo had wanted to anchor it into the soft grass verge.

‘No,’ says Bingo, looking baffled. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

Jack wants to tell him. He wants to tell him that he shouldn’t be driving anything bigger than a lawnmower at his age, especially not a stubborn brute like a Vanguard, and he ought to face up to the fact that his eyes are getting so bad that he’s likely to kill himself very soon by driving the car through a plate-glass window, but Holly has already arrived to wrap her arms around her father and guide him into the living room, leaving Jack with the pineapple in his fist.

He follows them reluctantly, watching Bingo settle himself into an armchair, perching his bird bones on the cushions. Jack hates the way the shrunken body no longer succeeds in filling his clothes – the stiff woollen suit, the starched shirt and cracked leather shoes that are destined to outlive him. They remain untouched while his body unravels inside them. Think of it! Our clothes survive beyond the grave like empty shells, discarded, thrown away, wrapped into bundles for charity shops.

‘Would you like a drink?’ asks Holly, fussing around the armchair, trying to poke a cushion behind the old man’s head.

‘Whisky!’ says Bingo, grinning and showing a set of formidable porcelain teeth.

Holly turns to Jack and pulls the pineapple from his hands. ‘You’ll have a glass of wine,’ she tells him as she disappears towards the kitchen.

‘Remember Percy Arnold?’ says Bingo as Jack sits down beside him.

‘The one who used to go drinking with you? The one who always claimed that he slept with Gloria Swanson?’

‘That’s the one,’ says Bingo.

‘I’ve always liked him,’ says Jack, brightened by the memory. A jolly giant of a man with an old-fashioned walrus moustache.

‘He’s dead,’ grunts Bingo. ‘I went to his funeral, Wednesday.’

This closes the conversation and they sit in frozen silence until Holly returns with the tray of drinks.

‘Did you get the hot water fixed?’ she inquires as she carefully presents his whisky. She handles him like a child, planting the tumbler in his hand and flicking open a paper napkin to spread across his knees.

‘What’s wrong with the hot water?’ asks Bingo, frowning. He peers down at the napkin as if it held some clue to the riddle.

‘You told me it ran cold and kept changing colour. Don’t you remember? You told me last week,’ she says patiently, smiling, glancing at Jack, retrieving her spritzer from the tray.

Bingo’s cloudy blue eyes narrow with the effort of working his memory back to his last Sunday visit. ‘Barney said there was something wrong with the boiler,’ he says, finally, rinsing his mouth with the whisky.

‘But did he fix it?’

‘I can heat water on the stove.’ He wipes the top of his head with a hand, fingers trembling against his scalp. His grey hair has been cropped to bristles. His ears look huge and raw in the sunlight.

‘You shouldn’t be living alone at your age. Especially not in that place. It’s cold and it’s draughty and you can’t manage the stairs,’ complains Holly. Since her marriage to Jack, her father has lived in a set of attic rooms in an old house on Scuttle Street in the far north of the city. The landlord, a sly little man called Barney Boswell, takes a high rent from his elderly tenants and, as far as Holly is concerned, does nothing in return.

‘The stairs don’t bother me,’ protests Bingo. ‘And I need the light. I can’t work in darkness.’

‘Why don’t you take a look at one of those sheltered-housing projects?’ ventures Jack. ‘You wouldn’t have to lose your independence and there’d be someone to keep an eye on you.’

‘Because I don’t want to live with a tribe of bearded women, wetting themselves, forgetting their teeth and talking all day to decrepit poodles. And I don’t care to have someone peering through the curtains to check that I haven’t died in my sleep.’

‘It wouldn’t do any harm to look at a few of them,’ says Holly.

‘I’ve seen them,’ says Bingo darkly. ‘They’re no better than dog kennels. Where would I put my belongings? Where would I store my paintings?’ He takes another swig from his glass and stares at the floor. ‘I couldn’t live in one of these damn shoe boxes!’ he adds, flapping his hand at the room.

‘We don’t live in a box!’ says Holly indignantly. ‘This is a modern town-house development. It’s light and warm and easy to maintain.’

‘If architecture is frozen music,’ declares Bingo sadly, ‘Meadow Bank is a chimpanzee banging its food bowl with a spoon.’

‘I’m hungry!’ says Jack, slapping his knees and looking anxiously at Holly. ‘Is it time to eat?’ He doesn’t want to become involved in this argument. He won’t have Bingo living with them. They’ve already discussed it. The old man needs too much care and attention. Holly can’t be expected to watch him twenty-four hours a day. He’s eighty years old, for God’s sake! He could drop dead at any moment.

‘Come and help me,’ she says, pulling herself from the chair. She’s still wearing her apron, a fancy bib-and-tucker affair with cotton frills at the pockets. ‘Do you want another whisky or will you have a glass of wine?’ she asks her father, taking the tumbler from his hand.

‘He’s driving!’ Jack protests before Bingo has time to open his mouth.

‘A glass of wine won’t hurt him.’

Jack follows her into the kitchen and arms himself with the carving set while she hauls the chicken from the oven and strains the juices into the gravy. ‘He’s such a stubborn old bastard. How much longer does he think he can live in that attic? He can’t even feed himself properly,’ he grumbles, spearing the bird with his fork.

‘There’s nothing wrong with him. I mean, there’s nothing physically wrong.’

‘How do we know? He never goes to the doctor. He might have all kinds of problems.’

‘We shouldn’t move him until he’s ready,’ she says, setting the plates on the counter and watching Jack breaking drumsticks. There was a time when she liked to serve food in front of her guests, encouraging them to help themselves, but since they’ve lived in this house she’s preferred preparing the plates in the kitchen and walking them through like a waitress. The dining room is so small and there’s never space enough on the dresser.

When they finally settle down to eat Holly quietly sets out her own chicken salad, hoping that Bingo will fail to notice the difference. But the old man, crouched like a gnome in his chair, is quick enough to sense that something is wrong.

‘What’s all this?’ he demands, frowning and poking her plate with his finger.

‘She’s having another diet attack,’ says Jack.

‘She doesn’t need to lose weight,’ says Bingo.

Holly concentrates on her plate, fighting back her resentment, as the two of them stare at her throat, the bulging curves of her shoulders and arms, the plump cushions on the backs of her hands. Count the dimples. Win a cigar. Guess the weight of the fat lady.

‘That’s what I keep telling her but she won’t listen to me,’ says Jack, smugly, forcing potato into his mouth and blowing out jerks of steam through his teeth.

‘Her mother was a big woman,’ says Bingo. ‘Florence. Big bones. Holly was a big baby. They liked big babies in those days. They used to fatten them up like hogs.’

‘Well, they were wrong!’ snaps Holly. The smell of roast chicken has made her so hungry her stomach has twisted and the pain is like a knife cutting under her rib cage. She doesn’t want to be here. She shouldn’t have to suffer like this. It isn’t fair. She wants to crawl back to bed and cradle herself in her arms. She wants the day to be finished: to be left alone in the house again. She gulps down her second spritzer, hoping to soothe away the pain, while Jack looks up with disapproval, thinking she means to get drunk to annoy him.

‘Big babies bounce when you drop them,’ reflects Bingo happily. He smiles at Holly. His chin shines with grease.

‘It must have been a safety measure,’ says Jack.

‘You remember Holly’s mother,’ says Bingo. He waves his knife at Jack and sprinkles the tablecloth with gravy.

‘She died before Jack’s time,’ Holly has to remind him. The spritzer shivers into her stomach, a cold and slithering touch that makes her feel hollow inside.

‘I’ve seen her picture,’ says Jack. He thinks of the hoard of paintings stacked against the walls of the attic. Portraits of dead friends and lost mistresses. Landscapes that no longer exist or at best have changed beyond recognition. And hidden in this graveyard of buckling canvases, several paintings of Holly’s mother, deliciously plump and beautiful and absolutely stark-staring-naked. His own mother-in-law! The memory continues to worry him. It breaks some primitive taboo that he can’t name but knows must exist to keep families from harm. Thou shalt not covet the thighs of the mother whence came the daughter taken in wedlock.

‘A big woman,’ says Bingo. ‘I still miss her sometimes. At night. When I wake up in the morning. Christmas. Birthdays. Anniversaries. The longer you live, the more you have to lose …’

‘Don’t be morbid,’ says Holly primly.

‘I’ve always been unhappy in love. My first wife died in very mysterious circumstances. When was that? I can’t remember. But we hadn’t been married more than six months.’ He shovels buttered carrots and ruminates on the cruelty of life. ‘She was barking mad. Her name was Alison but everyone called her Topsy. Barking mad. I used to have this cut-throat razor …’

‘You’ve told us this story a hundred times,’ says Holly impatiently. She tries to tackle her salad. The tomatoes feel soft. The celery is a mass of threads.

‘I was about Jack’s age when I married your mother.’

‘How is the food?’ says Jack brightly, hoping to steer the conversation back from the past towards the pleasures of the table.

‘The chicken doesn’t taste of anything,’ complains Bingo. ‘It looks like chicken. It smells like chicken. But it doesn’t have any flavour.’

‘Tarragon,’ says Holly. ‘Can’t you taste the tarragon?’

‘I can’t taste anything with these new teeth,’ he says, pushing his top dentures down from the roof of his mouth and making them protrude for the general admiration.

Holly looks away and tries to ignore him. If he takes them out, she thinks, I’m going to puke all over him. Please God, make him put the damn things away!

‘Remember Bolton’s Farmhouse Steak-and-Kidney Pies?’ he says, sucking his teeth back into his mouth. ‘They had some flavour! Cuts of kidney big as eyeballs and gravy that stuck to your shirt like glue! I haven’t seen one of those pies for years. Perhaps they don’t make them any more. But they had some flavour! Everything seemed to taste stronger in those days. It was fresh. Spuds were caked in mud. Eggs warm from the chicken’s arse. And the bacon! Good, thick, old-fashioned rashers with a proper belt of fat and whiskers on the rind …’

‘If you don’t want your lunch,’ screams Holly, ‘just leave it!’ She swipes out with her hand and throws her father’s plate to the floor. It hits the carpet and somersaults, splashing chicken and vegetables across the room. Bingo flinches and pulls back his head. Jack yelps in surprise. And with gravy rolling in heads down the curtains and potatoes still bouncing under the table, Holly heaves herself from her chair and runs for the door with her eyes brimming with tears.

‘Bugger me!’ says Bingo, astonished. ‘What’s wrong with Holly?’ He stares at Jack, who stares stupidly at the floor.

‘It’s the diet. She always gets emotional when she tries to follow one of those diets,’ he manages to say at last. Stupid bitch! Look at the mess! If he doesn’t act fast nothing is going to touch those stains.

‘What shall we do?’ says Bingo. ‘Are you going after her?’

‘No,’ says Jack, hesitating, shaking his head. ‘No, let’s leave it. She’s all right. She’s upset. She probably wants to be left alone.’

‘You’ll have to clean this carpet,’ says Bingo cheerfully. ‘And I’ll need a whisky for the shock,’ he adds, gulping down the last of his wine.



Bingo is going home. I can hear them whispering at the front door. I’m not going down to say goodbye. I feel safe in bed. I feel secure. They like to tease me because I’m so fat. They think it’s a joke. They don’t understand how much it hurts. I won’t let them stop me. This time no one is going to stop me. It has to work. It has to be different.

Bingo is wasting away. There’s nothing left of him. He looks like a scarecrow in his clothes. Why won’t he ask for help? Stubborn. Stupid. One day he’ll tumble downstairs and break his neck and that will be the end of him. He’ll fall asleep in the bath and drown or set fire to the house or something.

I feel so hungry! How many calories have I wasted? A bowl of bran flakes with chopped banana. Salad. I didn’t eat much of the salad. Two slices of chicken. I tasted the carrots before I served them. I managed to ignore the spuds but I licked the spoon when I made the gravy. How many calories? I can’t count. It’s impossible. I get confused.

When I was fourteen I wanted to be one of the girls on a TV game show called Fancy That! The host was Ronnie Carlton. He wore a glitter jacket and a Mexican moustache and had a catch phrase I can’t remember that always made the audience laugh. I used to sit with my mother, curled on the sofa, in the early evening and watch Ronnie Carlton introduce the Fancy That! girls at the start of every show when they’d step through a huge spangled curtain and join him at the front of the stage and whenever they appeared the audience would go wild and burst into applause because these girls were beautiful and wore expensive costumes that flattered their legs. They didn’t have to do anything. They helped Ronnie lead the contestants around the stage and kept count on a giant scoreboard but mostly they simply stood there and sparkled. They were lovely. They were perfect. They were there to be admired. They’d strike poses with the prizes, wrapped around sets of matching saucepans and luxury barbecue kits, and wave and blow kisses at everyone. I wanted to be with them.

I finally knew there were two tribes of women in the world. Fat women and normal women. Failed women and successful women. I wanted to be successful. I wanted the applause and adulation. I wanted to be famous for being thin and have Ronnie Carlton introduce me through that huge spangled curtain. I’d practised in my bedroom mirror, flirting with a hair brush and wastepaper basket, tonight’s star prizes, trying to squeeze my smile to a simper. I was fourteen years old. The year of the Munich Olympics. The world must have seemed so dangerous that I wanted to live in a fantasy land where violence and death couldn’t touch me.

I wanted to be a Fancy That! girl but when I left college I went to work for Procter & Gamble. Bingo had wanted me to travel. Africa and India. China and South America. I wasn’t prepared to take the risk. I became the Invisible Woman – a fat girl in a typing pool.

My mother wasn’t fat. She was tall but she wasn’t fat. Why did he say that? She was nearly as tall as he was at the time. When they went out together she would wear flat shoes, hoping to disguise the difference.

He’s driving away. I’m not going down. If Jack comes upstairs I’ll pretend I’m asleep. I don’t want to talk to him. I’ll leave him to clean the kitchen.



It’s filthy! This oven is filthy! She never cleans it. Why doesn’t she use the Mighty Brite that I bring home from the office? I’m wasting my time. If she bothered to wipe it once a week it wouldn’t have the chance to get this bad. I can’t hear her walking around upstairs. She probably went to bed again. Sleeping sickness. Hiding her head beneath the blankets. She nearly gave Bingo a heart attack. She made a mess of the dining-room carpet.

Slimming is a sort of disease. There’s nothing wrong with her weight. Her body has that old-fashioned generosity, a plump resilience that seems to give her power and strength. I love the way she feels so hefty and solid in my hands. She’s a fine figure of a woman, except you can’t say that any more without someone laughing at you. How did emancipation become confused with emaciation? Women stripped to their skeletons. Rib cages and knuckle bones. Disgusting. If I’d wanted to share my bed with a skinny, cantankerous woman I’d have married a skinny, cantankerous woman.

Perhaps she wants to go back to work – she might feel trapped in the house all day with no one but Valerie over the road and that other woman, what’s-her-name, for company. I don’t like the idea. We could use the money. It will cost a small fortune when we put Bingo away. We’re crazy. We should be glad that he wants to remain independent. I wanted to drive him home. I told him. But he wouldn’t listen to me. He doesn’t like me. Stubborn old devil.



Holly is mad as a hatter. I’m not surprised. She married a man with a morbid fear of stains! When she threw the dinner on the floor I thought he was going to scream with flight. He was paralysed. His eyes stood out like a dog’s bollocks. Why does she stay with him? The man is demented. He must have been traumatised as an infant. Scratch the man and find the child. His own parents died years ago. They probably died of shame. Sometimes it seems that death is the only reliable way of shaking off your children. You spend years wiping their backsides for them and then, as soon as they get the hang of it, they’re trying to do it to you.

I didn’t want her to marry him. I never made a secret of it. When she came home and told me her plans I wanted to say, ‘Holly Bunting, you’re a visitor to this planet and no one knows when your visa expires, so don’t waste your time dusting picture rails but run outside and look around and feel the warmth of the sun on your head. Sail the oceans with the humpback whales. Look for the fires off Tierra del Fuego. Walk the Silk Road and the Great Wall of China. Enjoy the sensation of being alive.’ But I didn’t say anything like that. The young are so solemn. No imagination. Swooning and spooning like Ruby Keeler and Dick Powell. The great romance. Holly’s mother had died and I was afraid that if I objected to the marriage she might feel obliged to stay with me and let herself wither on the vine.

So she married the man and he took her away and they scratch around like rats in a maze and there’s an end to it. They don’t live their lives. Their lives are living them. It’s my fault. I should have sold her to a circus or left her out for the gypsies while she was still a child. I didn’t know she was going to Procter & Gamble. When Jack asked her to marry him it must have felt like the great escape. I behaved myself. I went to the wedding. I gave them a honeymoon in New York.

I didn’t think much of the rations. That chicken! I’ve squeezed more juice from a thrupenny bag of tiger nuts. But that’s duty done for another week. Keep your bowels open, your mouth shut and never volunteer.



The day my mother died I was packing to fly to India. It was 1978. I must have been twenty-two years old. A fat pink girl who tried to hide her face in her hair. I might have gone to Paris or Rome. But Bingo claimed to have friends in Jaipur who would welcome a chance to look after me. I don’t know how he knew them. At first I’d thought it impossible to travel so far in the world. But I wrote to introduce myself and received a series of postcards of snake charmers, camels and elephants, elaborate Mogul palaces, men in turbans and waxed moustaches, mosques and temples, lakes and hill forts. One of my favourite cards was called Beauty of Rajasthan and featured a solemn, moon-faced girl with sootstained eyes and a string of seed pearls in her nose. Her shoulders were soft and her belly was ripe. She was beautiful. She was proud and plump like a Bombay film star. I clipped the card to my bedroom mirror.

I wanted to go to India. I wanted to visit Brindaban the city of a thousand shrines, and the ghost city of Fatehpur Sikri and the desert city of Jaisalmer. I wanted to see the cradle of Buddha and the tomb of Akbar. I wanted to taste fresh date-palm jaggery and cardamom custard and mango sherbet and all the other sweet delights that Bingo had described to me. I’d spent weeks making plans and finding maps and reading my copy of Hindustani for Tourists. It was November. Dark days of slashing rain. The city was dressed for Christmas and I was going to fly to a world beyond my imagination. A world of tigers and peacocks. My stomach churned with excitement. My blood was a hot infusion of smallpox, typhoid and cholera.

At that time we were living in a tall, narrow house with enough stairs for a lighthouse. Bingo was in the attic when my mother called from the kitchen. I didn’t sense that something was wrong. I was in my room. It was getting late. My suitcase was packed and all my travel documents were neatly arranged on the bed. I heard Bingo walking downstairs. The door was open. I didn’t glance up when he passed my room. I was trying to repair an old camera he’d given me for the trip. The camera wouldn’t work. I was taking it apart when he started shouting for me in a terrible, strangled voice and I found myself running and yelling with fright, falling on the staircase, tumbling, twisting my leg, hobbling, cursing, and when I reached them in the kitchen my mother was curled on the floor like an insect. Her face was grey and her eyes were staring at nothing. We were helpless. We didn’t know what was happening. She died on the way to the hospital.

She wasn’t very old. Bingo was already sixty-something but she can’t have been much beyond forty. Her heart stopped working. It wasn’t my fault. When she knew that I wanted to make the trip she didn’t try to stop me. I think she must have been afraid but it didn’t make any difference. I’m not to blame. It wasn’t my fault.

After the funeral I unpacked my suitcase and went to work for Procter & Gamble. I knew I would never catch the Punjab Mail or ride the Bangalore Express. I couldn’t abandon Bingo. I couldn’t take the risk of leaving him. I was afraid he would die without me.



Holly, can you hear me? What can I say to comfort you? I didn’t want to leave you alone. I didn’t mean to abandon you. It was cold, so cold on the kitchen floor. Why did you linger to grieve for me? I’ve always hated funerals. You should have fled to the promised land and taken your father with you. Feasting on fruit and flirting with Rajputs. He understood. I wanted you to be free. I wanted him to marry again. We are born to dance and laugh and chase dreams. Holly, can you hear me? It’s late. Too late. I’m fading. You’re fading. Away.



A boiled egg and Slymbred toast is two hundred calories. A Lite Bite Mexican Quarterpounder is three hundred and eighty. A double dollop of ketchup can’t be much more than forty. An apple (small) and a stick of cheese is two hundred and ninety. That’s only nine hundred and ten. I’m rich! What can I have for ninety calories? Two ginger-nut biscuits or one complete Chocolate Oliver.

According to the Seven Secrets to Success, you’re supposed to stick a photograph of yourself in a swimsuit to the front of the fridge door to remind everyone that you’re ugly and it makes you lose your appetite for whatever you wanted in the fridge, but I’ve never let anyone snap me while I was wearing a swimsuit. Also you’re supposed to colour-code all the food you bring home with little self-adhesive stickers – green for safe and red for danger – to make you more aware of the risks, but I never find the energy. Plus they tell you to exercise, but I feel so weak I can barely manage to climb the stairs and most of the time I just want to sit and watch TV or curl in the sofa and sleep. Jack complains. I won’t let him stop me. This time it’s going to work.



The summer spreads slowly through Meadow Bank. May blossom turns brown in the gutters as cherry and lime and hawthorn unfold their canopies over the streets to cast thin shade across baked pavement. The neat houses, crouched low on the ground, feel cramped and hot, windows thrown open, gasping for breath. Around Spruce Yard and Walnut Avenue the window boxes are planted with pansies and plugs of impatiens. At the entrance to Nutmeg Drive, where the houses are larger and feature split-level dining rooms, hanging baskets crammed with volcanic sprays of fuchsia dangle, dripping, from yellow brick walls. As the season deepens, the lawns and verges begin to look frayed, the turf scuffed like cheap carpet. Dust floats. Paintwork blisters on bargeboard and shutter. At night insects swarm in the street lights, music drifts through open windows and people emerge to stand in gardens that smell of creosote and cats.

Holly shelters from the heat, dragging herself from shadow to shadow, barefoot and stripped to a cotton shirt. It’s too hot to eat and anyway she finds she can blunt her appetite at the same time as she cuts her thirst on the bottles of sparkling water that now pack the fridge. Water weighs heavy and drowns your hunger. When she looks at herself each day in the mirror she dares to imagine that she grows smaller. Her stomach no longer protrudes in that mocking, phantom pregnancy and her thighs have lost some of their corrugation. Her bra, abandoned for comfort during the day but retrieved in time for Jack’s return when she takes care to wash and dress again, no longer seems to cut her shoulders or leave a weal beneath her breasts. Her breasts no longer feel so swollen. Her knickers, which once used to crimp her skin beneath the waistband, sag large and loose around her hips. She is cautious. These signs could be cruel aberrations. Her body density might fluctuate with atmospheric pressure, compacting the flesh against her bones. She might have imagined herself so grotesque that her size no longer appears so shocking. But when she studies the quivering wheel through the cloudy plastic window of the bathroom scales, she is forced to believe the evidence of her own eyes. She is changing. She is shrinking down to her target weight.

Despite the temperature she feels elated. The nausea and depression of the early days have lifted and rewarded her with a sense of endurance. She is strong. She has suffered. She has not surrendered.

Valerie is the first of her friends to notice the transformation. She arrives, unannounced, one afternoon and catches Holly in her shirtsleeves. Holly likes to pull on a big cotton wrapper to answer the door but she must have left it upstairs in the bedroom and the shirt itself nearly reaches her knees – which is more than a lot of her neighbours care to cover in this heat — so she doesn’t feel too uncomfortable as she leads Valerie into the kitchen. Valerie is practically naked. She’s pulled herself into one of those yellow stretch swimsuits with the high-cut legs and scooped back and poked her feet into rubber beach sandals and stuck a pair of sunglasses into her mop of soft blonde hair.

‘I’ve been sitting in the garden,’ she explains, as if there could be any doubt. She smells of coconut oil, her pale skin is golden toasted and dappled with freckles on her face and shoulders. Her nose looks scorched. ‘I came over to see if you wanted to join me. Don’t you just adore the sun!’

‘It brings me out in a rash,’ says Holly, blushing, running her fingers along her shirt-tails. ‘Do you want a cold drink?’

‘That’s an allergic reaction. You have to get used to it. You know you’re supposed to use a sun block for the first few days and then slowly build up your exposure,’ says Valerie. ‘I don’t bother. I just pickle. Do you have any orange juice?’

‘It’s unsweetened,’ Holly warns her as she moves to the fridge. Lite Orange Sport. Twenty calories in a glass. It doesn’t taste very strong but they add essential minerals.

‘I don’t take sugar,’ says Valerie. ‘It’s a killer.’ She leans with her back against the counter, arms folded, stroking her elbows. At this time of day the kitchen seems to be steeped in shade and the cooling air makes her shiver. ‘Have you done something with your hair?’ she says, frowning, watching Holly pour drinks from the carton. There’s something about her neck and throat that looks unfamiliar, as if her hair had recently been cut to flatter the shape of her face, but Holly hasn’t had her hair styled in years and Valerie knows for a fact that she does no more than chop it to length with a pair of kitchen scissors. But there’s something new. It’s almost as if she’s been stretched or is standing on tiptoe to make herself taller. And her legs don’t look so bad in that shirt.

‘My hair is a mess!’ says Holly, laughing and pulling it away from her face.

‘You look different.’

‘I’m not dressed.’

‘You’ve lost weight! My God, you’ve lost so much weight!’ Valerie stares in amazement. It’s true. Big fat Holly has lost her belly. She still won’t win any beauty contests but, nonetheless, she looks wonderful compared with how she did a few weeks ago. She must have been through a bacon slicer to trim the fat on those thick, white thighs.

‘Do you really think it shows?’ She grins and turns towards her friend, happy and foolish, clutching her glass against her chest, anxious to be admired.

‘You look amazing, Holly. It’s incredible.’

‘I’ve been starving for weeks but I’ve only lost a few pounds,’ says Holly modestly. She gathers all the looseness of the shirt in her hand, bunching it against one hip and flexing her leg like a dancer, arching her foot and tapping the floor with her toes.

‘A few pounds can make all the difference,’ says Valerie, sipping at her orange juice. Her hands look stained by iodine. She’s painted her nails with a pale-pink polish. ‘What does Jack think about it?’

‘I don’t know.’ She shrugs. ‘I don’t think he’s noticed.’

‘That’s typical of men. I could walk around the house stark-naked with fairy lights in my pubic hair and David wouldn’t notice me.’

‘Jack gets tired,’ says Holly. ‘He’s always complaining he’s tired.’

‘They get bored. They’re like children. You’re supposed to keep them amused.’ She smiles and flicks her tongue against the rim of her glass. ‘We ought to celebrate!’ she declares. ‘We ought to find Jakki and celebrate.’

Jakki lives a few doors away and has always been regarded as the leading local authority on fashion and beauty by Valerie, who admires her, Holly suspects, for having won enough money from her recent divorce to live without obvious means of support. And she’s only twenty-six years old. She writes a beauty column for the local newspaper but that’s not the same as work – she steals snippets from the magazines and sends them out in her own name. Nobody takes it seriously.

‘I haven’t reached my target,’ protests Holly. It’s not finished. One mistake – one decent meal — and she’ll soon be back where she started. It’s a disease. An addiction. She doesn’t want to tempt fate.

‘What’s wrong with a little friendly encouragement?’ argues Valerie. ‘I’ll call her later and then we can arrange a date.’ She shivers and turns to leave. This kitchen is depressing on such a beautiful afternoon. She wants to soak in the last of the sun. ‘Thanks for the drink.’

Holly follows her as far as the front door and watches her dissolve into the glare of the burning street, her rubber sandals slapping the pavement.



She’s so thin you can count the vertebrae in her spine. I could never wear that swimsuit. I would never dare that swimsuit. It’s disgusting. She’s showing her backside to the neighbours. How does she endure the heat? It’s dangerous to stay in the sun because of the risk of cancer. The sun has become a sort of death ray that burns small holes in your skin, speckles of acid that eat through your bones. Horrible. Plus you don’t actually feel anything until it’s too late. It’s like those walnuts you get at Christmas that are nothing but empty shells and the nuts inside have dissolved and you don’t know there’s anything wrong until you crack them apart.

You’d think she would know the dangers. You’d think she would know all about it. Perhaps she has some miracle cure made from goats’ spleen and yoghurt.

Does she really think I look different? She said I looked amazing. She said it was incredible. I feel different. It’s true. I feel good.



She looks like a ghost. You have to be sick to lose so much weight. It’s not natural. It can’t be healthy. I know it’s not my place to talk but, I mean. Her guts must hang like cinema curtains. Why doesn’t she take the sun? She might look better if she had some colour. Poor old Jack must go snowblind when he catches her in the altogether. She looks uncooked. Perhaps he never looks at her when he senses she’s going to take off her clothes. It takes all sorts. Perhaps he likes it. I think she was fat when she married him. I wonder how they managed in that department. It can’t have been easy. One false move in a tight embrace and she could have slipped and killed him. Some men like to be slapped around. It’s a fantasy about their mothers. A metaphor. I read about it in Marie Claire. Jack doesn’t look like the sort of man who could have an interesting fantasy. David doesn’t have fantasies. He told me. Well, he likes the obvious but it makes such a mess on the bathroom ceiling. The last time I tried something different we had the worst fight of our lives. He sulked for a week. The vibrator must have threatened him.

It’s too hot to think. That orange juice tasted of chemicals. I should have taken a look at the carton. She only likes to buy low-cal junk. I’ll be furious if she poisoned me. She ought to try some new make-up and do something with her hair. Jakki will come to the rescue.



Holly, listen to me. Can you hear me? I was twenty-three when I married your father. I was tall and proud and as strong as a panther. 1956. The Atomic Age. Living at the end of the world. And while we waited for Armageddon we made our home in his studio and dined on bread and fried potato, sausage, bacon and sweet red wine. He took away my clothes and turned his canvases into mirrors and when I gazed upon myself I found myself transformed, bewitched and beautiful. He painted relentlessly, dwelt for days on my shoulders and neck, lingered for weeks on my legs and buttocks. He devoured me. He melted my marrow. Was it wrong? I don’t know. I never had ambition enough to be a Lucy Stoner. As the years passed I grew soft and fat on love. I became voluptuous. When I was your age we didn’t have waistline worries – we had foundation garments. How can I explain? How can I make you understand? You look lovely. Have I told you that? You look perfect. But it’s not the answer to your question. Starvation isn’t the secret. The clocks are set and life is short and time is flowing stanchlessly like blood from a mortal wound. Talk to me, Holly. Can you hear me? Midnight is beckoning.



Two days later Holly finds herself trapped in her bedroom while Jakki searches her wardrobe. Her clothes have been scattered across the bed, where Valerie sits and examines the labels. Here are the skins with elastic waists, the maternity frocks from charity shops, the sweatpants and shapeless dungarees. Here are the Reeboks with comfort cushions, the canvas slippers and wooden sandals. Holly was reluctant to endure this humiliation but the clothes are no longer part of her life and she plans to burn or bury them. The ritual of giving her friends the freedom to weed her wardrobe is part of the painful process of change and saying farewell to the past. She heard that somewhere. It must have been an afternoon TV chat show.

‘There’s nothing here, really,’ says Jakki, in despair, holding up Holly’s favourite jacket as if it were covered in lice. ‘You can’t wear any of these things, really.’

Holly stares at the jacket as Jakki casts it towards the bed. It’s one of the few things she saved from the last time she lost weight. It already looks hopelessly out of date.

‘We’ll have to go shopping,’ says Valerie. She’s wearing a simple white shirt and leggings. The sleeves of the shirt have been folded back to show the colour of her arms.

Jakki, bright as a pixie, is wearing a yellow crochet waistcoat over a paisley chiffon blouse with a long, cotton patchwork skirt and black working boots that have been unlaced to reveal the length of their rolling tongues. It’s called NeoRetro, Jakki informs them, and combines all the dominant themes of the season. Aggressive but softly feminine with a welcome return to budget glamour and a new freedom towards nostalgia. She lives in a world of her own.

‘I can’t afford to go shopping,’ Holly protests, knowing they would reach this verdict but scared by its implications. She has been released on parole. It’s another last chance to do something sensible with her life. No more burgled bread bins. No more pilfering from pantries. No more broken promises. She’s endured her term of incarceration. She can start again with a fresh set of clothes and a proper pair of shoes.

‘You only have to buy the basics and then you can mix and match,’ says Jakki helpfully, pulling her waistcoat apart to give Holly a view of the paisley blouse.

‘I think you should look at her make-up,’ says Valerie. ‘And do something different with her hair.’

‘Don’t bother,’ says Holly, pulling a strand of hair between her finger and thumb. She wants to take it one step at a time. She’d be happy to celebrate by picking some pretty new underwear. ‘1 don’t care about my hair.’

‘That’s obvious!’ says Valerie.

‘But you’ve got really beautiful hair,’ says Jakki, who likes to weave her own long hair into a glossy black skein that she wears in a pile on the back of her head. ‘Why don’t we cut it into a bob?’ she suggests, pouting and squinting at Holly through half-closed eyes. ‘What do you think? Okay? I really, really think it would suit you. And then we can deep-condition it with protein revitalisers.’

Valerie looks impressed. ‘I knew you could sort her out.’ She jumps from the bed and goes to the bathroom in search of a towel, while Jakki retrieves her leather bag and pokes through the jumble of make-up until she finds comb and scissors. She once took a hairdressing course at a smart little place called Short & Curlies. Valerie trusts her with a perm and everyone seems to agree that she could be professional.

So Holly, despite her protests, finds herself sitting in the wickerwork chair with a towel around her shoulders while Jakki sets to work with the scissors.

‘You ought to become a natural blonde,’ she says, raking at Holly’s ears with the comb. ‘Your hair is so fair.’

Holly considers the prospect without enthusiasm. Blondes look cheap. They like to make spectacles of themselves. Men shout at them in the street. Filthy language. It happens to Valerie all the time. Snip-snip. Snip-snip. The hair falls softly from her shoulders and catches in the pile of the towel.

‘What about make-up?’ prompts Valerie, settled crosslegged on the bed and nursing a foot in her hands.

‘I always tell people to start with a really good basic skin-care routine. That’s the secret, really.’

‘I use Beauty from Nature,’ Valerie witters. ‘Herb-and-honey face dip. Apple-and-celery toner and splash. It’s so pure you can eat it.’ She twists her foot gently and pulls on her toes.

Holly glances sideways, worried that she is being mocked, but Valerie is serious. She once saw her sunbathe with slices of cucumber glued to her eyes like pennies placed on the face of a corpse.

‘No one uses that back-to-nature stuff any more,’ says Jakki scornfully. ‘It’s all very scientific these days.’ Snip-snip. Snip-snip. The scissors flash in her hand.

Valerie looks stung by this remark. ‘I have to use hypoallergenic,’ she says in her own defence and abandons her foot in favour of stroking her arms.

‘I always use Nivea,’ Holly confesses cheerfully, it’s cheap enough and it’s good for everything.

‘You really need more than that for your skin,’ says Jakki with great authority. She sounds like one of those girls you find in the big department stores who pretend to analyse your skin with little cardboard computers. Dry, oily and combination. They’re painted to look like china dolls and doused in so much perfume they must be fire hazards. Jack always leers at them. They seem to have that effect on men. Snip-snip. Snip-snip. ‘And then a good make-up base and a creamy blusher or some of those powder cheek colours are really lovely if you want to glow instead of glitter.’ Snip-snip. Snip-snip. She is working with easy confidence, clipping away the broken and feathered skin of hair that Holly has grown to hide her neck.

‘You’re supposed to draw your lips with a waterproof lip shaper in “Nude” or “Barely There” and then you add your favourite colour. You’ve got such a pale complexion I think you really need soft, warm shades. You can make your eyes look bigger by blending some highlights under your brow …’

Snip-snip. Snip-snip.

‘I don’t want it too short,’ Holly says anxiously. She peers down her nose at the towel. There’s enough chopped hair in her lap to stuff a small cushion.

‘I’m really just cutting it into shape,’ says Jakki, but she stops snapping the scissors and steps back to admire the effect. ‘What do you think?’ she says, turning to Valerie. ‘Okay? It looks okay at the front. Does it look okay to you?’

Holly stares at Valerie and holds her breath while she waits for the answer, too frightened to face herself in the mirror.

Valerie clambers down from the bed and smiles. ‘You look lovely,’ she says simply. ‘Lovely.’ She darts forward and plants a kiss against Holly’s cheek. ‘Jack won’t recognise you.’



‘What the hell have you done to your hair?’ Jack stands in the doorway, shocked and sweating, his suit crumpled, his collar loose, his briefcase stuffed beneath one arm. He stumbles into the house and stares in horror at his wife. He doesn’t want this to be happening. It’s the wrong woman. It’s a bad dream.

Holly stands frozen, her body tilted towards him, smiling, shining, waiting to be embraced. She’s wearing her big cotton shirt, no longer ashamed to reveal her legs, and a pair of embroidered Chinese slippers with little buttons and straps. ‘I’ve had it cut,’ she says, raising a hand towards her face. Her wrist smells of perfume. Her fingertips brush against her ear.

‘Why?’ Jack wags his head like an old man. His mouth sags open in despair. He looks tired and confused.

‘It was too long,’ she says quietly. The smile fades. ‘It was getting untidy.’ She turns away, trying to hide her disappointment, and retreats towards the living room.

‘I liked it!’ shouts Jack. ‘You know I liked it!’ He follows her into the room and hurls his briefcase at a chair. The room is hot and foggy with sunlight. He lunges at the sliding patio door, wrenches it open and clings to the frame as if he were suffocating.

‘It’s too hot to wear my hair long!’ Holly shouts back at him. ‘It looked a mess!’ She moves towards the far wall, bewildered by his tantrum. She wanted to please him. She wanted him to think her attractive.

‘Where did you have it done?’ He swings round and stares at her with a wounded expression on his face. He can’t believe it. Why didn’t she warn him? Her hair has been cut short and turned gently into her neck beneath the line of her jaw. It frames her face where once it served to soften it. She looks so different. She looks like a stranger.

‘Jakki did it for me this aftemoon.’

‘Jakki!’ shouts Jack. ‘How can you trust a woman who spells her name phonetically? Jakki, for Christ’s sake! It sounds like a Japanese pickle!’

‘She’s my friend.’

‘The witch of Meadow Bank.’

‘She’s kind to me!’ retorts Holly. ‘She did it for nothing and she gave me a lipstick.’ She stops and swallows her tears. Her throat is flushed. Her legs tremble. She feels so angry that she wants to pick up his briefcase and throw it at him, turn him round and push him back through the door. Go out and try again.

‘I suppose I’ll learn to like it,’ says Jack, sensing too late that he’s hurt her feelings. ‘It doesn’t look bad.’ It makes her face narrow. She’s lost so much of that soft ripeness, the plump beauty that he loves. The haircut makes it worse.

‘It will grow.’

‘It looks fine.’

‘It’s short.’

‘It looks fine.’ He tries to force a smile and wipes at the back of his neck with his hand.

‘Do you want a drink?’ she asks gently as he sinks into a chair and struggles to unlace his shoes.

Jack shakes his head, leans back and stares at the ceiling. He liked the way she wore her hair. It was natural. It looked like Holly. Why does everything have to change?

Holly sits down in the sofa and watches him brooding. ‘Did anything interesting happen today?’ she says at last, hoping to fathom his depression. He works so hard. He brings it home. The pressure of it wears him down. Perhaps she expects too much from him.

‘There was another of those meetings about the crossfunctional roles of facilitators in flexible time management teams. Tosser Thompson has been given control of the Dust Buster task force. Nobody thinks he can do it.’ He scratches his scalp. ‘Felicity went missing this afternoon and I had to phone down to Harry to get her back again. God knows what they do in his office. It gets worse.’ He falls silent. The monotonous thump of distant music can be heard through the open patio door. A lawnmower rattles on a neighbouring lawn. Somewhere a child is screaming.

‘Are you hungry?’

‘No. I had lunch with Frank Collins. Greek. It was filthy. He wanted to talk about Instant Shine. Have you eaten today?’ He stares across the room at the TV set in the corner and fixes his gaze on the dark, dead screen. Is it too late for the early news?

‘I made myself a chicken salad,’ Holly tells him. ‘And I had some fruit. It’s too hot for anything fancy.’ Lean chicken and noodle salad with Extra Lite yoghurt dressing. Banana, apple and mango slices sprinkled with Sweet ’N Low. Plus a low-fat chocolate milk shake from her emergency allowance and a bottle of mineral water.

‘You can’t starve yourself,’ he warns, without looking at her. ‘You’re going to make yourself sick again.’

Holly is puzzled. ‘I can’t remember the last time I was sick,’ she says, kneading a cushion with her fist.

‘You remember the time you tried the brown rice and chanting diet and started fainting in the street. We had to pump you full of vitamins and all that other stuff. You never stopped complaining.’

‘That was years ago!’ snorts Holly. ‘Honestly. I feel fine.’

‘So why aren’t you dressed?’ he demands. He turns his eyes from the TV set and stares forlornly at her legs. White enough to be luminous against the darkness of the sofa. And so smooth. They look polished.

‘I am dressed,’ she says, feeling foolish, pulling the shirt down over her knees.

For a moment Jack wonders if he’s blundered through a seduction scene without knowing what was happening. What is she wearing under that shirt? Too late. There was a time. When they were first married. Holly waiting for him when he came home from work. ‘You look pale,’ he says sadly.

‘Why don’t you get changed and have a shower?’

‘Good idea.’ His face brightens, thankful for permission to leave the room. He prises himself from the chair and stoops to pick up his shoes, hooking his fingers into the heels. ‘I must smell like a cattle shed.’

‘You’ll feel better after a shower,’ she says to encourage him. ‘And there’s still time to sit in the garden before it gets dark.’

He smiles and stops beside the sofa to peck at her cheek. ‘Perhaps you should phone the doctor tomorrow,’ he suggests quietly, brushing his mouth against her hair.

‘Why?’ she asks him, twisting her head to avoid the garlic on his breath. ‘I don’t need the doctor.’

‘You haven’t had a check-up for a long time.’

‘I don’t want one.’

Jack frowns and tries again. ‘What is it?’ She’s hiding something from him. He can sense it. She’s lost too much weight. She looks so gaunt there are shadows forming under her eyes. Some women starve themselves to death. Shrink themselves into skeletons. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing.’

‘So why are you scared to have a check~up?’

‘I’m not scared. There’s nothing wrong!’ she snaps impatiently. She grabs at the cushion and angrily slaps it down on her thigh. ‘Why? Why keep asking me?’

Jack pulls away and shuffles slowly towards the door. ‘I don’t know,’ he says miserably. ‘You worry me. You’re not the woman I married.’



What does he mean? ‘You’re not the woman I married.’ What does he mean by that? I was twenty-six years old. Twenty-seven. I wore my hair in a braid with a floral woodland headdress of dried flowers that made me sneeze and silver earrings and my gown was in classic ivory with embroidery on the bodice and sleeves. It came from Big & Bountiful. Bridal gowns for the fuller figure. I wore beaded silk shoes and carried a corsage of summer roses. Plus a wired satin corset for the underneath and white stockings and a lace garter to finish the trousseau.

Jack wore an Ascot morning coat, striped trousers and matching waistcoat rented from High Society. He looked lovely. He looked just like an advertisement despite the fact that the waistcoat turned out a size too small.

Bingo couldn’t decide between a Highland Chieftain and the full dress uniform of a general in the Congolese army. He’d found a place that hired theatrical costumes and thought he’d make a special effort to dress for the occasion. He was serious. I was furious. I wanted everything to be normal. I tried so hard to look normal. I starved for six weeks before the wedding. I purged myself for those fittings at Big & Bountiful.

He finally settled for a brown suit with a yellow lace handkerchief stuffed like a lettuce in the breast pocket. He was playing the part of the artist. I think he was jealous of Jack. I felt sorry for him. He’d always been so special. He used to make me feel beautiful when other children called me Jumbo. When I was very small he’d come to my room to kiss me good night and sit on the edge of my bed and tell me stories about his adventures and all the strange people he’d met in his travels. I don’t suppose the stories were true but I didn’t know the difference and anyway I loved him. I loved the sound of his voice and the smell of his clothes and the way his kisses prickled my skin. There were times when I prayed that my mother would die so I could marry him. I loved my mother. But Bingo was the only man in my life and I didn’t want to share him. And then everything changed. When she died. I suppose when I went to live with Jack he must have felt I’d deserted him. But he didn’t disgrace himself at the reception. He didn’t get drunk and he didn’t flirt with my friends. We had poached salmon and four different salads and spicy coronation chicken. There were chocolate puddings and tiny fruit tarts that melted the moment they touched your mouth. It might have been perfect if my mother had been alive. It might have been perfect.

My friends seemed surprised when I married Jack, as if somehow I didn’t deserve him. The good-looking man with the foolish, fat bride. I felt proud that he’d chosen me but he wasn’t the first. He wasn’t the first to take an unhealthy interest.

First: I was sixteen and still dreaming of Ronnie Carlton when Stanley Morris swept into my life. He had blond hair and speckled green eyes. We sat on the stairs and drank warm white wine from paper cups at a party in the house of his friend. He put his arm around me and kissed me while his hand sneaked down the front of my dress. His tongue worked like a metronome. His fingers left sweat stains on my bra. I was so drunk that when he went to fetch my coat I threw up over my shoes.

Second: Skipper Bright said he loved me but I wouldn’t let him below the waist. He used to bring me rum truffles, marzipan fruits and sugar flowers. He wore spectacles and suede shoes. My mother used to laugh at him. He studied to be a dentist, married a violent alcoholic and threw himself under a train.

Third: I won’t remember Curly Metcalfe. I don’t want to think about him.

Fourth: Larry Lupin had a crush on me but it wasn’t anything serious. He wrote me poetry that didn’t rhyme. I remember he had a lovely soft face and rather peculiar ears. I forget what happened to him.

Fifth: Charlie Martin was dangerous. He was tall and lean with blue tattoos on his hands. He wore a scuffed leather jacket and silver stitched cowboy boots. He used to steal and get into fights. I must have been mad to have mixed with him but he never did me a mischief. He said that he respected me and it didn’t make any difference when I wouldn’t let him do the you-know-what. He said I was very spiritual. He left me the following week for a girl called Hilary Bean who had the most enormous breasts.

Sixth: Max Spooner worked for a time at Procter & Gamble. They took me from the typing pool and made me his assistant. I was fresh from college and thought he must be important. He looked so elegant. He spoke with such authority. He took me out to restaurants. He bought me unsuitable underwear. They arrested him for embezzlement and I never saw him again.

I didn’t tell Jack about Max Spooner. When he joined the company Max had already disappeared. Jack was nice but I really didn’t find him attractive. I didn’t like him when he first arrived. It took a long time to get to know him. And when I finally took an interest he seemed more impressed with the charms of Beverley Waite. Horrible. Beverley Waite was cheap and obvious and made all the men in the office eat from the palm of her hand. I hated the way she flirted with Jack. I don’t know what happened between them. It might have been nothing. He’s probably forgotten. I wish I had one of Skipper Bright’s truffles.



Beverley took a shower that night, so long ago in our room at the Hampshire Hotel. We’d been to dinner somewhere and it was late and the room had been her idea because she wanted to stay in town and I was drunk and she didn’t trust me to drive her home. Is that how it happened? It was something like that. She was only twenty-three. I must have been about thirty. An old man. I wasn’t the first. I wasn’t the only one. She had a terrible reputation. That’s what made her so attractive. The knowledge. The danger. Beverley Waite the cannibal.

Damn! I’ve lost the soap again. Why don’t we get this shower fixed? The tiles are loose where it’s coming away from the wall.

Beverley Waite. She called me into the bathroom and told me to fuck her under the shower. The words coming out of her fat little mouth gave me a shock that nearly knocked me dead in my tracks. She didn’t doubt herself for a moment. She never lacked self-confidence. She grinned her slightly bucktoothed grin, head thrown back, eyes half-closed, the storm crashing over her shoulders. Glittering. Water spurted from her perky tits, squirted from the beard between her legs. Big black beard. Full set of whiskers under her arms. And tits like those old-fashioned ice cream cones. Amazing. Sticking out proud with no visible means of support. When we are young we defy gravity, fly through the air, walk on water. What happens? When do we lose the magic? She hitched a ride by wrapping her legs around my waist and I staggered and swayed and gulped for air like a drowning man lashed to a stone. I managed to wedge her against the wall and worked her legs like pistons. She was crazy. She was wild. It’s a wonder we didn’t break our necks.

Beverley Waite. It makes me burn just thinking about it. That night in the Hampshire Hotel. Seize the moment and pocket the memory. You’re never given a second chance.

The next morning I woke up with a blinding headache, a twisted ankle and a cold shoulder. She scratched my name from the telephone list.

Beverley Waite. Are you still there in the world with your stiff little tits and your sharp buckteeth leading men into temptation?

Holly was different. Everything was different with Holly. That’s what made her so attractive. It took months to win her confidence. She seemed especially shy with men. But there was something special. There was something about the way she walked and those hefty hips and big shoulders, strong and sensual, and those soft brown eyes and the way she looked so clean all the time – she glowed, she positively seemed to shine: you wanted to lick her skin because you knew she’d taste of something good like apple snow or vanilla sugar. She kept her hair so long she could wear it in a ponytail in those days. It was lovely. Sleek. Soft. That’s what I noticed the first time we met. Why did she have it cut? What’s happening? She looks dreadful. The silly bitch. Why did she do this to me?

Towel. Where are the towels? For Chrissake, I don’t have a towel!



I can’t sleep. It’s too hot. This house holds the heat like a brick oven. Jack is asleep. I hate it when he sulks – he snores and grinds his teeth. I like the way Jakki trimmed my hair. I think it suits me. I don’t understand why he wants to stop me losing weight. It seems to frighten him. He can’t want me to be so fat. I look preposterous. It’s not healthy.

Valerie understands how hard I’ve worked to reach my target. The misery of it. This afternoon she said she’d take me out for a celebration lunch. She says she knows a restaurant in Dreamland where they have a special organic menu and all the dishes are calorie-counted and it’s very relaxed and everything. It’s a long time since I’ve dared to eat in a public place. People always stared at me as if I were doing something obscene.

I remember eating in New York. Bingo bought the tickets for our honeymoon. We stayed at the Plaza Hotel, on the sixteenth floor, in a room high above Central Park. I loved that hotel. It was perfect. I loved all the marble and gold leaf and the chandeliers and the crimson carpets. And I loved the special Plaza Pizza, big as a dinner plate, thick as a cushion, crowded with tomato, ham, artichokes, cheese, olives, mushroom and basil. The food was good! The breakfasts were huge. I had the French toast with maple syrup and sweet whipped butter. And the New York sirloin with hash-brown potatoes and two eggs any style. Plus side orders of Danish pastries, blueberry muffins, croissants, brioche, bagels and wheat toast. And one morning I tried the Plaza traditional Japanese breakfast of broiled salmon and dried seaweed and scrambled eggs with sour pickle. After breakfast we walked along Fifth Avenue as far as the Empire State Building and bought Schrafft’s strawberry shortcake ice creams from a man who was selling them on the street. Good. They were good. We had lunch at the Rockefeller Centre. Hamburgers and root beer. In the afternoon we went back to our room, sat in bed and gorged on wedges of cheesecake served with fresh raspberry sauce, sweet blackberries and whipped cream. By the time the honeymoon was over I’d worked my way through the room-service list and was starting on the children’s menu. I managed a Freddy Hot Dog but I never reached Uncle Dick’s Chicken Fingers.

I could wear that blue jersey dress with the scoop neck if I can find a belt. It still looks pretty. And I could wear the black shoes and the little leather shoulder bag and I want to try my new lipstick. There’s nothing to stop me. I’m not doing anything wrong. Lots of women go shopping and find time to have lunch together. It’s normal.



The restaurant, called Knuts, is a long gallery beneath the central terrace of Dreamland made brilliant with lights and mirrors. The pillars supporting the ceiling have been wrapped in Astroturf and swags of white silk flowers. The atmosphere is lively and loud. Sleek young men in shirtsleeves and black satin bow ties move among the tables with the grace of dancers. They flitter and skip and toss their heads at one another in an endless performance of petty flirtations and tantrums.

Their own waiter, the elegant and loose-limbed boy who leads them to their table beside a pillar, is called Chip. His name appears on the badge pinned to the pocket of his shin. Chip. His face is a mask of sweet contempt. His glossy blond hair has been tied in a ponytail. As soon as they are seated he presents them with the cocktail list plucked from the pocket of his apron.

‘I’ll have a Strawberry Skirt Lifter!’ Valerie says without hesitation. She tilts her face towards Chip and offers him a radiant smile. How she loves to flirt with them. How she needs to be admired.

‘What’s that?’ Holly frowns, anxiously searching the list.

‘Oh, strawberry juice and Galliano and a double shot of Bacardi and God-knows-what-else!’ Valerie’s list of poisons against her person has never included alcohol.

Holly wants A Thrill in the Dark. It’s some concoction made with pineapple juice, Dubonnet and brandy. But she can’t find the courage to ask for it. She’s not going to give Chip the satisfaction, even though he’s probably heard it a thousand times and it can hardly give him any pleasure to hear another woman make a fool of herself since it’s perfectly obvious that he only has eyes for Joey and Clifford and the rest of the crew; but she still feels insulted by it, the cruelty beneath the teasing.

‘Try a Slap & Tickle,’ suggests Valerie. ‘Gin and Cointreau with lemon soda.’

‘Fine.’ Holly snaps shut the cardboard folder and holds it out for Chip, who exchanges it for the menu.

‘You look terrific,’ says Valerie, as they sit and wait for their drinks to arrive from the chrome-and-glass bar at the end of the room.

‘New lipstick.’

‘It’s your colour.’

Valerie was right about the menu – everything has been calorie-counted, but there’s nothing to choose beneath 1000 calories if you have an appetiser and one of their puddings. If she’s going to enjoy this meal she’ll have to starve tomorrow or risk a return to laxatives.

‘Let’s eat until we explode,’ says Valerie, peering at the menu.

‘I’m still counting calories.’

‘One good lunch won’t do any harm.’

‘What about your detox diet?’

‘Fart-fatigue,’ says Valerie. ‘The duck looks good. I can’t risk the prawns because of my allergy.’

‘I’m sure it will happen for you,’ whispers Holly confidentially. ‘There’s plenty of time. You just have to keep trying.’

‘What?’ Valerie glances up from the menu and frowns. ‘Trying what?’

‘You know …’ Holly nods her head helplessly. She can never manage to find the right words in this kind of situation. ‘A family.’

‘Oh, that!’ Valerie growls and gives a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘Jakki says that I ought to try aromatherapy. It’s something to do with essential oils and hormone stimulation. I’m losing interest. Honestly. I don’t even like children. It’s just something I want to do for the sake of my womb. If you don’t use it you lose it.’

The cocktails arrive. Valerie’s Skirt Lifter is a frosty glass tower of red and yellow stripes crowned with a paper parasol and a blue plastic sword spiked with sugared strawberries. Holly’s Slap & Tickle looks dull compared with this gaudy confection. She takes possession of a long-stemmed glass filled with a cloudy lemon brew and decorated with nothing more than a twist of lemon peel. A bent straw bobs in the foam.

‘I can’t believe this is happening,’ she says, smiling, looking around. ‘I never thought I’d be able to sit down again in a proper restaurant and eat a normal meal without the whole world staring at me. I used to be a circus attraction.’ The Incredible Bulk. The Magog of Meadow Bank.

Valerie takes her straw and whisks the stripes in her cocktail until they are melting and marbled. ‘You deserve it. You’re a miracle. I didn’t like to say anything. But, I mean. You were beginning to lose control. I thought you might need counselling.’

‘I was huge. It got so bad I thought I’d have a heart attack,’ Holly confesses. She sips at her drink. It tastes of orange and juniper; the soda fizzles against her tongue. She’ll have fruit and herb tea tomorrow and that should balance the calorie count.

Valerie settles on the salmon steak with shredded sweet peppers and kumquat, served on a huge bed of raw baby spinach. Holly orders the tuna and flat noodle special, speckled with basil and Parmesan cheese and served with a strawberry-and-cucumber salad.

‘What did Jack say about your hair? It must have impacted on him. Or can’t you access his feelings?’ says Valerie, as she picks at the spinach leaves.

‘He hates it!’

‘Why? What’s wrong?’

‘It’s different. He hates it because it’s different. You’d have thought I’d shaved my head, the fuss he made about it. He’s still sulking.’

‘They don’t like change,’ says Valerie. ‘Isn’t that strange? That’s why they always die before women. They can’t adapt to changing circumstances. It’s a fact. They can’t turn negative expectations into positive life-force experience. It’s genetic. It was the same when I had the house measured for magnetic energy and the little man who came to do it – Charlie the Chinese herbalist – said that all the rooms were pointing in the wrong direction – something to do with cosmic balance – and I made David turn the bed round to face the window. He said he couldn’t sleep like that and when he did manage to fall asleep he woke up with cracking headaches and couldn’t concentrate on his work. It lasted for weeks.’

Holly eats slowly, trying to wipe the noodles clean of butter and cheese, breaking the fish into flakes with her fork, chewing each morsel carefully, resting at regular intervals. ‘Did you feel any difference in the house?’

‘I can’t remember. I used to walk into furniture and bang my head on the wind chimes. It’s supposed to have something to do with improved energy flow to create a body-friendly environment. It must have had some effect or David wouldn’t have noticed. You should have it done. It might help poor Jack get in touch with your feelings.’

‘I don’t care if he never gets in touch again,’ she says, sucking noodles. She feels so strong and confident. The gin has started to make her head swim.

‘Good for you!’ says Valerie.

‘I didn’t do this diet for him. I wanted to prove to myself. I wanted to know I could change.’

‘Let’s have a pudding!’ says Valerie, as if she were calling for a public holiday. She beckons Chip to their table again.

‘Would you care for something else?’ he asks, frosty yet smiling, fondling his ponytail.

‘What have you got?’ leers Valerie.

‘Today we have fresh fruit salad featuring mango, lychees and summer berries. Lavender ice cream. Ginger-and-honey tart. Chocolate pots. And lemon cheesecake with raspberry sauce.’

‘Cheesecake,’ says Holly.

‘Ice cream,’ says Valerie.

‘Coffee?’

‘Decaff,’ says Valerie.

‘Espresso,’ says Holly.

Holly has only just taken command of her cheesecake when she notices a man moving towards them from the far side of the restaurant, skirting waiters and crowded tables, staring in their direction. He looks familiar. Where has she seen him? He’s not tall but he’s square and muscular, dressed in a shapeless cotton jacket and clutching a drink in his hand. Holly quickly sinks a big mouthful of cheesecake as if afraid she might yet have it confiscated. It’s so sweet and rich and thick enough to glue your tongue to the roof of your mouth.

‘How is it?’ inquires Valerie, glancing up from her bowl of ice cream.

‘Deadly,’ says Holly.

The man continues his advance, still looking in their direction.

‘How’s your ice cream?’ Holly asks, watching the intruder from the corner of her eye.

‘Lovely. It’s like eating perfume.’

The man reaches their table and stands above them, beaming with pleasure and shaking the ice in his empty cocktail glass. ‘Is it the food or the waiters that makes this place so popular with women?’

‘Cosmo!’ Valerie looks up sharply and grins. Her face catches fire with pleasure. ‘What are you doing here?’ Her voice is suddenly high and musical. She reaches instinctively for her own glass, discovers it empty and promptly discards it.

‘Aren’t they pretty?’ he asks, nodding towards the bar, where a gaggle of waiters preen themselves. ‘How can you resist those cute little bow ties?’

‘We’re not interested!’ Valerie laughs and wags her fingers in front of her mouth to imitate a yawn. She stretches and simpers and shines.

‘I don’t blame you,’ says Cosmo, relaxing and setting down his glass. ‘As soon as you get them home you’ll find they start borrowing stuff from your wardrobe and sneering at your colour scheme.’

‘Sit down and have some pudding,’ Valerie tells him, poking her ice cream with her spoon.

Chip appears by magic, swinging a chair in his fist. He prances forward, swiftly settles Cosmo at the table, collects up the empty glasses and vanishes again.

‘Where’s Emily?’ Valerie wants to know as soon as Cosmo is comfortable. She leans forward, an elbow propped on the table, chin resting in the palm of her hand.

‘I don’t know.’ He shrugs and studies the tablecloth. ‘She hasn’t been home for two or three days.’

‘You’re going to have to dialogue your differences,’ Valerie tells him. ‘It’s dangerous to internalise. You could be debilitating your health.’ She unfolds her arm and brushes invisible crumbs from his shoulder.

Cosmo brightens and smiles at Holly. Picasso! He looks like Picasso. The same heavy mouth and broad nose and intense, dark eyes. The face of a peasant. His short, grey hair looks as if it might have been cut with a knife. ‘Are you going to introduce me?’ he says, turning to Valerie for help.

‘Holly, this is Cosmo,’ says Valerie, shaving a spiral of ice cream and slipping it smoothly into her mouth. ‘Cosmo, this is Holly Walker.’

‘Hello.’ Holly blinks at him for a moment and then tries to hide herself once more by staring down at her pudding.

‘Is it good?’

‘What?’

‘The cheesecake?’

‘Deadly,’ she says and finds herself blushing, unable to raise the fork to her mouth, sensing him watching her eat. ‘Do you want some?’

Cosmo shakes his head and pretends to look forlorn. ‘You’re lucky. You don’t have to worry about your weight,’ he says, pulling a bread stick from its paper sleeve and snapping it with his fingers. Take the bread, a napkin and fork and he’ll fashion the face of a harpie or the head of a minotaur.

‘Don’t talk fat!’ Valerie warns him dramatically. ‘Holly has been diet-busting,’ she adds in a stage whisper.

‘I don’t believe a word of it!’ he whispers in reply, taking the opportunity to give Holly a repeat performance of his lazy, lopsided smile.

‘Hands off, Cosmo! She’s married.’

‘We’re all married,’ says Cosmo, dropping the bread stick and raising his hands in surrender.

‘Yeah, but some people are more married than others,’ Valerie reminds him. ‘Holly’s husband works for Prancer Johnson,’ she adds, as if it made a difference. ‘We’re neighbours.’

‘And you’re really diet-busting?’ says Cosmo.

‘That’s about the size of it,’ Holly says reluctantly. She’s a fraud. An ugly sister disguised as the princess. She knew she couldn’t trust Valerie to keep the secret.

‘I just don’t believe it.’

‘It’s true.’

‘I can’t believe you’ve ever had to watch your weight,’ insists Cosmo. ‘Basically, you’re in perfect shape.’

‘Thank you.’ Holly looks at him with a mixture of surprise and suspicion. It can’t be as simple as that. She’s waiting for the rest of the joke, the smart remark, the explosion of laughter.

‘Cosmo has a pet shop,’ says Valerie, suggesting that nothing he says can be trusted.

‘It’s called The Aquarium,’ says Cosmo.

‘It’s a pet shop.’

‘We specialise in cold water and tropical fish.’

‘Horrible!’ Valerie shudders. ‘Slimy, bug-eyed things. They always remind me of dentists’ waiting rooms.’

‘I had two goldfish when I was small,’ volunteers Holly, gulping at her espresso and wincing at its bitterness. There’s no sugar and she’s too ashamed to search for her sweeteners. ‘They were called Iris and Murdoch.’

‘Dandelion,’ Valerie corrects her. ‘It’s dandelion and murdoch.’

‘Burdock,’ says Holly, confused.

‘Why don’t you sell little rabbits and kittens?’ pleads Valerie. ‘Everyone loves baby kittens.’

‘I love fish,’ says Cosmo.

‘You can’t love fish. They’re so … cold!’

‘They’re fascinating. I’ve just taken delivery of some clown loach. Have you ever seen a clown loach?’

Valerie wrinkles her nose and returns to her lavender ice cream.

‘Botia macracantha. They have smooth, tight skins with black velvet and copper stripes and eyes like brass and ebony buttons.’

‘You should have been a jeweller.’

‘And butterfly fish from Zaire,’ continues Cosmo happily. ‘Tails like widows’ lace and pectorals that look like … wings! I’m trying to establish a breeding colony.’

‘Cosmo! We’re eatingl’ shrieks Valerie, dropping her spoon in disgust and wiping her hand in her napkin. ‘Do you want some coffee?’ She glances around for a sight of Chip.

Cosmo pulls on his sleeve to check a heavy steel wristwatch. ‘No, I have to go,’ he says abruptly. ‘Give my regards to David.’ He leans sideways to peck at her cheek and she, swooping forward at the last moment, directs the kiss to her half-open mouth.

‘Call me,’ she urges him softly. ‘Let me know what happens with you and Emily.’

Cosmo straightens up again, looking slightly confused, and searches his jacket pockets. ‘Here, Holly, take my card,’ he says, palming a business card from a small leather notebook. ‘Call me if you decide to become a dentist and I’ll sell you an aquarium.’

‘Who was that?’ Holly asks as they watch him walk quickly towards the door.

‘Oh, I’ve known Cosmo for years and years,’ Valerie says carelessly. ‘He once tried to open a seafood restaurant and wanted David to help him by supplying fresh chilled lobsters but it didn’t work out and then he tried importing Italian pizza ovens and that didn’t work out and then he worked in frozen yoghurts, I think, but that didn’t work out either and now he’s running a pet shop.’

‘And Emily?’

‘That’s his wife. She’s a bitch. They’ve been talking about a divorce but they never seem to get organised.’

‘I think it’s sad,’ says Holly. But she doesn’t feel sad. She feels elated, flattered by so much attention.

‘Do you want another drink?’

‘No. The first went straight to my head.’

Valerie sips at her decaff and watches Holly thoughtfully over the rim of her cup. ‘What shall we do next?’

‘Let’s go shopping!’ says Holly, grinning.



I bought a new summer skirt and some pretty cotton underwear. Valerie helped me to choose them. The skirt has lots of lovely soft pleats and it’s blue and green and smothered in tiny white flowers. Plus it fastens at the waist with a panel of buttons and I don’t have to strap down my stomach to wear it. Unfortunately it cost a fortune. But I thought it would help encourage me to keep to the straight and narrow. Also, if anything goes wrong in the future, you know, and I have to make alterations, I can move the buttons to let out the waist. The restaurant was fun. Cosmo was nice. I hope Valerie liked it.



I’ve been poisoned! It must have been the salmon they served me at Knuts. I know for a fact they use growth promoters on those poor fish and disinfectant in the water and all sorts of other terrible things. There should be a law against it. I’m nutritionally disabled. I shouldn’t have to be put at risk. Why didn’t Holly pick the salmon? Why didn’t she warn me? She can afford to puke up her tripe. I don’t have the weight to spare. I shall probably lose my minerals. It could attack my nervous system. I might slip into a coma and David will find me on the floor unconscious and have to drive me to hospital. Accident & Emergency. I ought to find some clean undies and do something with my hair. I don’t want to be embarrassed by all those young doctors. When you’re unconscious you’re at their mercy. David will be lost without me. He’s never had to stay in an empty house. Perhaps I should write him a note explaining about the salmon. It might make all the difference between survival and death. No. I’ll wait and try my yoga breathing instead. Cosmo didn’t help. Arriving from nowhere. The way Holly looked at him I thought she was going to eat him! It turned my stomach when she started flirting and looking like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. If I’d known she was going to come into heat I’d never have helped her with that diet. Poor Cosmo. I’ve never seen him look so embarrassed. I think she was jealous of our special relationship. He’s always been half in love with me. And he’s not bad-looking in a battered sort of way. Rather elegant. Beautiful hands. Emily doesn’t deserve him. Bitch. Oh God, I’m going to puke again!



Friday night. A sultry sky with a threat of thunder from the east. Jack arrives home bearing gifts. In one hand he clutches a bunch of cut flowers, wilting roses in a damp paper roll. In the other hand he holds a small white box tied with a green-and-scarlet ribbon.

‘I feel like it’s my birthday!’ says Holly, laughing as she takes the flowers in her arms. ‘Have I forgotten something? It’s not our anniversary.’

Jack draws close and kisses her neck. He smells of heat and traffic fumes. The sharp, acidic smell of the city. ‘I thought you needed spoiling,’ he says. ‘I know I don’t pay you enough attention. It’s been a tough time at work and I can be a stupid bastard sometimes and, well, I just wanted to say that I’m sorry …’

‘They’re beautiful,’ says Holly, peeling the paper, embarrassed by his apologies. ‘I’ll go and put them in water.’

‘They don’t seem to like this weather,’ he says, disappointed. ‘They look half-dead.’ He follows her into the kitchen and watches her struggle to unwrap the flowers on the counter.

‘They’ll soon perk up again,’ she tells him, finding a vase in one of the cupboards. It’s the heavy Rookwood earthenware jar that once belonged to her mother and one of the few things she owns to remind her of the past.

‘Did you eat today?’ he asks, gazing through the window at the dusty garden. If they have another week without rain the lawn will have died at the roots. He must try to find a sprinkler.

‘Have you eaten?’ she demands, neatly returning the question. It’s been a difficult day wrestling the demons. There were times when she came within a whisker of defeat. But she’s managed to survive on less than 800 calories. Now she’s nervous and tired and waiting to be rescued by sleep.

Jack grunts. ‘I had to have lunch with Percy Rawlins from Promotional Novelties. They want to run some sort of special for Whoops! You buy three cans and then send away for a free gift of some description. It won’t work but he never listens. The last time we tried to do a promo we were left with forty thousand coasters stamped with a gold Whoops! logo. He took me out for Chinese. Sweet-and-sour gristle and snot dumplings. Filthy food. Those buggers will eat anything. And it never leaves you satisfied. I had to go out this afternoon and buy a couple of sandwiches.’

‘I can probably find you something.’

‘No. I couldn’t face it,’ he says. ‘Aren’t you going to open your other present?’

‘Let me sit down,’ she says, returning to the living room and dropping into the sofa. She takes the white box and pulls the ribbon to raise the lid and, even before she flicks back the rustling paper lace wings and removes the printed slip with those fine, familiar diagrams, she can smell the sweet, deadly perfume of chocolate. Dark polished diamonds and squares decorated with shavings of peel and crystallised flowers. Fat lacquered cushions concealing nougat and brandied cherries.

‘I had some trouble finding them,’ says Jack, so anxious for approval that he has to stop himself from reaching into the paper nest and plucking a chocolate to place in her mouth. ‘They used to be your favourites. Do you remember?’

She looks at the box and smiles at Jack and abruptly bursts into tears. Her shoulders shake. Her face dissolves in misery.

‘Hey, you’re supposed to be pleased!’ he says, taking the poisonous gift from her hands and placing it on the table. He sinks into the sofa beside her and clumsily gathers her into his arms. She’s lost so much weight he sometimes feels he’s embracing a stranger. They no longer fit together. He can’t adjust to the changes.

She snuffles and sobs and breaks loose from his grasp. ‘It’s stupid …’ she wheezes, searching her sleeves for a handkerchief. She doesn’t know how to explain. She’ll never make him understand. After so much torment and self-denial she’s found the limit of her endurance.

‘Here, let me wipe those tears,’ he says gently, prising the handkerchief from her fist. His fingers instinctively brush at her face where her hair once fell to shield her eyes. ‘Is that better?’ He’s feeling rather pleased with himself. The chocolates were his own idea. Felicity ordered the flowers for him but he went out himself in search of the chocolates.

Holly nods miserably, takes charge of the handkerchief again and blows her nose in a series of sharp little gusts.

‘I love you,’ he whispers proudly, kissing her neck, thrilled at his own success. It’s crazy. A woman is only happy when she’s been reduced to tears.

‘I love you too,’ she says, gasping for breath and trying to smile for him again.

‘It’s the weekend!’ he says brightly. He slaps his knees and levers himself from the sofa. ‘We can relax and enjoy ourselves. Have you got anything planned?’

‘I thought we’d give Bingo something simple for Sunday lunch,’ she says, still sniffing and dabbing her nose. ‘Ham salad. I’ve bought some of that honey-spice and I’ll do a plum sauce if you like. I haven’t thought about tomorrow …’

‘If the weather doesn’t break I suppose I should work in the garden,’ he says without much enthusiasm. Why can’t they do something different? They could take a trip into town and go to the movies or perhaps the theatre to see one of those musicals and then go for supper afterwards. Other couples manage it. But the thought of it makes him feel tired. The driving. The crowds. And everything costs money. He wanders across the room and stares out at the lawn.

‘I’ll finish the flowers,’ says Holly, sensing the ceremony is now complete and glad to find an escape. She hurries back to the kitchen and spends some time arranging the roses and deciding the fate of the chocolate box. Valerie won’t eat them. The cocoa butter hurts her heart. Caffeine does something to her liver. Jack was right about the flowers. They’ve wilted so much they’re not worth saving and they must have cost him a small fortune.

It’s almost dark when the phone rings. Jack has already fallen asleep in front of the TV, slumped in his chair with his legs stretched out and his chin tucked into his chest like a tidy murder victim. The bullet fired through the back of the chair. The knife blade buried beneath his collar.

‘Hello?’ Holly picks up the receiver and settles herself on the rug in the corner of the room.

‘Holly?’ The voice sounds muffled and strained, like someone shouting into a saucepan with his head wrapped in a towel.

‘Bingo?’

‘Holly?’

‘Bingo!’

‘Holly?’

‘Is everything all right?’ she says anxiously, raising her voice and cupping her hand to her mouth. She glances across at Jack but he still hasn’t stirred from sleep. The light from the TV flickers in cobwebs across his face.

‘I don’t feel so good!’ bellows Bingo. He coughs explosively into the phone and pauses to clear his throat.

‘Why? What’s happened? Do you want me to come over there?’ demands Holly. She scrambles into a crouch, alarmed by her father’s snorting and spitting. She knows something must be wrong. He hates the telephone.

‘No! It’s nothing serious. I’ve had a dose of the squitters and my bones are beginning to ache. I think I shall have to stay in bed on Sunday, if it’s all the same to you.’

‘But it’s only Friday!’ she protests.

‘You can’t be too careful.’

‘Have you called the doctor? Why don’t you call the doctor?’

‘I don’t have time for his malarkey!’ Bingo bawls indignantly. ‘Besides, I wouldn’t trust him with the neighbour’s cat!’

‘Well, have you taken anything for your stomach?’

‘I’ve had some warm milk and whisky,’ shouts Bingo. ‘That usually does the trick. Are you still there? Hello? Are you still there?’

‘Yes, I’m here!’ Holly snaps back impatiently. ‘I’ll phone tomorrow.’

‘I’ll probably be asleep!’ he shouts.

‘I’ll phone tomorrow,’ Holly insists, ‘and if I don’t like the sound of you I’m coming up there to sort you out!’ She slams down the receiver and leans back on her heels.

‘Who was it?’ mumbles Jack. He yawns and wipes at his face, frowning at Holly on the floor.

‘Bingo. He wants to cancel Sunday. He says he’s feeling sick again.’

‘Did it sound serious?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘He’s probably got a fancy woman,’ says Jack, grinning, as he hoists himself from the chair and switches off the TV set to plunge them into darkness.



She likes to undress in the bathroom; although she’s no longer ashamed to let him catch sight of her body, the habit is difficult to break and she still keeps her nightdress pegged to the back of the door. There’s a simple pleasure to be found in casting her clothes on the bath mat and standing naked at the basin to clean her teeth while she stares at herself in the mirror. It reminds her of being a child again and running naked around the house with no sense of shame or danger: a freedom she lost when she grew so fat that she sprouted prepubescent breasts and was forced to retire into T-shirts and knickers. She scrubs at her teeth and spits. The Mouth Guard bottle is empty. It’s time to make a shopping list. She finds the Nivea and squeezes the tube until the cream squirts into her palm with a little farting sound, smearing it with her fingers, working it into her face. The cream makes her skin look polished and soothes the tension around her eyes. She lingers before the mirror, surveying the shape of her stomach and weighing her buttocks in her hands. They feel granulated and coarse around the crease where they meet her thighs. Nothing is perfect. Nothing is constant. Our bodies are always fighting our dreams.

When she reaches the bedroom she finds Jack already in bed with a Prancer Johnson report. His reading lamp on the bamboo table spreads a pool of yellow light that forms a half-moon on the wall. As she gathers her nightdress against her knees and climbs into bed, her shadow becomes a flittering ghost rushing away on the ceiling.

‘Have you opened the window?’ he asks, snapping shut the document and flipping it across the room. It catches the edge of the dressing table and softly falls to the floor.

‘It’s going to rain. I think there’ll be a storm,’ she says, pulling the sheet beneath her chin.

‘We’ll suffocate,’ he warns, stretching an arm to switch out the light. The room fills with darkness, leaving nothing but the green glow of the radio alarm to stand sentry against the night.

‘Do you think he’s faking?’ asks Holly, blinking blindly at the ceiling.

‘You know Bingo.’ His hands search for her under the sheet, his woman, his shrunken treasure, withered apple of his eye. He finds the strap of her nightdress and pulls it from her shoulder, sweeping his hand around her breast, hunting the nipple with his fingers.

‘I didn’t like the sound of him,’ she says, arching her back and shifting slightly to ease the pain where his elbow pokes at her ribs.

‘He’s always complaining of something.’ He clambers aboard, sits astride her and leans forward, elbows pressed to the mattress and his mouth against her throat. She lifts one hand, absently strokes the curve of his spine. His penis grazes her stomach.

‘But this time it might be serious.’

‘Relax. If he needs help tonight he’ll phone again. And if you’re still worried you can phone in the morning.’ And they fall silent while he continues his advance and Holly surrenders peacefully and wonders what he’s thinking as he feasts so greedily on her breasts.



A rumble of thunder. There! I can hear it. Rain splatters against the window. I love it when she lies so quiet and pretends to be asleep. It’s like an open invitation. My dick feels as hard as a hammer. Large as life and twice as ugly: I wonder how it would feel in her mouth. Don’t ask. Forbidden pleasure. She’s never had the appetite. Told me once the idea makes her choke. Acquired taste, like everything else. Olives. Oysters. One swallow doesn’t make a summer. Nothing wrong despite what she thinks. Perfectly natural. Women must have been doing it for thousands and thousands of years. The Romans and the rest of them. Hottentots and Japanese. I’d like Felicity down on her knees as she gives me the kiss of life! Make her crawl beneath the desk while I’m on the phone to Harry. That’s how it happens in movies. Jesus! Don’t even think about it. Her nightdress has caught and tangled again. I wish she wouldn’t wear it to bed. I bought her a satin doodah for Christmas. Lace on the cups and silver press studs between the legs. It made her look … sensational. She never wears it. Thought I was joking. Complained it felt uncomfortable. Another roll of thunder. Faint this time. The storm must be moving towards the west. Her tits feel so small. I think they’re shrinking. Can they do that? Beverley Waite had teats like rubber, wanted them chewed and tugged in my teeth. Steady! Concentrate on the sound of the rain. Slip two fingers into her whiskers. Gently does it. Nice and easy. I’m losing it. I’m losing it. I wish she’d make a few grunting sounds to let me know she’s taking an interest. Felicity looks like a grunter-and-screamer. I’ll bet she wriggles and bleats and bites. It’s wasted on Harry – he doesn’t need encouragement. Enough to drive his poor wife crazy. Katy should find herself a man. Sauce for the goose. Teach him a lesson. No shortage of volunteers. Mature woman and beautiful. Tall and dark. Tempting in fancy underwear. Satin corset with lots of ribbon. French knickers. A glimpse of stocking. Sheer delight. Hungry for it. No strings. Head over heels in a hotel bedroom. Don’t even … think about it! Concentrate. Count to twenty. Concentrate on something else. Too late …

I think I’m going to … Yes!

I think I’m going to … Yes!

I think I’m going to … Yes!



He never says a word to me when he’s giving me a you-know-what. I think he’s too busy concentrating, trying to work all the buttons. He’d be happier if I came with a proper instruction book. He’d feel more confident. If Bingo doesn’t come on Sunday what shall I do with the ham? I suppose I could freeze it. That’s the answer. We’ll have something light and a fresh fruit salad. A recipe with lots of rice. A few black olives. Red pepper. Green pepper. Onions and parsley. A sprinkle of chicory to taste. It always looks elegant on the plate. Listen to the rain! I told him it was going to rain. I wish he wouldn’t pull at my nightdress. It’s cutting under my arms. Hold tight! He’s started to rummage. Gently does it. What’s happened? He’s stopped moving. Has he finished?

I think he’s finished.



The rain in the night has washed out the dust and left a radiance in the air that starts the blackbirds singing. The garden sparkles. The saddleback on the featherboard fence steams in the early warmth of the sun.

She makes him breakfast in the kitchen, Frosties with whole milk, toast, orange juice and coffee. She treats herself to a fruit bowl with pawpaw, banana and low-fat yoghurt. A cup of black coffee with Sweet ’N Low. Measured and weighed, it’s 150 calories – more than enough to start the day and she’s lost her feeling of deprivation watching Jack crunching buttered toast. She feels clean. Valerie always told her that fruit helps to purify the blood.

‘Have some Frosties!’ says Jack, shaking the box in his fist. Oh, but he likes to see her eating, loves to stuff her with sugars and spice!

‘No time,’ she says, stealing a swig from his glass of juice. ‘I’m going to phone.’

Jack shrugs and, saying nothing, pours more cereal into his bowl. He wants to stay neutral in this affair. He hopes that Bingo will skip Sunday lunch and leave them alone, but if the old bugger has fallen sick he’ll demand even more attention.

Holly in the living room picks up the phone and dials the number, thinking of the pay phone beneath the stairs in the rambling Scuttle Street lodging house. The frayed carpet on the stone floor. The smell of stale food and dirty laundry.

‘Who is this?’ The voice is suspicious. Holly recognises the landlord but she can’t bring herself to speak his name. Barney Boswell. It makes her think of Barney Rubble. Life with the Flintstones.

‘Is Mr Bunting there?’ she asks sweetly.

‘Who?’

‘Bingo Bunting. He lives upstairs. Do you think you could call him down to the phone?’

‘Who is this?’ Barney Boswell asks again, his voice falsetto with impatience.

‘If you could tell him it’s Holly. I’m his daughter. You won’t remember me,’ she adds hopefully.

‘Is that Mrs Holly?’

‘Yes.’ She shivers. There’s something about the sound of her name in his mouth that makes her feel nervous. He’s so very strange and sinister. He never looks you in the eye but talks directly at your breasts. The man with the X-ray eyes. And he wears a wig. A black nylon wig that he sports like some kind of skullcap to protect what remains of his own grey hair.

‘Do you need to talk to him in person? I’d be more than happy to convey your message …’

‘I need to talk to him.’ The phone crackles as he drops the receiver and then she can hear his muffled complaints as he labours to climb the stairs to the attic.

Jack wanders into the room. He switches on the TV, flicks down the volume and stands staring vacantly at a Tom & Jerry cartoon. The cat is trying to force the mouse through an old-fashioned bacon slicer. The mouse escapes and nails the cat’s tongue to the floor. Jack smiles and gulps at his coffee. ‘How does he feel this morning?’ he asks, glancing sideways at Holly.

‘They’ve gone to look for him,’ she says, pressing the phone against her neck.

‘He’s not there,’ the landlord grumbles on his return. ‘I knocked on his door. No reply. A wasted journey.’ The line clicks out and goes dead.

‘There’s no answer,’ echoes Holly, frowning, replacing the receiver. ‘He wouldn’t answer the door.’

‘Perhaps he’s gone out,’ says Jack, watching the cat hit the mouse with a bucket. The mouse vibrates like a tuning fork.

‘Where?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I’m worried. I’ve got a bad feeling – there’s something wrong.’ She sits down and wraps herself in her arms. The mouse tricks the cat into holding a bomb disguised as a pudding. The fuse smoulders. The world explodes. The cat rockets towards the stars.

Jack sighs and rakes at his hair. ‘Just give me time to wash and shave and then we’ll go over there,’ he says, snapping off the TV set. ‘We’ll go and sort him out.’

‘I’m sorry. But if he’s sick and he’s in bed and he can’t answer the door … I mean, if something has happened in the night …’ Heart attack! Suffocation. The blue mouth. The startled eyes. Hands hooked like claws to the throat and chest. Please God, don’t let it happen. Don’t let him die alone.

‘Hey!’ Jack puts his arm around her shoulders and gives her a comforting squeeze. ‘There’s nothing to worry about. He’s as hard as nails. We’ll drive into town and surprise him. It’s no trouble.’ Another day wasted on her father.



At weekends the city feels empty, despite the tourists who trail through the streets. The office blocks and towers stand idle and most of the sandwich bars are closed. Jack still likes to think of himself as part of this city: he works here, he feels at home, he knows how to navigate the labyrinth of streets and squares. But driving towards the northern boroughs he begins to lose his confidence. Everything looks so different. The buildings, the streets and landmarks have changed. Nothing seems to fit his memory. Since they’ve been living in Meadow Bank the city map he keeps rolled in his head has faded and failed to keep account of all these new developments. He’s no longer the swaggering city slicker. He’s become a commuter. A stranger. A tourist.

‘Turn left at the next junction,’ Holly says anxiously. ‘If we take this road we’ll get caught in the one-way system.’

‘I know!’ barks Jack. ‘I happen to work here.’ And then, feeling foolish admits, ‘It changes so fast I get confused.’

‘There’s an old bakery along here somewhere,’ Holly wants to remind him, searching the line of battered buildings. ‘Scuttle Street is after the railway bridge.’

‘This neighbourhood has become a slum!’ complains Jack. ‘It looks like Darkie Town!’

‘I wish you wouldn’t say things like that.’

‘It’s true.’

‘Why does it make you so angry? What have you got against these people?’

‘I’m not angry! I don’t have anything against them. Jesus Christ! I’m white, middle-class and married. That makes me a member of an ethnic minority. I’m practically an endangered species. I probably qualify for some kind of hand-out.’

‘This part of town has always been rough.’

‘Yeah, but now it’s completely wrecked,’ insists Jack. ‘It looks like a battleground. Did you see that graffiti?’

She can’t deny that they’ve entered a different country. The department stores and restaurants have given way to Asian grocers, Jamaican rum counters, halal butchers, fast-food parlours and amusement arcades. The shop fronts seem to peek nervously from their metal roller shutters. And it’s true about the graffiti. Walls, doors and window shutters have been sprayed and spattered with paint. Strings of abuse and giant, sprawling signatures. LoTTo. KayPee. KrayZee. DeTH.

A group of young men dressed in grey tracksuits, hands in pockets, hoods pulled over their heads in imitation of Hollywood hoodlums, swagger slowly across the street, forcing Jack to brake too hard as they amble in front of the car. They linger for a moment, provocative and dangerous, waiting for him to pick a fight. An impatient gesture. The wrong word. He knows they want him to make a mistake.

‘Vicious bastards!’ he mutters beneath his breath. He sits impassive, staring at nothing.

Holly looks in another direction until the gang have drifted away to the other side of the street.

Jack finally parks the car and makes a display of locking it and checking the anti-theft alarm. Holly walks up to the house and waits impatiently by the front door. The house is a large and elderly mansion, mutilated by a long line of indifferent landlords. The railings have been pulled from their sockets. The ornamental stonework has been painted in several shades of green. The panels in the big oak door have been replaced with panes of knubbled glass. The glazed Victorian tiles that once graced the entrance porch with sunflowers and trailers of honeysuckle have been replaced in favour of painted concrete.

‘Do these bells work?’ demands Jack, scowling at a rusting metal box loosely anchored against the wall. He searches for signs of Bunting but the names on the tiny paper plates have long since faded away. He pokes the buttons at random and slaps the box with the flat of his hand.

‘You know they haven’t worked since he’s lived here,’ Holly tells him, pushing open the heavy front door.

They are standing in a gloomy hallway. The walls are stained where they meet the ceiling. The floor has been laid with industrial carpet in swirling shades of green and maroon, faded to grey in the path that has been worn from the door to the stairs. A moth flutters in the canopy of the ceiling light. A pile of neglected letters is gathering dust on a metal table leaning against one wall. Holly searches the pile but finds nothing addressed to her father.

‘Why does this damn place smell so bad!’ complains Jack. His eyes bulge and his nostrils flare in a pantomime of disgust.

‘I hadn’t noticed.’

‘It smells like someone died in here and no one bothered to bury him.’ And then, stricken with embarrassment, sensing that Holly is fighting back tears, he turns and kicks at the table, spilling letters across the floor. Damn! Why doesn’t he think before he opens his mouth? ‘I hate this rat hole!’

‘You don’t have to live here,’ Holly reminds him angrily. ‘You just have to visit once in a while.’

Jack bends down to scoop at the fallen letters. Look at this junk! It’s nothing but warehouse clearances and those discount novelty catalogues. Corn cutters and nose-hair clippers. Miracle shoe shine. Quick teeth bleach. There’s nothing here worth the price of a stamp. It’s the smell of loneliness that burns in his nose, the smell of despair from dwindling lives seeping from dismal rooms.

‘They should hang these slum landlords from lampposts!’ he grumbles, gathering the last of the letters, and looks up to find Barney Boswell watching him from the basement stairs. A bumptious little man in a dark-grey suit and green shirt with a starched collar. His face sweats like a cheese. His wig has slipped behind his ears. ‘We’ve come to visit someone,’ Jack continues, staring back at the landlord, hoping to talk his way out of trouble. ‘The bells don’t work but the door wasn’t locked so we … thought we’d check … might have been something … must have caught the edge of the table …’ He peers around helplessly and waves the envelopes in his hand.

The landlord surveys him mildly. ‘Who do you want?’ he inquires, gliding smoothly towards the front door as if to block the intruder’s escape. He is wearing black loafers with bright gold buckles. His feet look impossibly small.

‘Mr Bunting …’ says Holly. She steps reluctantly from the gloom and offers herself for inspection.

‘Mrs Holly?’ The landlord stares in surprise, his eyes flicking up and down, eagerly taking her measurements.

‘Yes.’

‘I’m so glad to see you again!’ he tells her breasts with a smile that makes her feel cold. He blinks and flicks out the tip of his tongue as if he could taste them.

‘Do you know if he’s back?’ she asks him, trying to draw his attention away from her chest. ‘When we spoke on the phone …’

‘I haven’t seen him.’

‘Did you see him go out?’

‘He’s an independent gentleman.’

‘Do you mind if we check his room?’ suggests Holly anxiously. ‘I think he might be sick or something.’

The landlord grins, still intent on his bosom friends, and gives a little wag of his head. ‘Let me take you,’ he says at last, moving towards the stairs, leaving Holly and Jack to follow in a trail of sweet cologne.

The stairs are twisting and steep, revealing landings at intervals where corridors stretch into twilight. There are thirty tenants or more sharing this evil-smelling warren. They shuffle and mutter behind their doors, living on scraps, hoarding rags and photographs, boxes of cufflinks and spectacles, old coins and postage stamps. Feeble lives that gutter like candles.

‘This is it,’ says Barney Boswell when they reach the attic. He’s breathless and snorting. His face shines from the effort of climbing. ‘The best room in the house.’

Holly steps forward and raps on the door with her knuckles. ‘Bingo?’ She presses her ear against the wood, hoping to catch some small sound of life in the room.

‘Can you hear him?’ whispers Jack as he crouches against the wall.

Holly shakes her head. Her mouth feels dry and she can’t stop shaking. The nightmare is taking shape around them. How can they reach him? What happens next?

‘Bingo!’ bellows Jack. He hammers at the door with his fist and tests the lock with his shoulder.

‘No answer. A wasted journey,’ says the landlord, wiping his face with a handkerchief.

‘But I know he’s there!’ insists Holly. ‘I can sense it. He’s in some sort of trouble …’ She turns tearfully to Barney Boswell, waiting for him to take command.

‘With your permission,’ says the landlord, fishing a bunch of keys from his pocket. Manicured fingers. Hairy knuckles. Gold chains around his wrist. He unlocks the door and throws it wide.

The attic is long and low and filled with sunlight from the slanting windows. The room contains a pair of old horsehair chairs upholstered in blue-and-green moquette worn threadbare at the arms and shoulders, a wooden bed, a cooking stove, a cheap pine wardrobe and dozens of canvases stacked like deck-chairs against the walls. The air is sweet with the smell of turpentine and linseed oil.

In the centre of the room, beside a table covered in pots and tubes of paint, Bingo stands at an easel. He’s wearing a vest and a long white butcher’s apron smeared and stained with paint. Chrome, vermilion, Payne’s grey and large rosettes of Prussian blue. His mouth is open. He is twisted around to confront the door. Beyond Bingo, and partly obscured by the easel, a figure sits on a carved wooden stool. She’s a young woman, no more than eighteen, with a strong, broad face and a mane of curled red hair. She is naked.

For a moment nothing happens. Jack and Holly and Barney Boswell stand shocked and staring into the room. Bingo is frozen with fright, his arms raised, a loaded paintbrush in his fist. The girl leans sideways, gripping the edge of the stool with her hands, peering around the easel to inspect her audience.

‘Oh, my God!’ shouts Jack. ‘Oh, my God!’ He sprints forward and throws a blanket over the girl, who struggles and tries to bite him.

‘Get out!’ bawls Bingo, slinging the paintbrush at Jack. ‘We’re working! You’ve ruined my concentration …’

Jack swerves aside to save his shirt and the girl wriggles loose from his grasp.

‘I thought you were dead!’ shouts Holly, stamping her foot with rage. ‘You stupid, stubborn, selfish old man!’

Bingo flinches and quickly steps behind the table. ‘That’s no reason to kick down my door,’ he says, glancing around at his pots and paints in search of another weapon.

‘But you said you were sick when you called me last night …’

‘I said I’d be sick on Sunday.’

‘I told you he was faking,’ says Jack triumphantly. He studies the teeth marks in his wrist and glares at his assailant, who, huddled inside her blanket, has taken to sulking in an armchair.

‘I want to work!’ protests Bingo. ‘I’ve cancelled all my engagements. I can’t afford to waste my time on piddling social visits.’

‘I bought a ham!’ says Holly indignantly.

‘Where is it?’

‘I didn’t bring it. I bought it.’

‘Who is this?’ demands Barney Boswell, advancing upon the girl.

‘That’s Carol,’ Bingo tells him. ‘She’s a model.’

‘Art student,’ Carol corrects him.

‘Art student and model,’ says Bingo.

‘I need the money.’

‘Jesus Christ!’ says Jack. He’s appalled. ‘You do this for money?’ It’s worse than he imagined. Terrible. Terrible secrets.

‘I don’t do it for the sake of my health,’ snorts Carol, scowling at him and pulling the blanket against her throat.

‘But that’s disgusting – she’s only a child!’ explodes Jack, turning on Bingo again.

‘So what?’

‘You’re an old man!’

‘Picasso was painting at ninety!’ roars Bingo.

‘That was different!’ shouts Jack, waving his arm at the easel.

‘Why?’

‘He was French!’

‘Spanish,’ says Holly and thinks of Cosmo, the man who loves fish.

‘How would you know?’ shouts Jack. The rage boils up inside him, making his heart run so hard and fast that he feels the blood pump behind his eyes.

‘Leave her alone!’ warns Bingo. He picks up a maulstick and waves it at Jack, ready to spring forward and club him to death.

‘It’s most irregular to undrape the female form in your room,’ observes Barney Boswell, pattering across the paint-splattered floor to watch Carol as she scrambles into bra and panties. ‘You told me they were works of the imagination only. That’s what you told me.’

‘Will you tell him to stop gawping at me?’ Carol begs anyone who will listen. ‘He’s giving me the willies.’ She struggles into a sweater and angrily shakes out her mane of red hair.

‘What a mess,’ says Bingo, staring mournfully at his canvas. ‘My first attempt at Tom Wesselmann and I’m raided by Mrs Grundy!’

‘I’ve wasted the morning chasing around after you! You’re not fit to be left alone!’ shouts Holly. She runs from the room and clatters down the stairs to the street.



Why is he doing this to me? Why can’t he act his age? I know a lot of retired people like to paint as a hobby. It gives them an interest. But that’s different. They join art clubs and go on sketchbook holidays and paint the view. They don’t lock themselves away with naked schoolgirls. And if he doesn’t want to come to lunch on Sunday why can’t he just tell me the truth instead of pretending he’s sick and making me panic and chase into town and feel a tool when I find him? That room stinks. It stinks. It’s filthy. Plus he doesn’t eat enough. I’m sure he doesn’t eat enough. We should have taken him some groceries. But you can’t force them. Old people. You can’t force them to eat.



Why is she doing this to me? I knew there was nothing wrong with him. She treats her father like a child. We’ve wasted most of the day chasing around after him. He didn’t look pleased. I don’t blame him. And that little girl with the red hair. Jesus! She fought like a cat when I gave her a blanket. I nearly lost my fingers. The landlord looked amazed when he walked into the room. I’m surprised he didn’t call the police. Bingo is sick. Sick! It can’t be right for someone his age to have young girls stripping down for him. It’s not decent. He doesn’t have the qualifications. It’s probably illegal. He’s not fit to be left alone. Selfish old toad.



Why are they doing this to me? I’m old. I deserve to be left alone. When you’re old you’re allowed to wear dirty cardigans and trousers that are too tight under the arms and forget to shave for weeks at a time and shuffle around with cotton-wool balls in your ears. That’s the deal. Those are the benefits. You’re allowed to talk to yourself and eat with your mouth open and fall asleep during the day and stay awake all night if you feel like it. And you should be able to paint in peace without your damn children disturbing you. Good God, what’s wrong with that girl? She ought to have a life of her own. I told her I was sick because I wanted to spare her feelings. I didn’t expect she’d come flapping around like a headless chicken. Carol went home. Barney needed smelling salts.



‘And then what happened?’ asks Harry. Monday morning. The Prancer Johnson building. Jack has trapped Harry in the fourth-floor washroom.

‘Nothing,’ says Jack. ‘Holly had hysterics and her father shouted and cussed and talked a lot of nonsense about being independent.’ He scowls at himself in the mirror as he runs hot water into a basin. The porcelain is a nasty shade of pink that never fails to remind him of artificial limbs. Hospital wards. Surgical gloves.

‘What about the girl?’

‘She was just a kid. That’s what I can’t understand. Why do these girls do it? I mean, what about her parents? It gives me the spooks, the way they take so many risks with their lives.’ He pictures wrapping her into the blanket, the way she struggled and fought against him, plump as a partridge, freckles on her arms and shoulders.

‘Perhaps she needed the money,’ suggests Harry.

‘You think she’s a junkie?’ Jack, wrenching on the tap, looks in alarm at Harry’s reflection in the glass.

‘No, but she probably needs the money to help her, you know, get through college or something like that.’

‘She didn’t look like a junkie,’ says Jack, to reassure himself. He finds a little tablet of soap, bearded with a crust of foam, and carefully rinses it clean before he begins to soap his hands.

‘Do you … you know …’ says Harry, leaning against the wall, hands in his pockets, loitering like a hobbledehoy.

‘What?’

‘You know … do you think …?’

‘He’s a thousand years old!’ says Jack indignantly. Harry thinks everyone screws around. He’s still running wild with Felicity and what makes it so pathetic, what makes Jack so angry, is that everyone knows about the affair and Harry doesn’t give a damn. He’s proud of it. He swaggers around the building like a fat romeo in a bad opera. Felicity looks exhausted. She’s lost interest in her work. She doesn’t care about her appearance. God knows what he does to her!

‘You hear stories,’ says Harry, grinning, inspecting his teeth in the mirror. ‘You’re never too old.’ The urinals flush themselves, flooding the disinfectant blocks, releasing a sudden smell of mothballs.

‘He’s not dangerous. I mean, he doesn’t touch them or anything like that. He just gets some sort of kick from sneaking them up to his room and paying them to lounge around in the nude.’

‘You mean, he’s done it before?’

‘We’ve never caught him …’ admits Jack. But he’s seen some of the sketches and one or two of the canvases. The old man doesn’t draw from memory. It might be different if he sold his work – at least you’d be able to call him an artist.

‘So what’s your problem?’ Harry laughs. ‘It’s more fun than fishing or collecting toy soldiers.’ Crafty old dog. What a racket! A box of paints, a few scribbles and you’re in business. You don’t even have to learn to draw. These days you can wipe your nose on your sleeve and someone calls you a genius.

‘I dunno …’ says Jack, groping for words. ‘I don’t like it. I feel responsible for him. He can’t look after himself. He can’t even keep himself clean. And Holly is worried sick. I mean it. She’s off her food. She’s skin and bone.’

‘There’s a simple answer,’ says Harry, raking his hair with a blue plastic comb. He leans over the basins. Flick. Stroke. Flick.

‘Tell me,’ says Jack. His hair looks so thin, despite his attempts to disguise the truth. Another five years and he’ll be a genuine slap-head.

‘You have to get him into a rest home.’

‘Oh, yeah, that’s easy!’ says Jack, pulling the plug. He shakes the water from his hands and plucks three paper towels from the dispenser on the wall.

‘Somewhere secure where they’ll let him paint and play with his Plasticine without disturbing the neighbours,’ continues Harry. ‘And you only have to visit once a month and remember to phone on his birthday.’

‘It sounds perfect.’

‘Tosser put his mother away last year.’

‘Did it work?’

‘They gave her a nice little room with a shelf for her knickknacks and one of those miniature colour TV sets. Twenty-four-hour medical service. Singsongs at the piano.’ He opens his jacket, drops the comb into a pocket and stands to admire his reflection. ‘It cost Tosser a fortune,’ he adds, slapping his paunch.

‘Has she settled down?’

‘Well, no. She keeps escaping and running through town in a pair of tartan slippers and her teeth wrapped in a flannel.’

‘I don’t expect Bingo to thank me for it,’ sighs Jack. He throws away the paper towels and sniffs at the palms of his hands. Lemon.

‘What does Holly think?’

‘She agrees with me. I’ve already explained the situation.’

Harry looks doubtful but he isn’t going to argue with him. ‘Are you coming down to the meeting?’ he says, glancing at his watch. ‘They’re trying to cut my advertising budget without trimming the sales forecast for the next two quarters and it’s going to wreck my margins if they squeeze my balls any harder.’

‘Yeah. I have to collect the report – it’s on my desk. And I think I’ll phone Holly. She didn’t feel too good this morning.’

‘Why don’t you encourage her to go back to work?’

‘How would that help?’

‘She wouldn’t have time to think. That’s part of the trouble,’ says Harry. ‘Women! The fact is, they sit at home all day and invent problems for themselves. I mean, when you get time to think about life, really think about life, it doesn’t make any sense at all. It’s weird. It’s depressing. It’s like an evening with Leonard Cohen. You should encourage her to get out and do something.’

‘I don’t want her to have to work. We can manage, more or less, on my salary if we budget.’

‘It doesn’t have to be paid work. It could be a charity or something. I mean, it could be saving the parrot or knitting for Botswana. Katy joined dozens of them. She loves it and it helps to her keep out of mischief.’ He palms a Gold Spot spray from a pocket, opens his mouth and squirts his tongue.



Holly has made the bed, tidied the kitchen, loaded the washing machine, hoovered the stairs and is just now preparing to clean the bathroom. She prefers to use Swirl! in the lavatory bowl because of the way it continues to foam after the second flush and she also likes the new, fresh fragrance they call Tropical Breeze that seems to linger afterwards and leaves the room smelling sweet. It’s better than regular bleach which is too strong and the fumes always seem to catch in your throat. Her mother used Harpic but Jack won’t have it in the house.

She enjoys the rituals of housework, the way order can be restored by wiping a surface clean. Sometimes she’ll work on the bathroom until the tiles and porcelain shine like glass and then place a new tablet of soap, still sealed in its paper wrapper, in the dish and squeeze the toothpaste tube into shape and change the towels and wipe everything clean of fingerprints so that, by the time she has finished, it looks as if the bathroom has never been used. It’s like one of those pictures in Homes & Gardens and there’s a particular pleasure to be found in walking from room to room when all traces of herself have been removed and she can fancy herself invisible, a silent ghost in an empty house. It’s an escape. You can disappear. Painless. You can make yourself vanish.

She has already scoured the basin and bath when the phone rings. She hurries downstairs and struggles to peel off her rubber gloves before she lifts the receiver.

‘Is that Holly Walker?’

‘Yes.’ The voice in her ear is friendly but unfamiliar.

‘It’s Cosmo. We met at Knuts. You were having lunch with Valerie.’

‘Yes. I remember.’ It’s Picasso! ‘How are you?’ She is still breathless from running downstairs and trying hard not to let the surprise she feels at his calling her at home carry into her voice.

‘Fine,’ he says cheerfully. ‘I’ve found fungus in my pearl gourami but it’s nothing serious.’

‘It sounds alarming …’ She sits on the arm of the sofa and stuffs her rubber gloves into an apron pocket.

‘I’ve settled them into an isolation tank.’

‘I’m sure you know all about it.’

‘Yes.’ He pauses. ‘Can I buy you lunch?’

Holly hesitates. She thinks he might have asked her to lunch but it could be her imagination. ‘Lunch?’

‘Yes.’

‘I don’t think my husband would like me to have lunch with a strange man,’ she says, laughing lightly, a little flustered, thinking he’s making some sort of joke. Men make jokes all the time but she doesn’t expect to understand them.

‘Is he jealous?’

‘Very jealous.’ She finds the strings of her apron and absently twists them around her fingers.

He chuckles. ‘We’ll have to introduce him to my wife. Can you make lunch on Wednesday?’

‘I don’t know,’ she says. Think. She needs time to think. She needs to savour this proposal.

‘Everyone has to eat,’ says Cosmo, filling the silence.

‘I don’t know …’ She doesn’t believe him. Some women seem to live on nothing. Sipping nectar like hummingbirds. ‘How did you get my number?’

‘You’re in the book. Would you prefer Thursday? I can’t make Friday.’

‘I don’t really know …’ she says, tilting her head, pressing the earpiece into her shoulder.

‘It’s not strictly pleasure. I have an idea for you,’ he says finally.

‘What is it?’

‘You’ll have to come to lunch,’ he says, teasing, sensing she’s hooked.

‘Well, I think I’m free on Wednesday,’ she says reluctantly.

‘Good. There’s a restaurant in Dreamland. It’s called Advice from a Caterpillar. Do you know it?’

‘Lewis Carroll,’ says Holly. ‘Alice in Wonderland.’

‘That’s it. We’ll share a salad bowl. I’ll book a table for one o’clock. Does that suit you?’

‘Fine.’

‘I’ll see you on Wednesday. One o’clock.’

‘Yes.’ She pulls away from the sofa and gently restores the phone to its cradle. Why did she agree to it! She doesn’t want to have lunch with him. She doesn’t even know him. He might have the eyes of Picasso but he could be a thief or a serial killer. He might want to drown her in one of his tanks, tethered by her feet to a rock, a pale and morbid mermaid.

The phone rings again.

Holly freezes and lets it ring three, four, five times before she can answer it.

‘Hello?’

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Jack!’

‘Don’t sound so surprised. What are you doing?’

‘Cleaning. I’m cleaning the bathroom. Why?’

‘You’re always cleaning!’ he snaps impatiently and then, in a more conciliatory manner, suggests, ‘Why don’t you skip the housework and relax? You need to relax. You could spend the day with Valerie or something.’

‘She’s out,’ says Holly suspiciously. ‘It’s colonic-irrigation day.’

‘Well, why don’t you sit in the garden?’

‘I hate sitting in the garden. It brings me out in a rash.’

‘Jesus, I’m just trying to help!’ he yelps. ‘I don’t want you collapsing again.’

‘What’s wrong with you? I’m not going to collapse.’

‘Well, take it easy and try to eat something,’ he says unhappily.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Look, I’ve got to go into a meeting. Harry is waiting for me. I’ll try not to be late tonight. And stop cleaning. When I get home I want to be able to write my name in the dust.’

Holly goes back upstairs and continues her work on the bathroom, cleans the light fitting, scrubs the floor, wipes the door with a Dust Buster spray.



If I do meet Cosmo on Wednesday I’ll have to eat salad and not touch the wine and refuse a pudding unless they have fruit of some description. It’s not impossible. You have to educate yourself to choose foods that are good for you and find the strength to resist temptation. I can wear my new skirt with a plain jacket and he won’t notice my old grey shoes if we’re sitting at a table. Why does he want to see me again? He might want to talk about Valerie. No. It doesn’t make sense. I don’t like it. Too late. Wait a moment. I’ve still got the business card he gave me. Where did I leave it? The little leather shoulder bag. I can phone and tell him I’m sick on Wednesday. My God, I sound like Bingo! There’s nothing wrong in having lunch. He’s a married man. He isn’t going to throw himself at me. Imagine! Invited to lunch with a strange man. Jack will go mad when I tell him. He’ll go crazy – like the time when we stayed in that hotel for our second anniversary and although we didn’t know it when we made the reservation they were having a big conference for dental technicians and one of them took a shine to me and wouldn’t leave me alone and kept sending me notes on dental laboratory paper. He was a tiny man with blue eyes and bald as a baby. He was practically a dwarf. And I was big at the time. I felt ridiculous. Jack didn’t say anything about it at the hotel but then afterwards, when we came home, he went wild and started shouting terrible things as if I’d done something wrong. If he hadn’t left me alone in the bar it might never have happened. He sulked for a week and did everything he could to punish me. I’m not going to tell him. I don’t have to tell him. There’s nothing to hide.



Holly seemed happier tonight. It might have been my imagination. But it wasn’t a bad evening. Considering. The roads were so slow it was nearly dark before I got home. She didn’t mention the trouble with Bingo and I didn’t mention the fact that she still refuses to eat and only pecks at food like a sparrow. We managed not to fight over trifles. It felt like old times. I tried flirting. Teasing. Wanting to make her laugh. She’s beautiful when she laughs. We watched the late news and shared a glass of wine and went outside to breathe the night flowers in the garden and afterwards I took a bath and she came upstairs to scrub my back and I hoped that she might, prayed that she would, kneeling down to fish for the soap, fingers there, a flick of the wrist, but it didn’t come to anything.

Harry said that she ought to try some charity work. It’s an idea. She’s wasting away in the house. She ought to get out and make some new friends.



She takes the bus to Dreamland and makes her way slowly towards the restaurant through the curving glass arcades with their shrubs and ornamental fountains. The arcades, at noon, are littered with shoppers and office workers grazing on hamburgers, pizza and popcorn, ice cream, chocolate and cans of rainbow-coloured syrups, Pepsi and Burbie, Tango and Lucozade Sport. Gaggles of brightly painted shop girls sit on benches, dabbing at little pots of noodles, cream cheese, salads and flavoured yoghurts. A large man in shirtsleeves sits among them, picking prawns from a waxed-paper bucket, flicking away the legs and whiskers, casting the empty shells at his feet. Propped against a marble pillar a pot-bellied woman gnaws a frozen orange dildo while maggot-faced children cling to her legs and smear her skins with melting chocolate.

Temptation everywhere! So many dangers to be found walking abroad in this hour of the gnashing of teeth. Holly struggles forward, shoulders hunched, taking shallow sips of air, until, lured by the smell of hot fried sugar, in a sudden surge of fear and excitement she finds herself drawn to a Fat Boy Wagon loaded with glittering piles of doughnuts. She scrimped on her fruit bowl at breakfast to give herself more freedom for lunch and now the hunger is overwhelming and threatens to drive her mad with desire for the pleasures of bread and pastry. But when she reaches the Wagon, wrapped in its pall of smoking sugar, she finds she is trembling too much to remove the purse from her handbag and, muttering excuses to a bored salesman in a fake straw hat, she quickly turns and hurries away to reach the safety of the restaurant.

The window has been etched with a copy of Tenniel’s pixilated caterpillar, sitting on a mushroom to smoke his hookah. A menu, in a frame on the wall, has been decorated with the white rabbit in waistcoat and jacket, Checking his fob-watch. Demented rabbit with staring eyes. What was the caterpillar’s advice? She enters the restaurant, suddenly sweating, and searches anxiously for Cosmo, half afraid that she may not find him. But now he rises, smiling, from the sea of tables and waves his hand to beckon her forward.

‘I got here early,’ he says, when she finally reaches the table. He remains standing, bent forward and clumsy, until she is seated. ‘Would you like something to drink?’

‘Water,’ she says, glancing across at his glass of wine.

‘Nothing stronger?’

‘Perrier,’ she says and settles herself in her chair, arranging the pleats of her skirt, placing her handbag under the table.

‘You look lovely,’ he says, casting an admiring glance at her best summer jacket.

‘Thank you.’ She smiles. Outsize, half price, from a shop called Hip-Hip Hooray! The fat woman in disguise.

The restaurant is elegant and subdued, furnished in chrome and pale oak with Tenniel prints on white lacquer walls. Bingo had been the first man to take her to a restaurant. She remembers it was called The Pantheon, a dark and crowded corridor furnished with dusty Chianti bottles, Alitalia posters and yards of fishing net. The waiters wore tight black trousers with red shirts that stank of sweat and they tried to press themselves against you as they served the food. ‘Frottage with the pottage’ was how her mother described it. In those days all the waiters were Mario and all the restaurants were Pantheon or San Marco. These days they have riddles instead of names and look like museums of art.

The menu features a dozen salads, each described in elaborate prose. Cosmo picks a Napoleon, a huge dish of haricot beans, fragrant with tarragon, chervil and chives and served in an earthenware bowl. Holly dreams of a Waldorf, sharp with apples and lemon juice and packed with walnuts and cheese in a heart-stopping glue of mayonnaise, but settles instead for a salade Niçoise, determined to leave the egg slices.

‘I’m famished!’ says Cosmo, as he plunders the basket of bread at the table. He tilts the basket at Holly, who shakes her head. ‘Did you have any trouble getting here?’ he asks, making small talk. He’s wearing a crumpled suit and a white shirt with a curly unbuttoned button-down collar. He breaks the bread apart in his hands.

‘No. It was easy. I took the bus.’ The waiter arrives with a glass packed with ice and too many slices of lemon and lime.

‘I’m glad you came.’ He pauses to unfold his napkin, floats it gently across his lap and fills the empty space on the table with an address book, big as a brick, bound in worn red leather. ‘I thought you might decide against it. You sounded so suspicious on the phone.’

‘Jealous husband,’ she says, smiling but avoiding his gaze. She sips too long at the water, fingers melting the frost on the glass.

‘So tell me about him,’ he says, hoping to kick-start the conversation.

‘Jack?’

‘Yes. Tell me about Jack.’

‘He works at Prancer Johnson. He’s a senior Whoops! executive.’

‘What?’ He cocks his head and rolls a pellet of bread between his finger and thumb.

‘Whoops! It’s a home-enhancement product.’

‘Is it, by thunder!’ He looks amazed and jerks the pellet of bread to his mouth. ‘Does he enjoy it?’

‘Oh, yes. He loves it.’

‘Do you have a family?’

‘No.’

‘Don’t you want to work?’

‘I don’t know. Jack thinks I should stay at home.’

Cosmo seems to think this amusing. He looks old when he smiles; it’s the way the skin puckers around his eyes. Fifty. He must be fifty. Grey hair. Expensive teeth. The experienced older man. ‘What do you think?’ he asks.

She frowns. ‘I don’t know. I used to work at Procter & Gamble. But that was a long time ago and—’ She stops short. He doesn’t want the story of her life. ‘Tell me about your wife.’

He leans back in his chair and twirls a spoon in his fingers. ‘Her name is Emily. It hasn’t been the perfect marriage. Valerie probably told you. Emmie lives in the house and I live at the shop. At weekends we get together and fight over the washing machine.’

‘What went wrong?’ She glances instinctively at his hands to check his wedding ring.

‘Basically Emmie wants life to obey her own rules and regulations. When it lets her down she needs someone to blame. She can’t attract the attention of God so I’m her official whipping-boy.’

‘Do you have any children?’

‘She has a son from her first marriage. Bruno. He’s away at school …’ He stops talking and returns the spoon to its place on the table, adjusting its position, tracing its shape with a fingernail.

Holly leans back in her chair, retreating from him, waiting to be rescued by the waiter who is slowly working his way towards them.

The sight of the food restores Cosmo’s spirits. ‘A dish fit for an emperor!’ he declares happily, munching beans.

‘What was the caterpillar’s advice?’ asks Holly. She starts to eat but finds an anchovy, startling as a false eyelash, speared on her fork.

Cosmo considers, frowning, taking another mouthful of beans. ‘“Keep your temper,”’ he says at last.

‘Is that all?’

‘No. But I can’t remember the rest of it. Alice grows enormous because of a bottle called Drink Me and then she shrinks to the size of a thumb because of a cake – a pebble turns into a cake – and the caterpillar tells her to keep her temper. And then he tells her to eat his mushroom. That’s it, basically. The caterpillar’s advice.’

‘He wants her to eat his mushroom?’

‘Yes.’

‘And then what happens?’

‘She takes a bite and her neck begins to unravel and stretch until she can see above the trees.’

‘When you phoned …’ ventures Holly, returning the eyelash to her plate, loading the fork with tuna fish shining with oil and garlic.

‘Yes?’

‘When you phoned you said you’d had an idea.’

Cosmo puts down his fork and props his elbows on the table, leaning his chin against clasped hands. ‘I need someone to help me with The Aquarium. Two or three days a week. Answer the phone, make sense of the correspondence, unscramble my filing system, keep track of the stock. The money is bad but the work is always interesting and you could pick and choose your own hours …’

‘Me?’ She looks startled, drops her own fork, reaches out for the basket of bread, pulls back her hand and clings to the safety of her glass.

‘Yes. You’d be perfect.’

‘But I don’t know anything about fish!’ She slips an olive into her mouth and turns it with her tongue, carving the flesh from the stone with her teeth.

‘I’ll teach you.’

‘Isn’t it very difficult? The pumps and filters and everything. They make it look so complicated.’ She raises a fist to her mouth and neatly ejects the olive stone.

‘Yes. They like to make it look complicated. But it’s really very simple. And I’ll look after the fish if you look after the paperwork.’

She admires and distrusts his simple self-confidence, the elegant manner and easy conversation. But there must have been a mistake. ‘Where is The Aquarium?’

‘Meadow Bank old town. It’s on Bridle Street. Why don’t you come down and take a look?’

She knows it. Expensive. A small corner of town that was shabby enough to be ignored during all the big new development and now they’ve discovered it again and spent a fortune restoring old buildings and repairing the cobbled streets. No. She shakes her head. ‘I just don’t think I’d be suitable.’

‘Why?’ He looks so disappointed that she wants to laugh and clasp his face in her hands and kiss him.

‘I haven’t worked for so long. I wouldn’t have the confidence,’ she says and smiles and feels so pleased by his proposal, no matter how fantastic, that she can’t help adding, ‘I’d have to think about it.’

‘Good!’ He brightens. ‘Talk it over with Jack. I’ll phone you again in a few days. I’m serious.’

Afterwards, when they leave the restaurant, he offers to drive her home to Red Beech Grove but she declines the invitation, wanting to remain in Dreamland, and they shake hands and walk away in different directions and she hurries back along the arcade and awards herself a doughnut.



Talk it over with Jack.

When she gets home she changes into her old clothes, cleans her face, and makes herself some peppermint tea, hoping to settle her stomach and mask the garlic she tastes on her breath. She curls into the sofa to suck and blow on the scalding cup while she tries to prepare her speech, explaining how she met Cosmo while having lunch with Valerie and how Cosmo, on the strength of this brief encounter, wants her to work for him. What do you think? I don’t believe you! It’s true. He could be anyone. I think I trust him. You don’t know the man! I trust my instincts. You must be crazy. David knows all about him and Valerie must have known him for years. And he’s married. That’s important. And I want to work. I want to work.

But Jack gets home and it’s not so easy to talk to him. There’s something wrong at the office and he’s full of nervous energy, roaming the house, complaining about media spend distortion and that bastard Frank Collins who couldn’t forecast his own bowel movement let alone something as important as the sudden increase in packaging costs for Mr Perfect Instant Shine.

He also wants to eat because he missed lunch for some reason and he’s hungry for a slice of chicken pie and some of that potato salad he’s seen in the fridge. And he wants them to eat together tonight, which is something they rarely manage since Holly started that blasted diet, and she senses that it’s not the perfect moment to tell him she has had a big lunch, thank you, with a man he hasn’t met. So she prepares a cold tray which they share in front of the TV news. Famine, war and pestilence. And a special report about a man with a talking dog. They always finish with a comic turn. Strange pets. Bizarre facts. Film stars promoting this and that. Jack settles down to enjoy himself and, although Holly has no appetite, he makes such a performance from the two of them sharing this simple meal that she feels obliged to take a small slice of chicken pie and some of the potato salad to humour him for the sake of her speech which is fast dissolving from memory.

But now he’s remembered the trouble with Bingo and he’s muttering threats about having the old bugger put away and Holly gets mad and rises to her father’s defence, making Jack angry because he’s been to a lot of trouble to persuade Felicity to find some brochures about sheltered housing and private retirement homes.

‘Look at this one!’ he says, snapping open a colour brochure filled with photographs of white-haired couples in leisurewear, faces brown as chestnuts, grinning and strolling arm in arm through extravagant flower gardens. ‘It’s like a luxury hotel. They have everything. Swimming pool. Large-print library. Pottery classes. Novelty golf. Afternoon cabaret. Cheese-and-wine parties. Interesting diets for diabetics …’

‘We can’t do this to him!’ she says, fanning through the literature. Silver Twilight Estate. Senior Service Apartments. ‘He’ll be dead in a week.’

‘They have doctors!’ says Jack impatiently. ‘They have a specialised medical team equipped for every emergency. If you take the trouble to read the blurb …’ He flips the page. ‘They’ll even shave you and cut your toenails. Look at those nurses – Bingo would love it.’ He lingers on a picture of a young, blonde nurse supporting an old gent in striped pyjamas. They gaze at each other in admiration. Spring and autumn. Sun and moon. The beautiful and the brave. She has a towel folded over her arm. She’s going to give him a long hot bath. She’s going to give him a soap and polish. Bingo doesn’t know what he’s missing.

‘No! Anyway, we can’t afford it unless I went back to work,’ she says and takes a breath, her heart pounding, and braces herself for the confrontation.

‘We don’t have to afford it,’ Jack continues, deaf to her protests. ‘Bingo must have some kind of insurance. A pension or something.’

‘We can’t force him to spend his savings. And I’m not going to bully him.’

‘Well, at least we could talk to him,’ he says, picking at a thread of chicken meat caught in his teeth. ‘He might decide that it’s time to take life easy. Why shouldn’t he have a few basic creature comforts like clean underwear and five square meals a day? Have you seen some of the food they serve in these places? Five-star. A different menu every day. He’s probably just waiting until we push him into it.’

‘No!’

‘Why not? It’s the only answer. Believe me. How much longer can he last on his own?’

‘I don’t know. But if we put him away he’s going to lose all his interest in life. It will crush his spirit. It might even kill him. He’s a nuisance sometimes and I know you don’t like him …’

‘It’s not a question of liking him. He’s your father. I’m just trying to make—’

‘He won’t prosper,’ she says darkly.

‘What does that mean? Prosper! You make him sound like a houseplant.’

‘That’s how they treat them in those places. They encourage them to be docile and not complain or think for themselves and they put them out in rows on the sun porch and bring them inside again when it rains.’

‘I’m going to bed!’ shouts Jack in exasperation. ‘I’m wasting my time. There’s no talking to you in this mood.’ He flings the brochures away and stamps from the room.

Holly stares after him. She opens her mouth but says nothing. She wants to tell him about her lunch with Cosmo and her plans for returning to work but it’s too late, the moment is lost; she feels angry and exhausted and now Jack is sulking in the bathroom.



I knew it was too good to be true! Mood swings. One moment she’s Pollyanna and the next she’s snapping like a terrier. Symptom of something. Probably pipes and tubes. Women are constantly at their mercy. The magic influence of the moon. Dark forces. Primitive. The secret ebb and flow of the blood. Different for men. We’re supposed to be in control. Hunters and fighters. Protecting the flock. I do my best in that direction. I can’t shit miracles.



The next morning Valerie calls to take her shopping and Holly finds herself in Dreamland again, dragging a wire pushcart through the aisles of the supermarket. What would happen if the shelves were empty? What would happen if the doors were locked? Food riots. Panic in the streets. Starvation. Cats and dogs disappearing at night. Nobody keeps a store cupboard against the day the harvest fails. In Dreamland they have perpetual harvest, the fruits of four seasons, washed and wrapped, ready and waiting. But what would happen if something went wrong? It wouldn’t take an earthquake to pull the plug and switch out the fights.

They trudge through the banks of shining fruits, kumquats and figs, guavas and limes, gooseberries, plums and mangosteens.

‘Coconuts,’ says Valerie, pointing at the coconuts. Wrinkled and hairy. A pyramid of monkey skulls.

Holly ignores them. Coconut oil is richer than butter. ‘You have to hit them with a hammer,’ she says scornfully, picking through punnets of shrink-wrapped plums. Where do they find so much fruit for the shelves? How do they make it grow to fit the polystyrene trays?

They move from aisle to aisle, through the hoops of carnival flags on gondolas loaded with pickles and cheeses, beneath an embankment of turkey specials, through trenches of smoked meat and sausages.

‘Were you sick after we had lunch last week?’ inquires Valerie suddenly. They are standing in the sea fog of freezer chests stuffed with prawn and lobster munchies, haddock toasties, cod cutlets and salmon steaks. She yanks at a bag of cod cutlets, dusting her fist with snow.

‘No. Why?’ Holly frowns. The oceans must be empty. Everything that swims or crawls. The whole of creation skinned and boned and turned into frozen party snacks.

‘Oh, no reason. I thought the food at Knuts might have been too rich for your system.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, I mean, you’ve been starving yourself for months. It must have been a shock to the stomach.’

‘I felt fine,’ says Holly, pressing forward to the ice cream and frozen dessert. ‘Have you heard from Cosmo?’

‘No.’ Valerie looks suspicious. ‘Why?’ She tosses back her catch of cod, making it dunk like a bag of coal as it tumbles down against its neighbours.

‘No reason. I thought he said he was going to phone you,’ says Holly. She plunges her hand through the ice and snow, plucks at a carton, pretends to read the ingredients on a Chocolate Slurpy Surprise.

‘He might have phoned. I haven’t been home,’ says Valerie carelessly, moving along the aisle. ‘Jakki gave me the address of a new self-realization clinic where they have those special flotation tanks and you can float for hours alone in the dark. It’s very spiritual. They play Tibetan trance music and perfume the water with lavender oil. And it’s supposed to help you deal with your past-life reconstruction and let you travel back to the womb. And it stimulates your hormones and produces a flood of endorphins – they call it the happy drug – and recharges your cosmic batteries.’

‘I don’t believe it,’ says Holly flatly.

‘It works.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I know it works.’

‘How?’

‘The irodologist who checked me afterwards said that my eyes had actually changed colour!’

‘Let me look,’ demands Holly, stopping beside the milk drinks and yoghurts. She touches Valerie’s arm, trying to slow her down.

‘You can’t see it with the naked eye,’ says Valerie, in a rather superior manner. She starts to tinker with her pushcart, shifting shopping to balance the cargo. ‘You have to look through a special coloured crystal.’

‘Don’t you ever get tired of it?’ snaps Holly.

‘What?’

‘Everything! Coloured crystals and fairy cobwebs and all the rest – it’s bollocks!’ shouts Holly, trembling with anger, snatching the coconut from her hand.



I could have died! When she grabbed my coconut I thought she was going to kill me. Her face was hot and I saw the muscles bulge in her neck. Something seemed to snap in her head. She screamed and threw the coconut and it caught the shelves at the end of the aisle and bounced into sanpro and oral hygiene. It must have done some damage because the shelves began to buckle and gallons of orange juice hit the floor. And it wasn’t fresh-fruit pure juice. It was that sticky old-fashioned stuff they sell in the big glass bottles. David drank it before I met him. He stopped when I told him it stained his teeth. And the bottles cracked when they hit the floor and covered everything in sight with a luminous orange spray. It was lucky I was wearing shorts. It would have ruined a skirt. I didn’t get caught by the glass and I bought a roll of kitchen towel to wipe the mess from my legs. But my skin feels sore. It’s sensitive. I wouldn’t be surprised if I came out in an allergic rash. And nobody took any notice. I mean, you’d expect the security guards to take some sort of interest. They don’t do much except strut around and try to look down the front of your dress. But nothing happened. When I opened my eyes again Holly had gone and a spotty boy in a nylon coat was already fetching a mop and bucket. He didn’t ask any questions. It must happen all the time. Women going berserk or trying to stuff frozen chickens down the front of their cardigans. It’s not a crime, it’s a sickness. It’s the food we eat. It’s the air we breathe. It’s the way we torture our vital organs. Madness is a sort of metaphor. It’s perfectly plain that she doesn’t know what’s happening. I think she’s mad. I think she’s having a breakdown. It could be toxic poisoning that’s aggravating her brain. All the fake sugar in her diet. When they feed it to mice it does something to their nervous systems. They kill themselves by running around in circles. She needs help. If she doesn’t go into therapy she’ll start eating light bulbs and carpet tacks.

I finally found her at the checkout. She looked calm enough. She was packing her shopping. A packet of chocolate biscuits and a dozen Weight Watchers ready meals. We got in the car and drove home in silence. We didn’t mention the coconut.



I don’t care! I know it’s stupid. I don’t care. I hate her ginseng roots and her flower tonics and her energy belt and her massage mitts and the smug expression when she’s just had the hoover poked up her arse. That’s it. I don’t care. I’m going to have a chocolate biscuit.



‘Driving lessons?’ He is shaving, twirling the razor through the water, scowling into the bathroom mirror. He’s wearing a towel and a melting beard of foam.

‘Yes.’ She is standing at the bathroom door, leaning slightly in his direction, talking to his reflection.

‘I don’t get it. Why do you need to learn to drive?”

Holly shrugs and stares at her feet. ‘I thought it would make me more independent. I’m tired of having to beg lifts from people, plus you can’t carry four bags of groceries on a crowded bus and you won’t come to the supermarket with me and sometimes I feel trapped in the house all day and what would happen in an emergency?’

‘What sort of emergency? We don’t have emergencies.’ His mouth snaps open and shut through the foam. It looks like a small, black wound.

‘If Bingo is sick. I could go and look after him.’

‘If that happened I’d drive you there myself. You know we can’t afford a second car.’

‘I’m not asking for a car!’ she says loudly. Why won’t he listen? ‘I just want to learn to drive. I thought we could share your car sometimes. I’d only need it once or twice a week.’

‘And what am I supposed to do?’ He tilts back his head to work on his throat. His razor flicks speckles of shaving foam against the darkness of the glass.

‘You could catch the train.’

‘How? Tell me. How can I catch the train if I don’t have the blasted car?’

‘I could drive you to the station in the morning and pick you up again at night. I know lots of women who do it. You never know. You might prefer to take the train.’

‘I don’t want to take the train. You’re not making sense. You didn’t want to drive before …’ He continues to work on his face. There is nothing left but a white goatee dangling from his chin.

‘Before what?’

‘That stupid diet!’ He slashes away the goatee and throws the razor into the basin.

‘What difference does that make?’

‘Everything! You’ve changed. You were more fun your normal size. These days you’re so unpredictable I’m afraid to open my mouth!’



As soon as her husband leaves the house Holly Walker goes upstairs and shuts herself in the bedroom. She draws the curtains against the cruelty of sunlight and waits for the sound of his car to retreat along Red Beech Grove and turn into Hawthorn Avenue as he makes his way towards the traffic queues for the city. She sits on the edge of the unmade bed, waiting for the silence to settle, and looks around the room. She scowls at the little dressing table beneath the window, the wickerwork chair with its Chinese cushion, the lamp on the twisted bamboo table, the sheepskin rug on the floor.

She opens the wardrobe, removes her leather shoulder bag and finds the missing business card.

Cosmo answers the phone. He doesn’t sound surprised when she tells him she’d like to see The Aquarium. But he’s pleased to hear her voice again and anxious to get her to Bridle Street.

‘I haven’t made a final decision,’ she says quickly, afraid that he’ll leap to the wrong conclusion.

He understands. He wants her to take her time before she gives him an answer. It isn’t easy returning to work. She’ll need to make adjustments.

‘I’d like to know more about it,’ she adds, wanting to let him know that she needs encouragement.

He thinks that’s a good idea. They’ll take it gently. No obligation.



I’ve done it! I’m going to see him. I can’t wear the jersey dress again and he’s seen my new skirt and linen jacket. The cream two-piece is wrong and the chiffon makes me look like a tart. It’s hopeless. I don’t have anything to wear. I’ll try the daisy-print dress with the portrait collar and cap sleeves. I can’t show my arms! I don’t want to feel like a spectacle. It will have to be the button-through I found last year at the charity shop. Faded roses in soft lawn with proper sleeves and fitted cuffs. It doesn’t have any shape but that was the big attraction. I’ll pin the collar and cinch the waist with a sash. What’s the time? I mustn’t forget the time. There’s a bus that goes to Bridle Street. It should only take twenty minutes. Shoes. I don’t have shoes. The black won’t match and I wore the grey to have lunch with him. I can’t wear Reeboks. I’ll try the white leather moccasins.

I must have a bath and wash my hair and do something with my fingernails. Clear polish to give them a shine. Bright colours look cheap. Questions. I must remember to ask him questions. He mustn’t think that I’m stupid. I wish that I had a briefcase or one of those fat leather notebooks. Jakki has a notebook in something called pony skin. It has time zones of the world and a pull-out street map of Hollywood. Men like to carry a briefcase. It makes them feel more important. They’re always stuffed with junk mail and copies of What Computer. The last time I looked in Jack’s briefcase I found a copy of What Computer, twelve ballpoint pens and a Christmas card. I think What Computer must provide ballast. It probably comes with each briefcase the way that a box of detergent is packed in every new washing machine. The satchel. I’ll take my canvas satchel if I can fix the shoulder strap. What’s the time? It’s time to get dressed. I’ve done it. I’m terrified.



Jack picks up breakfast on his way into the office. He parks the car beneath the Prancer Johnson building and returns briefly to the street, where he slips into the Five Star for a Belly Buster doughnut to take to his desk. But something is different, the faces have changed and the girl at the counter is new to him. She’s a dark-haired Spanish girl, probably a language student, with enormous eyebrows and a faint moustache. There’s something erotic about the moustache and she’s wearing one of those cheap and cheerful summer frocks that looks as if it might slide from her arms and she’s tall and she’s brown but she irritates him. She doesn’t know what he wants and he likes to be known as a regular. He also has trouble in making himself understood and she asks him to repeat his order three or four times, as if he had no command of English. When he grows indignant she gets impatient and clucks her tongue. He takes his revenge by stealing a look at her breasts sloshing around in a loose white bra as she reaches down to the doughnut tray and her neckline falls apart. Score twenty points for a pair of tits. Fifty points if you get a nipple. No hint of nipple. But he’s mollified and even gives her a smile when she finally hands him the doughnut.

He enters Prancer Johnson through the etched-glass doors, waves to the security guard, takes the lift to the fourth floor and walks the length of a corridor until he reaches a small, neat office with his name on the door. He settles down at his desk, checks his diary, tears open the paper bag and starts to savage the doughnut as Felicity brings him a cup of hot coffee. That’s good! He taps his knuckles on the glass desk, adjusts his pen-and-pencil tray, checks the date on the little silver calendar. Order has been restored.

‘The ten-thirty was moved to eight-thirty and you’ve missed it,’ she says, leaning forward to glance at the diary, hooking her hair behind her ears. She’s wearing a different perfume. Sweet and penetrating.

‘Was it important?’

‘No. The two o’clock is now three o’clock, the three o’clock is four o’clock and the advertising agency arrives at twelve.’

‘What do they want?’

‘Script meeting for the new TV commercial.’

‘How many of them?’

‘The account man, junior account man, creative director, art director, copywriter, producer and planner. Seven.’

‘Seven. Like the deadly sins.’

‘More like the seven dwarfs. Wheezy, Sleazy, Deadly, Smedley, Creepy, Sleepy and Dog’s Breath.’

‘Can you book a conference room?’

‘I’ve already booked number three.’

‘Do you want to come along for it?’

‘Thanks. No. The last time I met the agency, Creepy kept calling me Darling and Dog’s Breath looked like he wanted to lick me.’

‘Which one is Dog’s Breath?’

‘The art director. He wears a silk ribbon in his hair and carries his own bottled water.’

‘They’re artistes,’ says Jack. ‘And like all artistes, they just want to bring sunshine into our lives.’

She smiles and says nothing, retrieves the empty coffee cup and stans moving towards the door. She’s wearing the pale summer suit that he likes so much, the one with the fitted jacket and the long straight skin with the slit at the back that flicks open and shut when she walks.

‘Can you drive?’ he asks as she reaches the door. Miraculous. This peepshow she makes of her legs.

‘Yes.’ She pauses. ‘Why?’

He shrugs. ‘Nothing. I just wondered. Holly was talking this morning. She wants me to give her driving lessons.’

‘Good idea.’

He watches her leave the room, plugs his mouth with the last of the doughnut and smacks the sugar from his hands.



Holly takes the bus as far as Meadow Bank old town and walks into Bridle Street. She finds The Aquarium next to a health-food shop with a window filled with wicker trays of lentils, beans and shrivelled pods, bottles of oils and jars of molasses. The food of the dead. A larder for an Egyptian tomb. The oils have cast a sediment. The lentils have faded to gravel. Holly pauses to gather her courage before she turns and walks towards The Aquarium, but a faded green blind on the door prevents her from peeping into the shop. She stops before The Aquarium window. Sand. The window has been filled with sand, driftwood, seashells and stumps of coral. She loiters for a minute or more before she pushes the door open and finally dares to make her entrance.

The darkness makes her blink in surprise. She has stepped from the daylight into night. The walls of the shop are glass honeycombs filled with small, fluorescent worlds of shimmering, darting life. Shoals of electric-blue harlequins flick through groves of wistaria. Tetras, small as fireflies, flicker and flash in tangles of loosestrife. Tiger barbs lurk in fantastic outcrops of stone. Shoals of transparent glassfish dance like skeletons in a glittering phantasmagoria. Behind a small counter, crowded with books and boxes, a rack of glass bowls holds solitary Siamese fighting fish, some bright as blood, others milky as mother-of-pearl, trailing their tails like peacocks.

She stands in the tropical night, amazed by these brilliant, bubbling worlds. Above her head, Japanese paper lanterns in the shapes of blue and crimson fish drift in a shoal against the ceiling.

‘Holly!’ Cosmo emerges through a bead curtain at the back of the shop. He’s wearing a white shirt with the cuffs folded back against his arms, a pair of brown chinos and faded deck shoes.

‘I thought you might be closed. The blind was down,’ she says, nodding towards the door.

‘I am closed. I like to snatch an hour for lunch,’ he says, stepping forward to engage the bolt. ‘Welcome to The Aquarium.’ He turns, shuffles from foot to foot, anxiously trying to read her face, awaiting approval, needing her blessing. Behind his head snails rise and fall through their crystal world like fleets of copper bathyspheres.

‘Is it always so dark?’

‘I keep it dark for the sake of the fish.’

‘They’re beautiful,’ she says, slipping the satchel from her shoulder and placing it gently on the counter.

He smiles, his shoulders soften, the tension seems to thaw from his eyes. ‘The office is through here. It’s my office, store room and priest-hole.’ He breaks open the bead curtain, inviting her to step through the arch of his arm.

The room is narrow and hot and dark. A single window, painted black, leaks pinpricks of light, a constellation of distant stars. At one end of the room a cluttered desk confronts a bookcase filled with ledgers and cardboard boxes. At the opposite end of the room a small sofa is littered with cushions and magazines. Between the desk and the sofa the walls are filled with tanks of water, pipes, cables, a stone sink and a draining board. The draining board supports an electric kettle, an empty jar of Nescafé, a carton of milk, a concertina of paper cups and a pile of flotsam and jetsam. Glass tubes, rubber clips and filters from a canister pump. A toothbrush, bottle brush, penknife and soap. The light from the fish tanks ripples and sparks, washes against the walls and ceiling, rolls green shadows across the floor.

‘I skipped breakfast so I slipped out for something,’ explains Cosmo, approaching the sofa. He sweeps away the magazines and retrieves a paper parcel, breaking it open, inviting her to share a sandwich. ‘Would you like one?’

She shakes her head. ‘No. Thanks. I’m not hungry.’

‘Well, have some wine.’ He kneels against the sofa, leans overboard, stretches his arm through the depths and pulls up a bottle of wine. ‘I can’t drink alone.’ He draws the cork and starts pouring wine into paper cups.

So she takes a cup of wine and paces the room, searching the shelves and peering into the bubbling tanks. Angel fish, remote as moons, drift above emerald clouds. Prussian-blue zebras flit among swordplants. The largest tank appears to be empty but when she taps on the glass the gravel seems to erupt; it twists and spirals, gathering shape and density until it becomes a sprite, a demon, a monstrous fish, dark as smoke, with jewelled belly and staring eyes.

Holly jumps back in alarm. ‘What is it?’

‘Catfish. Fresh from the Amazon.’

‘Does it bite?’

‘They suck. They’re called suckermouths.’

She moves away, picks through the jumble on the desk. ‘Does this phone work?’

‘Yes.’

‘And the typewriter?’ she asks, finding an old-fashioned Olivetti hidden under a stack of papers.

‘Yes. If you can type.’

She frowns at this remark, perplexed by his lethargy. He needs to be organised. ‘Do you want shorthand?’

‘Have you got shorthand?’

‘How do you keep track of anything here?’ she asks, sifting through pages of orders and stock lists.

‘I keep track in my head.’

‘It’s a mess.’

‘Relax!’ he says. ‘You’re making me nervous. Come and sit down.’ He’s settled himself in the sofa, slumped in one corner, his legs stretched out before him.

‘Do you sleep here?’ she asks, retracing her steps and finding the toothbrush beside the sink.

‘No. But if Emily keeps the house I’ll have to get myself somewhere to stay. Some people work from home – I could make a home from my office.’

She looks around doubtfully. ‘Perhaps you’ll get back together,’ she says. She removes her shoes and curls up in the sofa, spine erect, hands wrapped around her glass of wine.

‘No chance!’ he snorts. ‘Her therapist told her that I was a negative influence on her creative energy flow.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Basically it means that I can’t win. She can do whatever she wants and I can do whatever she wants or she calls me a selfish bastard.’

‘Do you have a therapist?’

‘It wouldn’t help. They say the same things to everyone. They’re paid sympathizers.’

‘How long have you been married?’ She starts to drink in a series of little pecking movements. The wine is spicy and strong, pungent as fountain-pen ink.

‘Six years.’

‘What’s she like?’

‘Small, dark and demanding.’

‘Does she work?’

‘No. She’s an actress. Her greatest performance in the last ten years was Housewife in a Colgate commercial. She won the part because of her teeth.’

‘Has she done anything else?’

‘A few crowd scenes. She said, “Oh, my God! It’s the end of the world!” in a film called Rampage Robot. They cast her as Frightened Woman. She was playing against type.’ He pauses to savage a sandwich, ripping it apart with his teeth and folding it into his mouth. ‘I don’t know what she wants from me,’ he continues, still chewing on the wad. ‘She complains that I don’t have any ambition and then, when I try to change, she complains that I’m trying to wreck her career. She doesn’t want a husband – she wants an audience. Basically she’s the kind of woman who expects a round of applause for waking up in the morning. I think she hates me because I didn’t turn her life into a Doris Day movie.’ He throws himself into a sprawl, hands behind his head, staring vacantly at the ceiling. ‘Tell me about yourself,’ he says, like a tired child requesting a story.

‘There’s nothing to tell.’ She unfolds her legs, spreading her skin, leaning back among the cushions.

‘That can’t be true.’ He looks at her and smiles. The restless, radiant water spins reflections across his face. ‘How do you spend your time?’

‘I stay at home and clean things,’ she says, turning away from the smile, staring at her pale and naked feet.

‘Do you like that?’

‘Yes, I mean, it’s like being the curator of a little museum. I dust the exhibits and guard the door. And sometimes, when it’s very quiet, I sit there and feel that the silence will eat me.’

‘Aren’t you afraid?’ he says, filling her glass.

‘Sometimes. I mean, sometimes I want things to be different. I don’t think it’s normal.’

‘What does your husband think?’ He tilts forward, brushes a strand of hair from her face, touches her neck with his fingertips.

‘He thinks it’s fine. His greatest fear is that he’ll wake up one morning to find that something has changed.’

‘You said that you want things to be different …’

‘When I was young I used to have dreams about being married. In those dreams we were always living in a beautiful house in the country with a big old-fashioned kitchen and a garden filled with flowers. We had two small children and two large dogs and a cat that slept in the hollyhocks. I used to work for hours on the dreams. I decorated all the rooms. Flamed and planted my garden. Every detail was perfect.’

‘Can you remember the man of your dreams?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because he always took the dogs for a walk so that I could be in the kitchen. I’d be cooking tomato chutney or baking bread or making Christmas pomanders with oranges and cloves.’

‘Where were the children?’

‘The children played in the garden. I could hear their laughter through the open window.’

‘What time of day was it?’

‘Afternoon. It was always afternoon. And summer. Endless summer.’

‘Were your parents happy?’

‘Oh, yes, they were happy. But they weren’t normal. I wanted to be normal …’ She feels tired. The wine and the warmth of this secret chamber, this sea cave with its sharp marine smells and fathomless shadows, are pressing against her body, pushing her deeper into the cushions. She could sleep. She could close her eyes and sleep.



He touches me. The blade of his tongue invades my mouth. We embrace, breathless, suffocated with fear and excitement, our bodies luminous in the twilight. Enough. His kisses spill in my eyes, my ears, collect in the hollows of my neck. He sighs. He picks at the buttons of my dress. My dress opens like a field of flowers. He tramples the flowers, crushes them beneath his advance. I try to cover myself with my arms. Enough. His hands sweep my body, circle my shoulders, loosen the buckles and straps. He is strong. He is cruel. I cling to his wrists. My breasts swing loose; their tips are turning to coral. He hesitates, covers me with his shadow. His eyes shine. His face is flushed with the light of rainbows. I reach for him. Impatient. Feasting. My hands moving beneath his shirt. I find his belly, his waist, his buttocks. I am marvellous. I am marvellous. I am beautiful and obscene. He fondles my breasts, swooning above them, moaning as he touches me, his fingers swarming against my skin. He gathers me into his arms and suckles. I cry out. Enough. I frighten him. I make him tremble with desire. I am his prey and his torment. Enough. He quivers. He moans. He falls against me. His fingers rake at the flowers on my thighs, breaking apart the final buttons. I flounder among the cushions, drugged by his kisses, trying to press my face against him. I am sinking. I am drowning. He overwhelms me. His hands. His mouth. Enough!



Jack sits in the dark and stares at the screen on the meeting-room wall. The agency are treating him to a television history of Prancer Johnson advertising. The complete works. Twenty minutes of hard-core evangelical television on behalf of the home-enhancement industry. So many miracles. Washing away the sins of the world. He’s watching a Waxolene campaign first broadcast nearly forty years ago and already so outdated it’s like a message from another planet.


The outlook is brighter with Waxolene. It cleans your floors right up to the walls and you don’t waste a drop with the spout in the top. Now with added shine!



A young woman dances through a black-and-white kitchen faded with age to a uniform grey. She’s wearing one of those gingham frocks stuffed with petticoats and she’s smiling, smiling as she turns to camera with a bottle of Waxolene in her hand. The kitchen is a big stage set with lots of drifting net curtains and a polished chequerboard floor. The housewife looks a little like that woman from Bewitched – without the fake eyelashes but the same hairstyle and those white high heels with the winklepicker toes. Who was it? Elizabeth something. Elizabeth Montgomery.

The woman who looks a little like Elizabeth Montgomery leaps and pirouettes until her skirt lifts and her petticoats balloon. She’s so thrilled by the shine on her kitchen floor it must have driven her mad with excitement. She dances herself to delirium, falls, exhausted, to one knee, shuts her eyes, still smiling, and strokes her cheeks with the back of one hand.

What happened to those early Prancer Johnson housewives who sniffed so much furniture, stroked worktops and fondled lavatory bowls? He calculates that if the Waxolene girl was twenty when this film was made she’s already sixty years old. She might be dead! Dust to dust. And whatever happened to Waxolene?

He can hear the team from the agency laughing around him. Most of them weren’t even born when this commercial was made. It means nothing to them. Smug little tossers. Watching a dead woman dance on the wall while they sit and snigger in the dark.

The door clicks open behind him and he turns to find Felicity standing, squinting into the darkness. He beckons her forward and waits while she tiptoes to his chair. He raises one hand, expecting a note or a document, but she stoops her face to his neck and whispers urgently into his ear.

‘Your father-in-law called from St Mary’s Hospital. He wants you to go over there and collect him.’

Jack kicks back from the table, startled and confused. He stands up, knocking his chair to the floor. The laughter dies around him. He takes hold of Felicity and shovels her from the meeting-room.

‘What?’ he demands. ‘What is it?’ He leans against the wall, staring at her wildly as if she held the power of life and death in whatever she has to tell him. Tell me nothing is wrong. Tell me nothing has happened.

‘I don’t know.’ Her face looks pale. An earring glitters as she hooks her hair with her fingers. ‘He called from St Mary’s a few minutes ago. He wanted to speak to you. He sounded very peculiar …’

‘What sort of peculiar? Sick? Did he sound drunk? Frightened? What?’

‘No. He sounded angry. He said he was in Accident & Emergency and they’d stolen his shoes.’

‘Oh, Jesus! Has he called Holly? Do you know if he called Holly? Why did he call me at work?’

‘He said he couldn’t get a reply at home and that’s why he was phoning you.’ She gives a slight shrug of her shoulders. She wants to help him but she can’t heal the sick or raise the dead. She looks helpless.

He takes a gulp of air, glancing up and down the corridor, pulls at his mouth with his hand and whistles sharply through his nose. What’s happening here? It’s like the tremor of a distant earthquake rolling in the ground beneath his feet. The death of his own father casting its echo. Felicity watches him carefully, concentrated, waiting for instructions. ‘Did he say anything else?’ he says at last, trying to organise his thoughts.

‘No. He was using one of those pay phones. There wasn’t time. It was difficult making sense of him. He kept saying they’d stolen his shoes. “The devils have stolen my shoes.”’

‘I’d better get over there,’ he says, twisting around to hurry along the corridor.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ Felicity asks as she runs to keep pace with him. Her dark hair swings. Her legs scissor beneath her skin. ‘

He thinks about it, tries to find something seductive in the idea but fails. ‘Thanks. But I’d better do it alone. You know. Hospitals. Anyway, it’s probably a false alarm,’ he adds, hoping to stifle his own fears. Bingo found a telephone. He must be running loose. Chasing nurses. Shouting at doctors. It can’t be serious.

‘Shall I call you a taxi?’

‘No. I’ll pick one up in the street. It’s quicker. Cancel the rest of the afternoon.’ He jerks up his arm to glance at his watch but can’t focus enough to register the time. ‘And will you phone Holly? Explain what’s happened? I’ll call her from the hospital as soon as I know anything.’



Jack reaches the hospital and finds himself directed to a ward filled with narrow beds containing the husks of silent old men. They lie without moving, watching him with staring eyes, their heads arranged on the pillows like rows of delicate porcelain bowls. The air is heavy and stale, spiked with the smells of boiled food, ripe fruit and disinfectant. A very large television, suspended from a ceiling cradle, broadcasts a red-and-green snowstorm.

The nurse who brought him to this place hesitates at the door, reluctant to enter, pointing towards a corner bed with its curtains drawn around like a shroud.

‘What happened to him?’ whispers Jack.

‘We’re keeping him overnight for routine observation.’ The nurse looks into the ward, counting softly beneath her breath, as if she were sorting the living from the dead.

‘What happened to him?’ he asks again.

‘He was admitted through Accident & Emergency. You’ll have to ask the duty doctor.’

‘Where will I find him?’

She glances at her watch. She’s no more than a child with a sullen, disappointed face and her hair pulled into a bun. ‘He’s gone off duty. He’s already in afternoon surgery,’ she says impatiently, as if she is wasting time, anxious to return to her own diabolical quarter of bedpans and catheters.

Jack thanks her solemnly and watches her retreat along the corridor, her backside cocking a snook at him, black rubber shoes squelching against linoleum. Then he turns and braces himself to step through the door, catching his breath and locking his jaw against the poisonous miasma that he senses hangs above the beds. He moves quickly across the ward, his eyes fixed on the curtains.

‘Bingo?’ he whispers. ‘Bingo?’ He peeps fearfully through the curtains to find he’s looking down upon a scorched and withered face in a turban of bright white bandages. A fallen gargoyle, its features half-eaten by smoke and soot. He starts to retreat, fumbling with the curtain, but it’s too late, the wizened mask begins to twitch, the mouth working, the nostrils flared, and the corpse slowly struggles to life.

‘What took you so long?’ growls Bingo, glaring at him with bloodshot eyes. He tries to haul himself from the pillow but his arms are securely pinned by the sheets.

‘I came as soon as you called,’ says Jack, trying to smother his disgust. He gropes for a metal chair and sits beside the bed.

‘Where’s Holly?’

‘I don’t know. She’ll come to visit this evening.’

‘They’ve stolen my shoes,’ he complains miserably. The voice is thick and wheezing, the air squeezed up from the bubbling swamp of his lungs.

‘What happened to you?’

‘Fire!’ His eyes swivel. His mouth falls open in alarm.

‘You mean the house caught fire?’ says Jack. He knew it! That house was nothing but a deathtrap waiting for the spark to make it explode. All those cramped little rooms stuffed with junk and furniture, Cigarettes burning in bedclothes. Flames spilling from trying pans.

‘No!’

‘What sort of fire?’

‘Spontaneous combustion. Burst into flame.’

‘Your head?’ Jack frowns and tries to make sense of the old man’s ravings. ‘Your head burst into flames?’

‘No!’ Bingo chokes with frustration. ‘Banged my head when I hit the floor. Smoke. Choked on the smoke. Lost my bearings in the dark. Hit the ground like a cow-pat.’

‘Did they stitch it?’

‘Can’t remember,’ he says, bewildered. ‘Did you talk to the doctor? Did he say when you can take me home?’

‘They want to keep you here overnight for observation. It’s routine. It’s nothing to worry about.’

‘I can’t stay here!’ he moans, quivering with indignation. ‘It’s full of old people. I hate old people.’

‘How did you get here?’ asks Jack, sensing that Bingo is hiding the truth, concealing some scandalous circumstance in order to plead for sympathy.

‘Barney found me.’ His face brightens. ‘Will you phone him? Ask him to collect me.’

‘No. You have to rest. I’ll fetch Holly and we’ll go to take a look at your room. Check the damage and clean it out.’

‘Good idea. I’ll come with you,’ croaks Bingo. He begins to fight with the sheets, pulling his arms from captivity and working to untangle his legs. He’s wearing a disposable nightgown woven from some sort of hairy paper and printed with the name of the hospital along the length of a crumpled sleeve. A plastic name tag has been fastened to one of his scrawny wrists. His knuckles and fingernails are black. They haven’t bothered to wash him.

‘You can’t go back if there’s been a fire,’ argues Jack. It’s like talking to a child. ‘We’ll have to clean up the mess and look at the damage. You may not be able to stay there again …’

‘It’s my home.’

‘Well, perhaps we can find you somewhere else to call home. I want you to think about it. Perhaps we can find you somewhere with a few modern comforts.’

‘They took my shoes,’ sighs Bingo, sinking into the mattress again. He looks exhausted. Despite his complaints, he’s too weak to walk or make an escape.

‘We’ll get them for you,’ says Jack, to comfort him. He hates hospitals. He hates the way they strip you of everything that’s familiar and turn you into a prisoner of your own disease. Jack Walker Senior. Deceased. Served three months in a cancer ward for reporting stomach pains to his doctor. Janet Isabel Walker, wife of the above, died in hospital while held under suspicion of harbouring a blood disease. God save us from ourselves.

‘I wouldn’t let the devils have my teeth,’ says Bingo triumphantly. ‘They tried. I threatened to bite ’em!’

‘Is that why they’ve put you behind this curtain?’ asks Jack, trying to force a smile.

‘I wanted the curtains,’ says Bingo, raising a stained and trembling hand. ‘It’s that blasted television. They make you watch the television. Things are bad enough without that …’ He sighs and lets the hand fall against his chest.

‘Can I bring you anything else?’

‘Are you going?’ He tries to stir himself again but his eyes won’t work and he’s falling asleep.

‘Yes. I’m going back to the office to pick up the car. And then I’ll collect Holly. We’ll be back later.’ He levers himself from the chair and loiters at the foot of the bed.

‘Tell her to bring me a pair of shoes,’ whispers Bingo. ‘I want to go home. If I stay here tonight it will kill me …’



He’s gone. Good riddance! Too many questions. None of his business. Snooping. Didn’t like his tone of voice. He wants to have me locked away with a tribe of demented women. Drinking their tea from saucers. Singsongs at the piano. Stretch covers on the armchairs. Colostomy bags under cardigans. He wants me under lock and key. Throw away the key and forget. Regular visits. Birthdays and Christmas. Killing with kindness.

He looked as green as duck shit when he poked his head through the curtain. I thought he was going to puke on the bed. Squeamish. Weak stomach. The man with a morbid fear of stains.

My head hurts. It’s hot. The rubber sheet makes you sweat. It’s supposed to keep the mattress sweet. Bugger the patient. Save the mattress. What’s the time? It must be late. Dark in another few hours. I can hear the nurses scratching at the other end of the ward. Listen to them – creatures of the night. What music they make!

The nurse who took away my clothes was a nasty piece of work. When she pulled down my pants she smiled like a hangman. Means nothing to them. Dead rabbits. Handle them every day of the week. All sizes. Different colours. Big, small and hammerheads. Strange feeling. Stark-naked with nurses crowded around you. When you’re old they think that you lose all sensation. Groping in mud like a blind turtle. Say nothing. Tempting. Don’t touch. Dangerous. One false move and they’d have your legs in the stirrups.

Tired. I feel so tired. They must have slipped me a Mickey Finn. Good riddance! Too many questions. I shouldn’t have used the turpentine. It damn near took my head from its socket. That’s not the northern lights, that’s Manderley! Toasted my shirt. Choked on the smoke. Wonder it didn’t finish me. Art is desire to be different. Desire to be elsewhere. Nietzsche.

Holly. Where’s Holly? I must get out. They won’t take me without a fight. They’ll have to drag me kicking and screaming.



Bingo, can you hear me? So much rage and indignation! You should be ashamed of yourself. Be quiet and let me talk to you. Do you remember the studio with the iron stairs and the whitewashed walls? We spent the days making mischief and basking like cats in the sun. How contrary to be so happy in such an age of discontent! How they despised us for seeking pleasure. But we ignored them. We laughed and played the gramophone and danced beneath windows filled with stars. You told me I was beautiful. You told me I was your heart’s desire. And when you spoke of death you laughed and swore you’d come back to haunt me. We never guessed that I would be the one to leave. Yet here I am haunting you, mean in body but blithe in spirit, my brave rapscallion, and it seems that you want to ignore me. Such a bundle of misery! What happened, Bingo? Why have you come to this dismal place? You were the lion in the desert. You were the giant in seven-league boots. Is this how it ends, alone and angry, forced to sleep on a rubber sheet, nursing a bedpan, surrounded by strangers? I’m slipping, Bingo. Can you hear me? I think I’ve started to fade. The energy. The energy is draining away. Bingo, pull yourself together! You’ll find your shoes in the bedside locker.



Holly gets home in the late afternoon, steals into the house, drops her satchel beside the stairs. She wants to pull off her clothes and soak away her crime in the bath. She wants to scrub at her hair and her skin. She wants to be clean again. She presses herself to the door and shuts her eyes, as if listening to the final rage of a slowly subsiding storm, wrapping herself in her arms, delivered at last to silence and safety. Her mouth tastes sour. Her throat is raw. She’s hot and tired and thirsty. She wants a bath but she needs a drink.

She kicks off her shoes and patters into the kitchen and there is Jack, leaning against the big square pinboard on the wall beside the window where they stick the postcards and grocery coupons. He’s supporting his weight against one shoulder, angry and brooding, hands pushed deep in his pockets.

Holly twists as if she’s been slapped, rising on the balls of her feet, swerving away from his shadow.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ He is shouting, spitting with fury, his mouth distorted into a snarl. He’s been waiting here for more than an hour, pacing around the empty house, searching for clues to her disappearance. Dead. Injured. Raped. Tortured. Snatched on the doorstep.

Her body dumped in no-man’s-land. It happened last week. A pregnant woman. Gang-raped at a supermarket. A crowd gathered. People laughing. It happens all the time. It’s like a civil war, exploding in the slums of the city, spreading its fires across the suburbs. Armed gangs cruising the streets in cars, searching out women and children. These kids with their brains pulped by drugs and pornography. Spreading like rats in a sewer. Jesus Christ! It sends him crazy. The agony of waiting and the thoughts that come spilling into his head.

‘Nowhere!’ Holly flinches, raising both arms against her face, sinking down in surrender.

Jack hesitates. His violence shocks him. He pulls himself away from the wall, dragging postcards from the board. ‘What sort of answer is that?’ Arizona lies at his feet. Nairobi falls from his sleeve.

‘I went shopping.’ She gathers herself together, returns his stare for a moment and then fumbles to open the fridge. ‘I wanted to buy some new shoes …’

He stares, bewildered, at her naked feet. ‘What happened?’

‘I couldn’t find any that I liked,’ she says, pretending to search the shelves. She pulls out a carton of orange juice, stands up and kicks the door closed.

‘So what happened to the shoes you were wearing?’

‘What?’

‘Your shoes!’

‘I left them in the hall.’

‘Why?’

‘They hurt.’ She frowns. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘We’ve been phoning you all afternoon!’ he complains, watching her take a glass from the shelf and pour herself the orange juice. Her dress is too creased, the way it might look if worn and removed and left on the floor overnight. It looks trampled. The sash has been drawn too tight and there’s something crooked about the collar.

‘Why? What is it?’ She tilts the glass to her mouth, drinking fast, gasping for air.

‘Bingo. He’s in hospital.’

Holly spins around to confront him. Her eyes flicker. Her mouth is swollen and wet.

‘He’s had some sort of accident. It’s nothing serious. I’ve already been to see him. He phoned the office. But he doesn’t want me. He wants you. He wants to see you.’

‘What sort of accident?’

‘I think he’s cracked his head. He’s awake. It isn’t serious.’

Holly sags against the counter, her face ugly with grief. The tears blind her eyes. Her sobbing racks her shoulders and shakes the empty glass in her fist. It’s like the time when at sixteen she stole money from her mother’s purse and God had watched her doing it and punished her by making her mother so sick that the doctors thought she might die and it was her fault. It was her fault. Risking her mother’s life for a pair of stockings she couldn’t wear because of the questions they’d ask if they saw them. The burden of guilt. Throwing them away. Throwing her mother’s life away. God in His Heaven laughing.

Jack blunders forward, wanting to save her from this pain, trying to coax her into his arms. But she jerks back, scared that he’ll find a bruise on her wrist, puncture marks on the side of her neck, the smell of another man on her skin. He plucks the glass from her outstretched fist and cradles it in his hands. ‘Do you want me to drive you over there?’

She nods, wiping her face in her sleeve. ‘Yes.’ She snuffles and claws at her hair. ‘Just give me time to change. I want to wash and change.’

‘Why?’ He feels stunned. Her fear is contagious.

‘I’m hot,’ she says, avoiding his eyes, and quickly moves to the door. ‘And I’ll need to find him an overnight bag and he probably wants some soap and a razor.’

‘You don’t need to change!’ he protests. Don’t change.

But she’s running barefoot up the stairs to lock herself in the bathroom.



They drive through the gathering dusk. Holly is silent and pale. She has changed into a sweater and an old skirt with a belt drawn tight at the waist. Her damp hair clings. She smells of shampoo and toothpaste. The simple, innocent smells of childhood. Jack, still dressed in his office suit, is feeling exhausted. It’s been a long and punishing day. He should have followed her advice and changed into something comfortable. Too late now. They’ve almost reached the hospital.

‘What are we going to do with him?’ he asks, thinking aloud. He wants to be sure what’s expected of them. They’ll have to settle the old man’s affairs. They’ll need to make arrangements. And that brute of a Vanguard. He won’t be driving that again. Perhaps they’ll get lucky and someone will steal it. Fat chance. ‘If he’s burned himself out. If it’s that bad. I mean, we’ll be stuck with him.’

Holly shrugs and clings to the overnight bag in her arms. ‘It depends. You only have Bingo’s account of what happened. And you know how he likes to exaggerate.’

‘I should have phoned the landlord.’

‘We’ll call him in the morning.’

The hospital looms in the dark like an ocean liner berthed at some floodlit wharf. Its stark white decks rise one upon another, connected by catwalks and blazing with lights as high as the masts and smoke-stacks.

‘But what happens?’ Jack continues stubbornly as they search for a space in the visitors’ car park. ‘He’s not fit to be left alone, even if he can go back to that room. You know it’s true. It’s time to face facts.’

‘Let’s leave it.’

‘We can’t leave it!’ he snaps back at her. ‘He needs supervision. He might need nursing.’

‘I just want to see him. We’ll think about the rest of it when I’ve spoken to him.’

He pulls the car into position and turns off the engine. They sit for a moment, surprised by the silence, staring at a low brick wall sheltering a border of shrubs in a mulch of wind-blown litter. ‘Are you ready?’ he asks, removing the keys.

‘Yes.’

He watches her pushing on the door, testing the air with one foot, showing too much of her legs as she climbs from the car. Where did she go this afternoon? He’s never known her to vanish like that. There’s something wrong here. There’s something changing between them.

The night air feels cold and sharp on his face. He follows her across the car park, past signposts that point in a dozen directions. Gynaecology. Radiology. Rheumatology. Toxicology. Geriatrics. Gift Shop. The human zoo. Cradle to grave.

They walk into the hospital and no one bothers to challenge them. He thinks, we could be terrorists. We could be here to ransack the place. A thousand patients held to ransom. The perfect target. You can’t storm a hospital with tanks. You can’t risk tear gas or stun grenades. One of these days it’s going to happen.

‘Can you remember the name of the ward?’ Holly asks him as they find themselves at an empty reception desk.

He looks around in the hope of some familiar landmark. ‘It’s on the second floor. It can’t be difficult to find. I’ll know it when we get there. It sounds like Donald Duck.’

‘The Donald Duck Ward?’

‘Sounds like.’

They lose their way in the corridors but when they find a direction board the Donald Gluck Ward is just a few yards down a turning to the left of them.

‘Bull’s eye!’ says Jack. Donald Gluck. Who was this man who chose to be remembered by putting his name to a tableau of pain and misery? The Gluck Home for churables. Gluck’s Disease. Gluck’s Gland. Advanced ulceration of Gluck’s Gland. No treatment. Lingering death. Another victim of Donald Gluck.

They stand at the door and look down the length of the ward, lit now by the flickering glow of ceiling tubes. Nothing has changed. The smell of boiled food is more distinct. One old man has been placed in a chair beside his bed; his face raised to the TV screen, staring at an electric snowstorm. His eyes are cloudy. Snail’s froth seeps from the edge of his mouth. The curtains are closed around Bingo’s world.

‘It’s the bed with the curtains,’ whispers Jack.

‘Are you coming with me?’

‘No. I thought you might want to talk alone.’

‘Why?’

‘He trusts you.’

‘What will you do?’

‘I’m going to look for a doctor. There must be someone in this place who can tell us what’s happening.’

Holly doesn’t argue. She secures the black leather bag on her arm and makes her way across the ward, glad to be free again. What a mess she’s made of it! Her head aches with the effort of trying to keep herself calm. Her limbs are so heavy she might be walking under water.

She snaps open the curtains and smiles at her father. ‘How are they treating you?’ He is sitting in bed with a blue plastic bowl in his hand. The bowl contains a rusk soaked in milk. He’s poking it with a spoon.

‘Holly! My God, the rations here are diabolical!’ He holds out the bowl for inspection, spilling milk on his wrist. ‘Where’s Jack?’ he demands, trying to squint through a crack in the curtain.

‘He’s gone to find a doctor.’

‘What’s wrong with him? Has he caught the mulligrubs again?’ he says, licking his wrist.

‘He wants to know about you. We’re trying to find out when we can get you home.’

‘I’m ready. I found my shoes. The buggers were hiding them in that locker.’ He waves his spoon at the cabinet.

‘First you have to tell me the truth,’ she says, sitting down on the metal chair. ‘What happened?’ She drops the overnight bag at her feet.

‘I can’t remember,’ he says sadly, gazing around the bed as if he’s surprised to find himself there. ‘It’s a fog.’ In that heavy turban of bandage he looks like a carnival barker, a dubious rogue, the king of sideshow swindlers.

‘What’s wrong with your head? Did you fall down?’

‘I was cleaning out my room.’

‘Why?’

‘Getting rid of all the baggage. Burning old papers, letters, drawings. Trying to put my life in order.’

‘You actually lit a fire in the attic?’

‘I blame the turpentine,’ says Bingo. ‘One flash and you’re ash.’ He flexes his jaw in a kind of a grin but she can’t decide if he’s trying to smile or merely adjusting his teeth.

‘Why didn’t you ask me to help? I could have cleaned it. We could have done it together.’

‘It was private. Personal.’ He wipes his face, his hand rasping the stubble that glints like crystals on his jowls.

‘You’re a menace. You could have been killed. How are you feeling? Tell me honestly,’ she says quietly, hoping that he’ll feel encouraged to tell her the truth, plain and simple, to make it easy for both of them.

Bingo sighs wearily and examines the crescents of dirt beneath his fingernails. ‘My head feels sore. When I hit the floor I felt it split like a melon.’

‘Did you have any stitches?’

‘I can’t remember.’ He wags his head very gently, careful not to wobble his turban. All those bandages! It can’t have needed so much dressing.

‘They must have given you painkillers …’

‘Must have done,’ agrees Bingo. ‘I’m buggered if I know.’

‘And if they’ve given you something to eat they’re not expecting any complications.’

‘I just want to get home. I’ll feel better when I’m home.’

‘You can’t leave until we’ve had a look at the damage. I’ll talk to the landlord in the morning.’ She stretches out to take his hand and, resting this delicate filigree of bones in her palm, she strokes it with her fingertips. The veins shrink at her touch. His loose skin ruffles like tissue paper.

‘I can’t stay here tonight.’

‘Why not? You won’t come to any harm.’

‘It’s a hospital, for God’s sake! People die in hospitals.’

‘You’re not going to die.’ She stares at the name tag on his wrist. Name and number. Fastened by one of those machines that weld the plastic straps together.

‘It depends how long they’re allowed to keep me!’ he snorts. ‘I know he wants me to stay here forever.’

‘Who?’

‘Your husband,’ he says, scowling, eyes hard as marbles. ‘Young Nelson Eddy. He doesn’t like me. I get his bowels in an uproar.’

‘He cares about you. He thinks you might need nursing. He was talking about a private convalescent home.’

‘I’m not going to be locked away in a nursing home. They take away your shoelaces in case you try to hang yourself. They make you shuffle around in tufty carpet slippers. They cut up your food before you eat it. They make you watch the television. It’s worse than choky. I’m not ready for that. I haven’t finished with my life.’

‘It would only be for a couple of weeks.’

‘No time! I don’t have much of it left. I can’t afford to waste it.’ He pulls his hand from her grasp and chops at the sheets, trying to free himself from the clinging softness of pillow.

‘What are you going to do? You can’t spend another winter in that room. It’s cold and draughty and the water freezes.’

‘I’ll think of something,’ he says defiantly.

‘You could stay with us until you feel better. Until you find another place …’ she says, knowing he won’t consider it.

But it wouldn’t be so bad. They could manage if he behaved himself.

‘What’s in the bag?’ he demands, to change the subject. He leans forward and stares at her feet. ‘Can I eat it?’

‘No. I’ve brought you some pyjamas, a towel, razor, soap. I’ll bring you that stuff you need for your teeth – I can’t remember the name of it.’

‘Can you bring me some decent food?’

‘What would you like?’

‘A rabbit-and-mushroom pie with baby onions. A small Stilton. A blackberry-and-apple tart.’ He grins at her, waiting for her to scold him, but she’s not listening. She’s staring at the overnight bag, lost, vacant, her face flushed and her eyes brimming with tears.

‘What’s wrong, Holly?’

‘I worry about you,’ she snuffles, refusing to look at him.

‘No. There’s something else on your mind.’

‘What?’

‘I don’t know. You look …’

‘What?’

‘Strange. Have you been fighting with Jack? You can tell me. I won’t die from shock. Has he been slapping you around?’

‘He’s not that stupid!’ says Holly.

Bingo looks doubtful. ‘I’ve never seen him fart and chew gum at the same time.’

‘There’s nothing to tell,’ insists Holly.

‘I’ve known you longer than you’ve known yourself,’ says Bingo. ‘Listen to me. I know I look old and feeble. Perhaps I am old and feeble. But that doesn’t make me a noodle-brain. You grow old despite everything. All your work, your hopes and desires. You grow old and you find that you’re invisible. People ignore you. You have the same feelings but you don’t figure in the grand scheme of things any more. People start talking to you in that special language they keep for children and dogs. I can tolerate being a figure of fun. But it hurts to be ignored by the people you love …’

‘I don’t ignore you!’

‘You don’t listen to me. And you don’t talk to me.’

She swallows hard and lifts her face. Her mouth looks bruised. Her eyes glitter. She wants to tell him everything. She knows she must make this confession before she can kill the dragon.

‘Something happened,’ says Bingo gently. ‘What is it?’ He reaches out to pass her a paper towel from a stack on the bedside cabinet.

‘Nothing,’ she sobs. ‘It’s nothing.’ But when she shuts her eyes to wipe her face she can see Cosmo, half-naked and beautiful, feasting upon her belly and thighs. Watching him. Excited. The violence of his desire. And she feels so confused, sick with fear, wretched with shame, and still shocked by that sting of excitement, the terrible knowledge that she wanted this man who is not her husband, reached out for him in that marvellous, smothering twilight, felt eager to be devoured by him. The excitement still radiates through her body like the passage of some powerful drug. Marriage is merely a habit. Love affairs are addictions. The poisoned apple. Stupid to have trusted him. The man who promised to change her life. Stupid and dangerous. Plus it’s her fault. She must have encouraged him. A wrong word. The stray glance. Ignorance is no defence against the laws of seduction.

She crushes the paper towel in her fist as she struggles to find the first few words that will help to unlock the pain. But it’s too late. The curtains blow apart and Jack is standing beside the chair.

‘How are you feeling?’ he says too loudly, grinning at Bingo and wringing his hands like a man returned from a country walk.

‘I’m having the time of my life,’ growls Bingo. ‘The man in the next bed smells like a turd and I’ve been given a rusk for supper.’

Jack remains next to Holly, one hand on her shoulder, comforting and protective. ‘It’s looking good. You’ve cracked your head but no bones broken.’

‘Is that what the doctor told you?’ sneers Bingo, as if all doctors were helpless liars.

‘That’s it.’

‘How long?’

‘How long what?’ Jack laughs. ‘You’re not going to die!’

‘How long do I have to stay here, you damn great oaf!’

‘Three or four days at the most.’

‘No! Four days? No!’

‘At the most. You’ve had a bad fall. You’re lucky you didn’t break your hips. Bones are brittle at your age.’

‘It will give me time to prepare your room …’ says Holly, wanting him to know that he’s safe from the perils of nursing homes.

‘I don’t want you to touch my room!’ thunders Bingo. ‘I don’t want you to touch it.’

‘We’ll come to see you again tomorrow. Try to get some rest,’ says Jack and gathers Holly from the bedside to lead her from the ward.



The next morning Jack settles down at his desk to phone Barney Boswell. He’s tired. He skipped breakfast, failed to find a clean shirt, lost a button from his jacket and left Holly howling in the bathroom. Locked in the bathroom. Splashing and howling. He’s had enough. It’s time to get down to business.

‘I hope he’s improved,’ chirrups Boswell when Jack reports on Bingo’s progress. ‘It was a most unfortunate accident. We were really very concerned. Poor Mr Talbot in the accommodation directly beneath was the first to raise the alarm. He suffers from kidneys. He thought the ceiling was collapsing.’

‘He’ll be fine,’ says Jack. ‘They’re holding him for observation. It’s routine. It hasn’t improved his temper but at least he didn’t break any bones.’

‘Good. Excellent news.’

‘We’d like to thank you for looking after him yesterday. Getting him to hospital,’ says Jack, glancing across at the door as Felicity enters the office. Hot coffee. Newspapers. She looks different. Her hair pulled back from her face and tied in some sort of plait. Sleek. A new look for Harry. Lucky bastard.

‘We couldn’t leave him on the floor,’ says Boswell.

‘I believe he caused some damage to the room. Furniture. Furnishings. He seemed rather confused about it …’ Felicity places the coffee directly before him on the desk and drops the newspapers into a chair.

‘Think nothing of it,’ says Boswell.

‘We’ll pay for any damage.’ He takes hold of his cup and gulps greedily, burning his mouth.

‘There’s nothing structural. But, as you know, I’ve always prided myself on the standard of decor and smoke can be very pernicious …’ says Boswell. ‘When can we expect him home?’

Jack hesitates, hoping that Felicity will leave the room, but now she’s approaching, standing beside him, turning the page of his diary. ‘That’s why I’m calling,’ he says, trying to bury the phone in his neck. He rolls forward, leaning low against the desk. ‘We’re making arrangements to have him admitted to a private nursing home. He can’t look after himself. And now the winter. I think it’s time.’

‘I’m very unhappy to hear that. We shall miss him.’

‘It’s a tough decision.’

‘May I inquire, has he come to terms with his new circumstance?’

‘We haven’t told him in so many words. We thought we’d wait until he felt stronger.’

‘I’m sure that’s very sensible.’

‘We’ll clean out his room. Pack his belongings and the rest of it. We’ll be in touch in the next few days, if that’s convenient?’ continues Jack. He relaxes slightly, rocks back in his chair and stares at the shelves on the opposite wall. Whoops! Swirl! and Dust Buster. Mr Perfect Instant Shine.

‘I’d be obliged,’ says Boswell. ‘Thank you for telling me. And give my regards to your charming wife.’

Jack whistles with relief and drops the receiver into its cradle. There. It’s done! He glances up at Felicity and manages to smile. He deserves a toasted sandwich and a second cup of coffee.

‘You’re going to put him away?’ she asks, watching him with a pinched expression.

‘What choice do I have, for God’s sake?’ he snaps. ‘Holly won’t do it and he’s too crazy to think for himself.’

‘It’s sad,’ she says simply.

‘He’ll love it,’ insists Jack. ‘When he gets used to it. I’m going to put him in the Silver Twilight. It costs a fortune. You’ve seen the brochure.’ He resents his role as the wicked husband banishing the old and insane. It’s dirty work and no one thanks you for it.

‘Have you spoken to them?’

‘No. I’ll drive down there after lunch if there’s nothing in the diary.’

‘The Elliott-Shiner two o’dock is now ten o’clock tomorrow morning. The four-thirty meeting, Shelf Shout: What does it mean in a shrinking market?, has been cancelled. The agency can’t present again until the end of next week.’

‘Fine.’

‘Is there anything else?’ she says, brushing against his shoulder to remove the empty cup and saucer.

‘No.’



No!

Holly stands at the bedroom window, watching Cosmo leave his car at the top of Red Beech Grove and walk towards the house. No! It can’t be him. He wouldn’t be so stupid. She presses her face to the glass and stares. There’s no mistake. It’s Cosmo. He’s wearing the same crumpled cotton suit that he wore when she met him for lunch. She watches him turn and hesitate, glance to the left and right, leave the pavement and step towards the front door.

She jerks away from the window. Hide! Run away and hide. She wants to shrink to the size of a mouse, a moth, a fly on the ceiling. Too late. He’s ringing the bell. She can’t leave him standing in the street. Exposed. If Valerie catches sight of him! She’ll ask questions. She’ll want to investigate. What does he want? Why is he here? Don’t stop. Don’t think. Answer the bell and confront him.

It’s ten-thirty. She’s still damp from the bath and dressed in nothing but bra and panties. He mustn’t get the wrong idea. She wraps herself in a dressing gown and pulls the collar against her throat. There. The bell rings again. She flicks at her hair and runs downstairs.

The door swings open.

‘Are you alone?’ He stands nervously on the threshold, shifting his weight from foot to foot, as if prepared to take flight. His face is shadow. The sunlight cascades around his shoulders.

‘Yes.’ She frowns, shielding her eyes from the glare. It’s the wrong answer. Stupid mistake. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I just had to see you again!’ He reaches forward and pulls her violently into his arms, one hand clasping her waist, the other grabbing her buttocks, moaning, squeezing, knocking the breath from her body. She claws at his back, smothered, struggling, trying to prise herself free. But he’s too strong.

He’s the size of a bear. He whirls her around as if they were dancing and shuts the door with a jab of his foot.

‘You can’t come into the house! You can’t!’ she gasps as he sets her down and leans her gently against the wall.

‘I know,’ he says with a smile, ‘but this is important. You told me your husband works in town. And I didn’t want to phone. I have to take the risk …’ He glances around, checking the hall and stairs.

‘What’s happened?’ she demands. ‘Why aren’t you at The Aquarium?’ She fiddles with the dressing gown, touching the cord and collar. She feels uncovered and vulnerable.

‘I didn’t get any sleep last night. I couldn’t stop thinking about you. And I’ve told Emmie. I’ve told her everything.’ He stops short and stares at her expectantly. His eyes are so bright. His face is glazed with sweat.

Holly opens her mouth to speak but her throat feels too dry to shape the words. ‘No!’ she manages to whisper. ‘There’s nothing to – She shouldn’t – Why? What have you done?’

‘It’s finished, Holly. Basically I’ve made the break!’ The smile flares and dies again. He stands and shuffles his feet, looking anxious, waiting for approval.

‘I don’t understand. What are you talking about?’

‘As soon as we met I knew there was something special between us. Something happened. You know it’s true. And then, yesterday, when you came to see me, it all seemed to make sense.’

She shakes her head. ‘It should never have happened. It’s my fault. I didn’t mean to.’

‘You don’t have to explain. I didn’t expect it to happen either. But it felt so … natural. It was like a miracle. Does that sound stupid to you? It felt like a miracle. I told Emmie what happened. She threatened to kill me. But she’s had other men. Plenty of men. She’ll have to learn to accept it.’ There’s a strange music in his voice, the skittering words, the way his hands move in jerky rhythm. He’s dangerous.

Holly protests, ‘But she’s still your wife.’

‘No!’ He slices the air with his hand. ‘That marriage was a mockery. Believe me. There’s nothing to stop me. I should have done it years ago. We were killing each other. It was only a matter of time.’

By a series of side steps and circles they have reached the living room. Sunlight pours through the windows, soaking into the walls and carpet. The air is spiced with the smell of apples from a blue china bowl on the table. She steps forward awkwardly, finds the sofa and sits down hard on the edge of a cushion.

‘I don’t want this,’ she announces, staring down at her hands. ‘I can’t handle it. My father’s had an accident. He’s in hospital. I don’t want to see you again, Cosmo. I’m sorry. I don’t. That’s it. Finished.’

‘Yes,’ he says simply. ‘That’s what I expected.’ He sits down beside her and stretches across to stroke her hair.

‘Then why did you come here?’ She leans away from his touch and the dressing gown slides from her knees. Her legs look as white as death in this flood of sunlight.

‘Because you’re going to change your mind,’ he says softly. ‘We need each other more than you know. We belong to each other.’

‘No.’ She stands up and walks to the window.

He follows her and when he moves he seems too large for the room, brushing against the chairs, knocking the table, encountering obstacles wherever he turns. ‘Yes. You can’t deny it. It’s too late, Holly. You can’t pretend. It wasn’t just a casual encounter. Yesterday. It meant something special. I could sense it. We’ve got to give ourselves this chance of happiness. We owe it to ourselves. We should be together.’

‘Where?’

‘Anywhere. I’ll find something. A place where we can be alone.’

‘But I can’t leave Jack!’ Is that what he means? ‘I don’t want to leave. This is my life.’ She shakes her head, bewildered.

‘It’s going to be different. You can’t imagine. I’ll make you so happy you can’t imagine.’ He swallows hard, choking his tears.

She tries again. ‘Look. You have to leave. We can’t talk here,’ she says calmly, trying to reason with him.

‘Where can we talk?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Give me a few more minutes. Please.’ He plunges forward, knocking her into a chair, wrenches at her dressing gown, smears her shoulders with kisses.

‘Stop! No. It’s wrong.’ She wants to scream but the muscles in her throat have locked. She struggles beneath him, beating his spine with her fists.

He pulls away, startled. ‘Let’s go upstairs,’ he urges, trying to lift her by the sleeves.

‘No!’ She scrambles from the chair, returns to the window and sweeps aside the curtains as if she were trying to signal the street.

‘When does he get home?’ he demands. He is trembling. The sweat beads on his forehead. His eyes strain in their sockets.

‘Any time. It depends.’

Cosmo hesitates. He looks disappointed but drifts reluctantly to the door. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow,’ he says, brushing his jacket.

‘No.’

‘So meet me somewhere.’

‘No!’

He pleads. ‘I’ll do anything, Holly. Anything. Whatever you think.’

‘I want you to leave.’

‘I’m going. I’ll wait for you to call. The Aquarium. If I’m not there, leave a message on the machine.’

She nods, not daring to breathe again until he finally leaves the room and she hears the front door slam shut and knows he is finally gone.



She kneels on the kitchen floor and snaps open the fridge. Bottles chime in the door compartments. The frosty cabin casts the light of winter’s afternoon. She removes a pot of low-fat yoghurt, peels the aluminium lid and spoons yoghurt with her fingers. The sour taste of it coats her tongue and chills the roof of her mouth. At the back of the fridge, half-hidden behind a box of eggs, she finds a slice of apple cake, removes it, breaks it apart with her hands and feasts on the sweet, damp pastry. It’s not enough. She shuts the fridge and turns to plunder the cupboards, crawling around on her hands and knees, pulling food from the shelves. She devours a block of pressed dates and a fistful of soft dried apricots. She finds a jar of green olives stuffed with anchovy, hooks them from the brine with her fingers, crams her mouth with the salty pulp. Hungry again for sugar, she works her way through a scoop of raisins, a packet of instant sponge-cake mix, and then discovers, neglected in one corner, a stump of bitter black chocolate. The chocolate is cloudy with age and gritty against her teeth. But it softens and melts, melts against her tongue. It’s not enough. She follows the chocolate with cheese, mushroom sauce, a pack of peeled and frozen prawns, ice cream and coconut biscuits, trying to fill the emptiness that can’t be satisfied.

Two hours later, shivering yet soaked in sweat, unable to reach the bathroom, she walks into the garden and disgorges on the lawn like a cat.



When Jack gets home he finds Holly sitting on the top step of the stairs with a little brown suitcase at her feet.

‘Will you drive me into town?’ she asks, before he’s had time to close the front door.

‘Has something happened?’ He stands forlorn with his briefcase under one arm and the car keys still in his fist. ‘I’ve just arrived. I’m tired. I’m hungry. The traffic was filthy. Can’t it wait?’ He stares up at his wife, trying to fathom her mood. It looks bad. She’s sitting, legs pressed together, staring at him over the tops of her knees. A small child left waiting on a railway platform, guarding her suitcase from strangers. ‘I’ll drive you tomorrow,’ he says, hoping to strike a bargain. ‘I thought you’d like to make a day of it. You could visit Bingo and do some shopping. We might even have lunch together. There’s a new Japanese restaurant not far from the office. We can drive home together in the evening. What do you think? Isn’t that a better idea?’

Holly doesn’t move. She frowns, sweeping the hair from her face with a hand, taking her time to consider the plan. ‘Tomorrow morning?’

‘Yes.’ He smiles and squats at the foot of the stairs, wedging himself against the wall and newel post, nursing the briefcase to his chest. ‘What have you got in the suitcase?’ he asks gently. He imagines it must be part of the Holly Walker laundry service. Six pairs of striped pyjamas. Hankies and towels. A smuggled bottle of whisky.

‘Just a few things,’ she says absently. ‘I’m going to clean out Bingo’s room. Ithought I’d stay there a couple of days – until he gets out. Make it comfortable for him.’

‘You’re going to Scuttle Street?’ He looks worried. He knew there was something wrong. There are times when she seems too calm and concentrated. Her mouth sets hard. Her eyes stare at nothing.

‘Why not?’

‘You can’t!’ he protests. He tries to picture his wife sleeping alone in that filthy room, surrounded by rags and rubbish. Old men breathing behind the door, watching through knotholes in the walls, rubbing against her on the stairs. Disgusting. Crazy. She’s sick in the head. ‘It doesn’t need to be cleaned,’ he says slowly, trying to reason with her. ‘I spoke to the landlord.’

‘Yes, I know,’ she says simply. ‘I phoned him this afternoon. He said he didn’t mind if I stayed there for a couple of nights while Bingo was away.’ She leans forward and strokes the scuffed edge of the suitcase, as if she still hoped to make the journey tonight.

‘But why?’

‘I told you. I want to make it ready for him. And it’s easier for me to visit the hospital if I’m already in town.’

He can’t argue with that. She’s still waiting for him to arrange those driving lessons. ‘Look, I don’t think it’s a good idea for the old man to go back to the attic,’ he says at last. ‘It’s not healthy.’ He flips the bunch of keys into his jacket pocket.

‘What do you mean?’ She stops fiddling with the suitcase and pulls back her head, alert and suspicious.

‘I went to look over the Silver Twilight this afternoon. It was quite an education. It’s like an hotel. All the rooms are fully equipped and the gardens are honestly beautiful. It was so quiet. I wanted to stay there myself. It costs a bit more than I thought but there might be some sort of arrangement we can make with them …’

‘You had no right to do that!’ She reaches out for the banister and stands up, giving him a view of her legs beneath their umbrella of skin.

‘I’m trying to help!’ he shouts up her skirt. ‘Someone has to do it!’

‘No!’

‘Listen to me,’ he begs, fumbling for words. ‘He doesn’t have to stay there if he doesn’t like it. They’ll take him for a three-month trial to see how he settles down. They said that most of the residents are still quite active considering. They don’t just sit around all day. They do things. Different things. There’s even a sketch club he can join.’

‘But I promised!’ cries Holly. ‘I promised him!’ She turns quickly and disappears, abandoning the suitcase.

He struggles to his feet and considers climbing in pursuit. ‘Where are you going?’ he shouts.

‘I’m going to bed!’



She’s gone to bed! I don’t believe it. I should have stayed at the office. Eat pizza and sleep under the desk. You’d think I was trying to kill him. There’s nothing wrong with the Twilight. It looks like one of those small hotels you used to find at seaside resorts. Wing chairs and carpet oddments. Spider plants. Fire doors in the corridors. Plain cooking and home comforts. A lot of them thriving on it. Mad old women with stretched ears and hair so thin you can see their scalps. Spines locked into question marks. One or two men. They don’t seem to linger like women. Drop dead before it gets nasty. Women cling to the wreckage. Why is that? No reason to be so stubborn. No purpose left to their lives.

They all looked clean. They didn’t smell of anything. Most of them were watching TV. The rooms were small but they don’t encourage them to stay alone in their rooms. It’s bad for them. They get depressed when they spend too much time with their knickknacks. I spoke to the matron. She said she likes to keep them active. She must have been about fifty but she looked like a girl in those surroundings. Plump. Handsome. Fully registered. She took me into her office and went through the details. Leather armchairs. Oak desk. A view of the gardens. Lawn and lavender beds. Framed certificates on the wall. The matron standing at the French windows, smiling, talking, the sun shining through her dress. Something for the imagination. Suggestive. Good strong legs in silhouette. She didn’t seem aware of it. No one to take an interest in the Twilight Zone. Excellent opportunity for the right man. You hear stories. Something for Bingo to think about. He’ll love it. When he stops sulking he’ll love it.

Christ! I feel bad. Hungry enough to be sick. I skipped lunch to get down there. The way Holly screamed at me. What’s wrong with her? Perhaps I should let her stay in town for a couple of nights. It can’t do any harm. The attic needs clearing out. He can’t keep all that rubbish. I wonder if she’s hungry. She never has an appetite. She’ll feel better if she eats something. Perhaps I should take her a tray.



If he comes upstairs I’ll go crazy. I’ll tell him everything. I’ll tell him the truth. He doesn’t deserve to be deceived. He doesn’t deserve a cheating wife. We’ve never had secrets. He always knew he could trust me. I’ve got to get away from here. Far away. It shouldn’t have happened. People make mistakes all the time. It’s not the end of the world. It’s meant to be forgive and forget, like on the Oprah Winfrey Show. Where did it go wrong? I must have done something to make Cosmo think that I wanted him. And I did want him, Oprah. It’s true. When the moment came I would have given him anything. I would have died for the pleasure of feeling him pushing inside me. Stupid! Stupid! It’s my fault. And now he’s going to torture me.

I should be safe in Scuttle Street. Plus he won’t think to look for me in the city. Perhaps he’ll lose interest and stay with his wife. He’s told her about me to make her jealous. That’s it. I’m nothing to him. An afternoon’s amusement. He must have made love to a hundred women. He’s using me to get at his wife. Valerie said they’ve been talking about a divorce for years. I just have to keep my nerve and wait until it’s forgotten. There’s still a chance. But he looked so wild when he came to the house. He wanted to drag me upstairs.

He wanted to. No. He told me it meant something special.

Where’s Jack? I can’t hear him. He won’t lock Bingo away in that place. How could he make the arrangements without me? I gave Bingo my word. I promised to take care of him. I can’t take care of myself.



The morning is bright and warm. The trees of Meadow Bank are inflated into restless balloons that float their shadows over the houses. Along Spruce Yard and Nutmeg Drive the window boxes and planted baskets drop splashes of gaudy colour on to the dusty pavement. Jack drives Holly into town and parks the car beneath the Prancer Johnson building. The traffic queues were bad again and he’s already late for his meeting with Elliott-Shiner.

‘Shall I call you a cab?’ he asks, as they climb towards the street. Holly is click-clacking up the stone stairs, moving easily, clutching his briefcase in her hand. He’s hauling her little brown suitcase, heavier than he imagined, although she insists it contains nothing more than a change of clothes. He’s not as fit as he likes to think. All those years of sitting comfortably at a desk have turned his muscle to slack. He ought to take more exercise. Pulling weights with the Dust Buster team. Swimming with Felicity.

‘I can catch a bus to the hospital,’ she says, blinking into the sunlight. The crowd swirls around them, an impatient, rushing tide of grey-skinned office workers.

‘Meet me for lunch.’

‘I don’t know. I thought I’d go to Scuttle Street when I’ve seen Bingo. I don’t want to carry this all day,’ she adds, taking the suitcase from his hands.

‘Leave it here,’ he suggests. ‘I’ll look after it for you.’

She shakes her head. ‘No. Perhaps I should go straight to the attic, get rid of the suitcase, talk to the landlord and then go out to the hospital.’

‘Whatever,’ he says, disappointed.

‘It makes more sense.’

‘I’ll miss you,’ he says, reluctant to let her walk away. It’s Friday morning. The prospect of spending the weekend alone unsettles him. He can’t remember the last time they were parted. It must have been the four nights he’d had to spend at the International Techno Fair and that was two or three years ago, when they were still trying to settle into Red Beech Grove. The spare bedroom filled with packing crates and Holly painting the kitchen. She was big at the time. Ripe and beautiful. She tested the rivets on her dungarees. She made him think of those early Soviet posters of enormous factory workers, thumping anvils with hammers, blonde hair bundled into headscarves, faces flushed with dreams of world domination. And he couldn’t leave her alone. That was the worst of it. He couldn’t get enough. He was crazy for her and they dragged him away to kick his heels at the Holiday Inn. And that’s how it feels now, wanting her again because he’s losing her, and she still looks beautiful, despite the fact that she’s lost all that weight. Her face lifted towards him, hair gleaming with sunlight. He was wrong about her hair. It lends her a sort of elegance.

‘I’ll miss you too,’ she says, darting forward and kissing him hard on the mouth.

He grins with pleasure, daring to hope for a moment that he might have been forgiven for pushing Bingo into the Twilight. ‘Phone me if you need any help,’ he says, raising his voice against the noise of the street. ‘And call me tonight.’

‘There’s food in the freezer. Italian-style pizza. Individual farmhouse pies. And those spicy chicken nuggets. Don’t forget to eat.’

‘What about you?’

‘I’ll be fine,’ she says, using her thumb to wipe at the traces of lipstick caught on the edge of his mouth.



Holly reaches Scuttle Street and drags her suitcase into the house. The landlord isn’t available but he promised to make arrangements to leave the key, so she searches the metal table in the entrance hall and there, among the unclaimed catalogues and Reader’s Digest offers, she finds an envelope marked Mrs Holly in spidery green ink. She tears it open and shakes a key into the palm of her hand. The key has been wrapped in a single sheet of onion-skin paper.


Dear Mrs Holly


I earnestly hope that your poor father is on the Road to Recovery. I hope you will forgive my abstinence. I hope you will enjoy your stay. I hope you will let me know should you require any comfort’s.


Yours faithfully

B Boswell Landlord.



She pushes the letter into her pocket and struggles upstairs. The attic still smells of smoke. A small cast-iron fireplace, between the two armchairs, is choked with halfburnt rolls of paper. Ashes have fallen from the grate into a toasted drcle of carpet. A long lick of scorched wallpaper above the mantelpiece betrays the size and velocity of the bonfire. But it’s not too bad. She’d imagined broken windows, the blackened bones of furniture, blistered floorboards, ashes and soot. The painting table and easel are just as she remembers them. When she turns back the heavy, patchwork quilt on the bed she finds clean cotton sheets. The pine wardrobe in the corner still shelters Bingo’s mothballed clothes, neatly arranged on bent wire hangers. The cooking stove works. There are eggs and biscuits in the cupboard. A packet of tea. Sugar. Mustard. A pot of Oxford marmalade. It’s not too bad. She’ll be safely hidden away in these rafters.

She snaps open her suitcase and takes her washbag into the narrow alcove that serves as a bathroom. A tiny washbasin, no bigger than a pudding bowl, has been wedged between a chipped enamel bath and an old-fashioned lavatory cistern. Above the washbasin, screwed to the wall on rusty brackets, hangs an oak medicine cabinet with a clouded mirror on its door. Steradent for dentures, Vaseline, Vosene, paracetamol, Anusol for haemorrhoids, a pack of Rinstead pastilles, a sheet of fabric Elastoplast, a large blue tin of liver salts, a pair of nail clippers, a green glass jar of lavender-scented brilliantine, several styptic pencils, a worn stub of shaving soap, a badger brush and a King Gillette razor in a cracked mug.

Bingo has started to paint a frieze on the wall above the bath. It’s a carnival of red and blue figures, primitive and exuberant, mad as Matisse, skipping, naked, hands linked together like one of those strings of cut-out dolls he used to make for her as a child. Strange how her favourite toys had been made from scraps and kitchen waste. He could tease dragons from toothpaste tubes and turtles from walnut shells. Her constant companion when she was seven years old had been a fat and friendly doll held together with garden twine. A gaudy carnival queen with a painted canvas mask for a face and a shock of blue knitted hair. The doll had been christened Bugger-Barbie because that’s what Bingo had shouted the moment he’d finished making it. Bugger Barbie! The doll with the shirt-button eyes and silver curtain rings through her ears.

Beneath the unfinished frieze, a series of pictures in thin black frames. The pictures are no more than pieces of coloured cardboard, train tickets, fruit wrappers, newspaper scraps, pasted into random patterns. It doesn’t look like Bingo’s work – he would have strived for landscapes and faces. She tries to read the signature but can’t quite decipher it. Squitters. It looks like Squitters. The pictures are brittle and yellow with age. They look so old. She’s surprised he hasn’t thrown them away.

She remembers the fire and wonders again what made him want to burn his belongings. What scandals were stored in this attic? She leaves the bathroom, glancing around at the flaky fake Gauguin above the cooking stove and the bad pencil copy of a Modigliani head that hangs beside the bed. Sifting through the ashes in the grate she finds nothing but rolled pencil drawings, prints and etchings, burnt beyond salvage. The armchairs are still loaded with canvas and paper placed ready and waiting for the funeral pyre. The nude portraits of her mother in the styles of Paul Delvaux and Derain, pages from an Egyptian sketchbook in the manner of Edward Lear, an album of photographs taken when Bingo had lived in Paris, the plans for a house that he’d wanted to build in the spirit of Frank Lloyd Wright, a sheaf of woodcuts designed for a book that he’d never finished, a series of animal studies for a mural he’d planned but never painted. There is nothing here but a lonely old man trying to bury his memories. It doesn’t make sense. Why did he do it?



‘It’s obvious,’ says Bingo. ‘A few years ago there was a famous old actress in Paris who kept her life in scrapbooks. She’d had a long and eventful life and she needed a lot of scrapbooks. They filled her apartment shelves, lined the walls from ceiling to floor. But she grew very old and she grew very frail and one day the shelves collapsed and crushed her to death. Buried beneath the weight of her own memories.’ He wags his head and draws the blanket around him.

‘There’s nothing wrong in keeping faith with your memories,’ says Holly. The hospital seems less oppressive by daylight. Through the curtains she can hear the sounds of a trolley squeaking, nurses laughing and the drone of a vacuum cleaner.

‘At my age they weigh heavy.’

‘And you thought you could get rid of them.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know. It’s like throwing part of your life away.’

‘It’s time to forget the past. I want to make plans for the future. And I can’t stay in that room for ever.’

‘Where will you go?’

‘I don’t care. I haven’t decided. Whatever happens, I don’t want to sit around and die from a chronic dose of nostalgia.’

She feeds him the last of the chocolate cake she bought on her way to visit him and pauses to lick her fingers, fragrant with butter and sugar. ‘I think it’s a shame. Your sketchbooks and everything. And the paintings too. Especially the paintings.’

‘Your mother?’ he asks, when he’s managed to unglue his mouth.

‘Yes.’

‘Do you want them?’

‘No! I mean, Jack wouldn’t feel comfortable. We couldn’t. What would we do with them?’

‘Burn them! I can remember poor Florence without the paintings to haunt me. Anyway, the best of them are safe and secure in one or two private collections. I used to sell my work,’ he adds sharply, ‘before she died, before I grew too old to care about such things.’

‘It’s your decision,’says Holly, hoping to keep him calm. ‘I’m not going to interfere.’

‘I was in Paris after the war,’ he continues stubbornly. ‘Picasso was there with Eluard. I’ve strolled the streets with Jacques Prevert and shaken hands with Giacometti. I’ve been touched by genius!’

‘You’ve told me.’

Bingo grunts and wipes sugar grains from his nose. ‘Are you really staying in Scuttle Street?’

‘I’m going to clean it.’

‘Be careful where you poke your broom,’ he says, scowling. ‘Don’t touch anything and keep away from my paints and brushes.’

‘I won’t go near them,’ she says irritably.

‘You’re hiding something from me,’ he says, scratching the bristles on his chin. He needs a shave but his skin has recovered its natural colour – they must have taken the trouble to wash him – and the turban has been replaced by a gauze pad above his left eye that makes him look rather jaunty.

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You could clean that room in an afternoon.’

‘It’s easier for the hospital.’

‘What does Jack say about it?’

‘He agrees with me.’

‘Now I know you’re hiding something from me!’ he says triumphantly and taps his nose with a crooked finger. ‘Secrets!’

‘Do you remember Bugger-Barbie?’

Bingo looks puzzled and then lets out a clattering laugh that threatens to knock out his teeth. ‘She was a nasty piece of work! The ugliest doll in Toytown.’ He lifts his hands, as if to balance himself against the force of his laughter, and when they fall back against the sheets they seem as weightless as winter leaves.

‘I loved her,’ says Holly.

‘You used to tell her your secrets,’ says Bingo.

‘You don’t want to hear it.’

‘I want to hear everything.’

‘I don’t know how to explain.’

‘Try. Take your time. You won’t feel so bad if you share it with me.’

So Holly summons her courage and explains how she tried so hard to lose weight, despite all the protests from Jack, and how Valerie offered encouragement by taking her out to lunch, which is how she happened to meet Cosmo and one thing led to another, although she never imagined that such a thing could happen, and afterwards she wasn’t even sure that it had happened plus if it had happened it certainly hadn’t meant anything but that doesn’t seem to make any difference because what happened happened and now if Jack finds out what happened, well, it’s the end of the world.

‘Is that it?’ asks Bingo, when she’s finished her story and slumped back, exhausted, into her chair.

‘Yes. Except now he says he’s leaving his wife and wants to run away with me.’ She is careful to avoid his gaze, folding the plastic shopping bag, brushing cake crumbs from her skirt.

‘So you’re hiding under my bed.’

‘I suppose.’

Bingo nods his head as he studies the name tag on his wrist, trying to pick at the plastic lock with his nails. A nurse squelches past in rubber shoes. Far away, beyond the ward, a telephone starts ringing. ‘What sort of fish?’ he says at last.

‘Fish are fish!’ snaps Holly. ‘Tropical fish. You think it’s a joke. You’re laughing at me.’

‘No,’ he says quickly. ‘I’m proud of you. It’s the most interesting thing you’ve done since you were four years old and tried to fly from your bedroom window. You were perched on the ledge in a pair of spotted pyjamas with your arms held out like wings. I had to catch your ankles.’

She can feel the tears prick her eyes and blinks them away resentfuliy. She doesn’t want to break down again. She’s tired of feeling so miserable. Sometimes it feels as if she’s expected to take the blame for everything, a human magnet for all the sorrows and sins of the world. No matter how she struggles, she still can’t shake off the feeling that it’s her fault – if she hadn’t tried to change herself none of this would have happened. ‘What am I going to tell Jack?’

‘Nothing!’ Bingo looks at her quickly. ‘Leave it alone. Why should you tell him anything?’

‘Because it hurts!’

‘And you want to share your troubles with him?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, this time you have to suffer in silence.’

‘But if he finds out …’

‘We’ll think of something,’ he says and reaches out to squeeze her hand, wanting to gather her into his arms and soothe the pain in the way he could do when she was a child. Kiss the bruises. Kill the monster under the stairs. Nothing was beyond his power.

‘I didn’t want it to happen. It’s like a bad dream. I just want to wake up again. I just want to be normal.’

‘You are normal,’ says Bingo gently. ‘That’s your tragedy.’



She’s gone. The prisoner of Meadow Bank. Dragging her chains. Poor, mad Holly with her sad and beautiful eyes. She doesn’t deserve such a life. Why doesn’t she blame her parents? Children love to blame their parents. It spares them taking responsibility for the miserable mess they make of it. Childhood has become a disease that needs a lifetime’s convalescence. It was easier when I was young. Children were kept in nurseries and dogs were kept in kennels. We knew our place in the world. We had security. I was introduced to my father when I was six years old. He shook me by the hand and told me he thought it was time I came out of petticoats. He was an agent for Libby McNeill and Libby of London. He roamed the world, inspecting Hawaiian pineapple fields, Californian orchards and Siberian cooperative creameries. He sailed with the red Alaskan salmon fleet. He thrashed me from time to time. These days they call it child abuse. We used to call it authority. I didn’t thrash Holly. I had to bite her once or twice. It did the trick. I wonder if she remembers it? She mustn’t tell Jack about the man with the goldfish. He’s not strong. Something like that could burst his brains. Nostrils flared like a rocking horse. Eyes popping like Eddie Cantor. Drop dead with indignation.



‘Jack?’

‘Where are you?’

‘Scuttle Street,’ Holly says, puzzled. She’s standing beneath the stairs, where the pay phone has been attached to a strip of blackboard on the cracked plaster wall. The board is covered in dozens of scrawled messages, names, initials and obscene doodles. A penis shaped like a crude cannon fired at a set of exploded buttocks. A woman reduced to a head and torso with sausage breasts and wild black scribble of pubic hair.

‘Did you phone earlier?’

The question snags her heart. She tightens her grip on the telephone. ‘No. I waited until I knew you’d be home. Why?’

‘Nothing important. It must have been a wrong number. Someone rang but didn’t want to talk. How are you?’

‘Fine. I went to see Bingo this afternoon. He doesn’t look so bad since they cleaned him up. I took him a chocolate cake. How are you feeling? Do you have everything? Are you going to eat?’ she asks, leaning her weight against the wall. Beneath her feet the green-and-maroon carpet has been worn away to reveal the cold stone floor.

‘I had a big lunch with Elliott-Shiner. One of those dago restaurants where everything smells like cheese and they keep it so dark you can’t see your knife and fork. If I’m hungry I’ll make myself a sandwich. How about you?’

‘I managed to get a few things from the grocery on the corner. They stay open all night.’

‘What about the attic?’

‘It’s not so bad. It’s really not bad,’ she says, attempting to scratch her initials into the baseboard with her fingernail. ‘I’ll finish cleaning it tonight, probably have a bath and go to bed.’

‘Did you speak to him about the Twilight?’

‘It wasn’t the right time, Jack.’

‘We have to make a decision on this one. I promised to give them an answer next week.’

‘I know,’ she says, beginning to sound tired. ‘I just can’t think about it at the moment.’ Why does he have to make everything sound like a business arrangement?

He is silent for a moment but instead of pursuing the argument he asks, ‘When are you coming home?’

‘I spoke to the doctor. He said Bingo could leave on Sunday morning it he behaves himself.’

‘Are you sure he’s fit to be discharged?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with him, apart from a crack to his head.’

‘Do you want me to drive into town and pick you both up?’

‘No. I’ll fetch Bingo from hospital, settle him down and then catch the train home. You could meet me at the station,’ she adds, hoping that he’ll be satisfied. She needs the time away from him and she wants to keep the two men apart.

‘I miss you,’ he says, in that forlorn tone of voice that always takes her by surprise.

‘It’s only for a couple of nights,’ she says softly.

‘Yeah. I know.’

‘Jack?’

‘Yes?’

‘I love you.’



Cosmo called the house! I know it was him. It must have been him. If he phones again he’ll ruin everything. It doesn’t take much to make Jack suspicious. He’ll ask questions. Angry and jealous. He’ll want the truth. Why did he phone? How could he do that! Perhaps I should meet him somewhere. Explain. Ask him to leave me alone. No. That’s what he wants. The attention will only encourage him. He’ll stop pestering if I ignore him. He must stop. It can’t last. He’ll soon get tired of chasing me. I look so ordinary in the bath. He doesn’t want me – he wants the idea of me. That’s the sort of smart thing they say on the Oprah Winfrey Show. It seems to make sense to them. I don’t know what it means. He said his wife was an actress. She must be beautiful. I could never be beautiful. I’m ordinary and plain and I’ve started gaining weight again. I shouldn’t have eaten Bingo’s biscuits. I shouldn’t have bought the Cheese ’N Spinach Pasta Dinner. Heat and Serve. A thousand calories on a cardboard plate.

This water is hot. It’s a nasty colour but it’s good and hot. Pumice stone like a small potato. Shot from volcanoes. Floats in the bath. Bristle brush. Orange coal-tar soap. Strong smell. Like nothing else. I haven’t seen coal-tar soap for years. Bingo lives in his own secret world. The man who time forgot. Envy his courage. Nothing to stop him. Leave him alone. Stay here for ever.

What was that?

It sounded like … Someone. There! Someone prowling the room. Towel. Where? Quick! Cover yourself. Water splashing everywhere. Cold floor. There’s no lock on the bathroom door. I left my clothes scattered on the bed. Hush. Listen. There! Who is it? It could be … How many? One. Two. It might be a gang. This time of night. Walked into the house from the street. Nothing to stop them. Thieving. Crazy on drugs. Nowhere to hide. Somebody screwed this skylight shut. Nowhere to hide. Open the door and shout!



‘Drop my knickers, you dirty dog!’

Barney Boswell stands at the bed with her underwear bunched in his hands. He’s wearing a blue satin dressing gown, a yellow cravat and a pair of dainty black slippers. He stands frozen, his mouth open and his wig askew.

Holly shouts and stamps her foot with indignation. But the landlord merely smiles, returns her knickers to the bed and takes a step forward, staring in delight at her towel. ‘Ah, Mrs Holly! I meant no harm, I can promise you. There’s no offence meant and none to be taken.’

‘How did you get in here?’ She scowls and stands before him, shivering, her arms crossed over her chest and her hands upon her shoulders. Her wet hair drips on her knuckles.

‘I knocked on the door like a gentleman but since you didn’t reply and I feared you might need assistance – I like to keep emergency keys.’ He patters forward, his hand outstretched, jangling a big bunch of keys, as if he were trying to tempt a child.

Holly retreats, bangs against the bathroom door, turns away, wanting to keep a distance between them. ‘I was taking a bath,’ she says foolishly.

‘Delightful!’

‘What do you want?’ She turns to confront him, pinching the towel beneath her arms, trying to hold it shut at the waist. It’s too small. She feels so exposed.

‘Allow me a moment, dear lady.’ He sighs and sinks comfortably into one of the horsehair chairs. ‘Do you happen to have a small glass of wine?’ he inquires as he leers at her legs.

‘No!’ she says impatiently and steps behind Bingo’s painting table in an effort to hide her knees. ‘Why are you here?’

‘I’m very fond of you, Mrs Holly. I’ve always been fond of you. Your husband is a lucky man. He can count his blessings as far as nuptials are concerned. He’s a rich man in that department. A very rich man. I hope he fully appreciates it …’

Kidnapped! How much is she worth? What price is Jack prepared to pay for the safe return of a faithless wife? She’s not worth her weight in peanuts. Naked, hungry, sleeping on a bed of straw, mouth stuffed with rags, her wrists shackled to a cellar wall. The police search the house and find nothing. Buried alive. Starved down to a skeleton. ‘I think we should talk in the morning …’ she says quickly.

Boswell blinks like a bullfrog. ‘You’ve quite restored this room,’ he says, pulling his gaze away just long enough to glance at his surroundings. ‘It’s a woman’s touch. No doubt about that. We all need a woman’s touch in our lives …’

‘Look, I’m tired and I’m cold and I want to get dressed.’

‘Thoughtless of me!’ he says, tutting, slipping one hand into his dressing-gown pocket. ‘Please don’t let me hinder you. I’ll sit here as quiet as a tomb.’

‘What?’ She wants to laugh. She can’t believe it.

‘Shall I help you with your scanties?’ he suggests, grinning as he gawps at the clothes on the bed.

‘No! Leave me alone …’ She feels trapped. She can’t lock herself in the bathroom and she can’t run downstairs to the street.

Boswell pouts and looks hurt. ‘A lingering look at your feminine form against the darkness of the night. A woman might feel flattered …’ He’s doused himself in sweet cologne. The smell of it sneaks across the room and tickles her nose. Make the fat lady sneeze. Win a prize if she drops the towel.

‘No!’

‘A peep? A peek?’

‘No!’

‘A glance? A glimpse?’

‘No!’ My God, he thinks it’s a game. He thinks I’m teasing him. She tries to remember Valerie’s advice on self-defence. Don’t draw attention to yourself. And if you get caught, don’t resist. It’s important not to resist. A man will kill if you struggle.

‘It isn’t so much to ask,’ wheezes Boswell. ‘It might be accomplished in moments.’ He pulls back his head and sucks at the air as if he were drowning. His eyes bulge from their sockets.

‘What makes you think you can come up here and do this to me?’ demands Holly.

‘I’m your father’s friend,’ he says, with a logic that defies gravity. He pulls his hand from his dressing gown and holds up one of her brassieres, pilfered from her suitcase beside the bed, touches it to his mouth, kissing it like some holy fetish, miraculous monstrance of cotton and lace.

‘Get out! she screams. ‘Get out!’

Boswell looks flustered but stays rooted into his chair. ‘There’s no need to take that attitude – I thought you were artistic.’

‘You disgust me!’ spits Holly. She storms across the room, her bare feet pounding the floor, the towel unfurled like a battle flag. She catches the edge of the table, spilling brushes and charcoal sticks. She’s charging at Boswell but shouting at Cosmo and Jack and Harry and the rest of them. It’s all the same. Disgusting, stupid and arrogant.

‘It’s just a little fun!’ splutters Boswell.

‘How do you like it?’ she shouts, snatching the black nylon wig from his head and shaking it in her fist. It feels warms and damp and prickles her skin.

Barney Boswell yelps with fright and clutches the top of his skull with his hands. He’s turned from a monster into a mouse.

‘Get out!’ screams Holly. She opens the door and flings the pelt into the draughty corridor. The landlord scampers in pursuit. ‘And don’t come back!’ she adds triumphantly. And slams the door with a blast that rattles the window glass.



She ruined my favourite hairpiece! The Captain Invisible. I shall have to resort to my Hilton Commando but I’ve never found it entirely convincing. How could she do such a wicked thing! A man has a certain dignity. A sense of pride in his appearance. There’s something wrong with that young woman – a queer, neurotic look in her eyes. She was teasing me with that towel. Cavorting. She knew the effect it would have on me. I played the part of the gentleman, under the circumstances. It’s a sad world when you’re punished for harmless horseplay. It was nothing more than a caper. How could she make such a song and dance about a little flirtation? She can’t seem to handle a compliment. I think that’s rather omnibus. You’d have thought she might have been pleased that someone was taking an interest. Some of them are begging for it. Horny housewives you read about. I shan’t sleep. My nerves are rags. I shall need a small medicinal brandy. I’ll be glad when Bingo comes home again. There’s nothing wrong with his young girls, to judge by the sketches he makes of them. Big healthy girls with a sense of fun. Bold as brass in the altogether. I must introduce myself.



I’ve pushed an armchair against the door and placed a penknife under the pillow. If he tries it again I’ll kill him. I don’t care what happens. I’ll kill him. Perhaps Jack was right about Scuttle Street. It’s not a safe house for an old man. Bingo shouldn’t be living here. Boswell might be spiteful because I didn’t oblige him. He was rummaging in my underwear. Filthy. Disgusting. Horrible. He rubbed his face in my new Gossard bra! I shall have to throw it away. It’s a waste. He looked so surprised when I went for his wig. He was shocked. When his hair came away in my hands he looked like a little, frightened gnome. He must have thought I was crazy. I don’t care what he thinks! I hope he burns in Hell!



Saturday morning. Meadow Bank. Jack protects himself from the silence by switching on every radio in the house. The bedroom alarm, a clumsy, blue plastic box the size of a family Bible, rattles out the news: legitimating my position – very emotive worst-case scenario – studies have shown – vast minority – true to say … Politicians talking. The bathroom Sanyo is croaking out classics from the Sixties on a set of failing batteries: let me tell you – so fine – I wish – I do mean – yeah, my baby – hey! The Rolling Stones. The kitchen radio, an old Star Cruiser with a faulty automatic tuner, drifts at random among the stations, picking out snatches of music, sport and weather reports.

He doesn’t bother to dress but roams the house in his dressing gown, drinking coffee and raiding the Frosties box. He’s hungry enough for scrambled eggs and a few rashers of bacon but settles instead for a stack of toast and peanut butter, spread very thick the way they show it in the commercials. Comforting in the mouth. Feeling it melt against the tongue. It’s not so bad to be alone. Nothing wrong in having time to yourself for a change. And soon he feels secure enough to abandon radio in favour of TV. Beverly Hillbillies. Huckleberry Hound. Mr Lucky. The Flintstones. Bonanza. My Three Sons. Nothing changes. They used to call them repeats but now they call them classics.

He turns to Amazing Discoveries, where they’re selling the Total Workout System again with that bony blonde in the strawberry swimsuit. Guaranteed to firm flabby thighs, trim the waist, tone the stomach and banish underarm wibblewobble. There’s no wibble-wobble on the blonde. She’s as smooth and tough as Tupperware. Her face, when she talks, looks like computer animation. A thirty-day trial at home. Delighted or your money back. Simple and easy. Healthy and safe. Melts fat fast with aerobic action.

Strange without Holly. Empty house. Shit without closing the bathroom door. Eat anything. Drink anything. Stay up all night. Talk to yourself. Shout. Dance. Stroll around with your pecker out. Expose yourself in the wardrobe mirrors. Cut the grass would be more like it. One or two jobs around the house. Phone Harry. Read that new consumer report. Find something to fill the time.

The door bell rings. Jack stirs from his chair, kicking the Frosties box on the floor as he tramples across the room.

‘I’m looking for Holly Walker.’ The woman at the door is small and dark and pretty. She’s wearing a grey satin pyjama suit with a string of red beads at her throat. Black high heels. A grey leather handbag under one arm.

‘She’s not here. She’s away for the weekend.’ His fingers touch his waist, checking the cord on his dressing gown.

The woman looks disappointed. Her mouth grows full and petulant. Her black hair has been parted in the centre, combed sideways and rolled into snails above her ears. It makes her look like a child. Vulnerable with her ears exposed. ‘You must be Jack.’

‘I’m sorry. I don’t think …’

‘Emily.’

‘Yes?’ It must be one of Holly’s friends. Who? Where? He can’t remember. He waits for another clue. But nothing happens.

‘You don’t know, do you?’ she says at last. She studies his face and her concentration lends her eyes a strange, oriental slant.

‘What?’ He frowns, leaning into the sunlight, glancing along the empty street.

‘Do you mind if I come in for a moment? I think we should talk.’



She sits in the sofa and weeps, her elbows propped on her knees and her face held in her hands. Her small body has curled itself over the pain, locking it into her shoulders and spine.

He paces the room, frightened, scuffing the carpet, arms folded tightly to his chest. The room is a cage. He is trapped in a cage. Suffocated and panicked.

‘I don’t believe it!’ he shouts at the walls. ‘I don’t believe this is happening!’

‘It’s true.’ She looks up at him resentfully. Her mouth is loose with misery. The tip of her nose is red. ‘He told me everything …’ She turns to her handbag and teases a tissue from its jumble of make-up and keys.

‘Why?’ he demands. ‘How did it happen?’

She doesn’t reply but asks, ‘How long were you married?’

It sounds so final. His marriage already a thing of the past. The thought of it makes him feel sick. ‘Eight years,’ he manages to answer. ‘It must be eight years. And you?’

‘Six at Christmas. Second attempt. My first husband lasted a year. You think it’s going to be for ever. You watch your friends get divorced but you think you’ll somehow be different …’ She wipes at her eyes, pulls at her nose with the tissue. Her hands are small and delicate. Sharp little manicured nails. A diamond ring on her finger.

‘There must be something …’ He fumbles for questions, wanting to know but dreading the answers.

‘I’ve tried everything. When he told me. I begged him.’

‘Can’t you talk to him again?’

‘I haven’t seen him since last night. We had a fight. He walked out and that’s that.’

‘The heat of the moment,’ tries Jack. ‘It might be nothing.’

She shakes her head. ‘He’s no angel. He’s had his share of mistresses. But this time it’s different. He’s already asked her to live with him.’

‘Jesus Christ! Why hasn’t she told me?’

‘Perhaps she was afraid of what you might do.’

‘I’d like to strangle her!’ he shouts, but he knows that it’s only the pain talking and the fear that explodes inside him.

‘Has she ever done anything like this before?’

‘No. I mean, I thought we were happy. We were getting along with our lives. We don’t fight or anything like that.’ It occurs to him now that she may not be staying in Scuttle Street but could be at some secret address, asleep in the arms of her lover. This morning. While he grieves and hurts and the world falls apart. Another man fucking his wife.

‘You shouldn’t blame yourself for what’s happened,’ Emily tells him, watching him pacing the room.

‘How long have they been …?’

‘I don’t know. It’s my guess it might have been going on for months. When you want to believe in someone you don’t go looking for trouble.’

‘She’s been acting different for some time. I thought she was sick. I should have known that something was wrong. I should have guessed.’

‘Women know how to keep a secret,’ she tells him, as if it were a mere vanity for him to suppose he could understand his own wife. She’s right. He knows nothing. His life is a mystery.

‘Last night someone phoned the house,’ he says suddenly. ‘When I answered, the line went dead.’

‘That was me.’ She smiles for the first time and looks absurdly young and pretty. ‘I didn’t have the courage to speak.’

He stops walking and finds himself confronting the TV set.

Yogi Bear, reduced to a primitive dumb show, continues to open and close his mouth as the scenery slides past him. Cartoons are indestructible. They are made to endure catastrophes, make slapstick from misfortune. ‘Do you want a drink?’ he asks, switching off the set and turning towards the sofa.

‘Yes. Thank you.’

‘Whisky? I don’t know what else …’

‘Yes. Whisky.’

He retreats into the kitchen and while he hunts for the bottle of Bell’s he tries to understand what’s happening. Another man fucking his wife. How could she do this to him? He knew there was something wrong the day that Bingo went into hospital and Holly disappeared. And before that there were signs that he chose to ignore – small things, details, like the time he came home from work to find that she’d had her hair cut in a new shape so that he didn’t recognise her any more. And suddenly she was wearing a lot of lipstick and buying new clothes and asking for driving lessons. It all makes sense. She’s been leading another life. Keeping him in the dark. How could she do this to him? Since they’ve been married he’s never looked at another woman. Never. And there might have been opportunities. Cindy Plackett from that market research company who used to phone and ask him to lunch. Pauline Somebody at the International Techno Fair asked him for a pen and then wrote her room number on his wrist. Christ! They were wasted. He’s still in good shape. He could use some gentle exercise but he hasn’t let himself fall apart. Harry has the right idea. Screw them before they screw you and you’ll always stay one jump ahead. Christ! You work hard for years, trying to make something of a marriage, and then you wake up one morning to find that your services aren’t required, finished, dismissed, alone in the house, stranded with another man’s wife. The pair of you surplus to requirements. No waming. No explanations. A bad joke. A game of musical chairs.

He returns with the drinks and sits beside her on the sofa. Her perfume takes him by surprise. The scent of a stranger in the room. Erotic and dangerous.

‘You said your wife was away for the weekend,’ she says, gulping her whisky. She holds the drink with both hands, tilting her elbows to raise the glass to her mouth.

‘Yes. She’s supposed to be staying with her father.’ He feels distant, cut adrift, listening to the sound of his own voice. ‘I’m expecting her home some time tomorrow.’

‘I didn’t want to tell you,’ she says miserably, stroking the string of beads at her throat.

‘I don’t know how to handle it,’ he admits, shaking his head. ‘I mean, I feel sort of dead. I’ve no idea what happens next.’ He looks up from his drink to find her desperately fighting back tears.

‘I shouldn’t have come,’ she sobs. ‘It was wrong. I’m sorry.’

‘No, I’m glad,’ he says anxiously. He takes the empty glass from her hand and places it on the floor at his feet. ‘You’re not to blame for what’s happened here.’

She leans towards him awkwardly, eyes closed, her mouth hot against his face. ‘Hold me,’ she urges. ‘Touch me. Help me take away the pain.’ Her handbag topples from the sofa. The beads clatter against her neck.

He makes a hoop from his arm, gathers her against him and squeezes her shoulders for comfort. She is small and pliant. A helpless child.

‘I don’t know what I expected when I rang the bell,’ she snuffles. ‘I thought I was going to see your wife.’ The whisky has flushed her face. Her tears splash his fingers.

‘What would you have done?’ He tries to imagine them fighting. Spitting and scratching. Rolling through the flower beds.

‘I hadn’t thought about it. I just wanted her to know that I’m real. A real person.’

‘You feel real enough to me,’ he whispers, hoping to win her approval and ashamed to feel his penis flex like an eel in his dressing gown. He places kisses in her hair, touches his mouth to her ear, wanting to reassure her that she’s not alone in her misery.

‘I don’t have anywhere to turn,’ she confesses, raising one hand to stroke his collar. They are castaways in a foreign sea, clinging to each other.

He continues kissing her head, calming her down, sensing her slacken against him. ‘I don’t know how to ask for help.’

She shifts her position, gently slips the knot on the cord of his dressing gown. He flinches, tries to pull away, struggles to disentangle himself.

‘What’s wrong?’ She hesitates and lifts her face towards him, her dark eyes blurred with excitement.

‘We shouldn’t do this …’ he whispers but finds himself reaching out, wanting to draw her down again.

‘It will help against the pain …’ She leans away from his embrace, kneels in the cushions and pulls at the buttons on her jacket. The satin shimmers with light.

‘It’s crazy.’ Her urgency excites him. He is kissing her neck, her throat, the space between her small, loose breasts.

‘There’s nothing else we can do …’ she says softly, yielding beneath him. ‘There’s nothing left.’



Holly collects Bingo from hospital and takes him back to Scuttle Street. The room smells of flowers and furniture spray to mask the lingering smell of smoke. She’s changed the linen on the bed and stocked his larder with groceries: spiced ham, fruitcake, whole milk, ginger-nut biscuits, a small bottle of Bell’s and a melting Camembert. Favourite luxuries. There is fresh soap in the bathroom and a lavender bag in the wardrobe. Bingo feels weak but he’s glad to be home again. The wound above his left eye has ripened into a bruise that extends from his scalp to his swollen blue nose. He hobbles painfully up the stairs and all the joints in his body crack when, reaching the attic, he settles thankfully into a chair. But his frailty cannot disguise his pleasure. He beams. He shines. He’s an old king returning from exile.

The hospital dispensary gave him a doggy-bag filled with a bright assortment of drugs. Purple for constipation and lime-green for shock. White for sleep and yellow for pain. Black and red for vitamins. Electric pink for the haemorrhoid cream. He tells her to flush them down the lavatory, asks for a glass of milk with a splash of whisky and a couple of ginger-nuts.

She tells him to rest and eat. She tells him to keep warm. She tells him to phone if he gets into trouble. She doesn’t tell him about her skirmish with Barney Boswell.

In the late afternoon, walking from the station gates at Meadow Bank she finds Jack waiting impatiently by the railings. He’s wearing old jeans and a sweatshirt with that peculiar precision that marks him out as a businessman. Efficient. Correct. A man who believes in the benefits of leisurewear. She reaches out to kiss him but he turns his face away, twisting aside to take her suitcase and flinging it into the back of the car.

‘The train was empty,’ she says, busy making conversation as he pulls away from the car park to join the heavy stream of traffic coming in from the junction to Dreamland. ‘There were six people in two carriages. Six. I counted them. I’m surprised they haven’t closed the line. I suppose it’s only a matter of time. It’s a shame.’

He says nothing, accelerates past a family in a rusty red Nissan Bluebird. A rat of a woman with a slap-head husband and three howling brats in a backseat brawl.

‘Bingo was on his best behaviour,’ she tries again. ‘I left him some food and told him to rest. I think he’ll be comfortable.’

Jack grunts and checks the rear-view mirror. A truck roars past in a blast of smoke.

‘Did anything happen to you?’ she says at last.

Jack continues to stare ahead. His jaw tightens. His knuckles turn white on the steering wheel.

‘I met your lover’s wife.’



‘Are you sleeping with him?’

‘No!’ She turns away from the accusation, her heart beating wildly, her legs suddenly drained of their strength. The light fades in the living room. The furniture is submerged in shadow.

‘Don’t lie to me, Holly! I know what’s happened. He’s asked you to live with him!’ He shouts. He roars. He is hunched like a wolf, head thrust forward and his teeth exposed.

‘Is that what she told you?’

‘And the rest of it!’

‘Well, she’s wrong. I’ve no intention of living with him. It’s wrong. I don’t even know him.’

‘You know him well enough to let him fuck you!’ He limps across the room and glares at the world through the patio door, despising the empty bird feeder, the warped featherboard fence and yellow lawn. He hates Meadow Bank! He hates all the smug little houses with their thin plasterboard walls and polypropylene window frames. Houses to be used and thrown away. Nothing built to last any more. Shallow roots to our lives.

‘Don’t use that word!’

‘Tell me it’s not true,’ he demands.

‘It just happened. I didn’t want it to happen.’ She looks broken, slumped against the wall, twisting a Kleenex in her hands. ‘I can’t explain when you’re shouting at me.’

‘I’m not shouting!’ he rages. ‘Where did you meet him? Has he been here? Has the bastard been to the house?’ He turns on her in a flush of anger, imagines grabbing her face in his hands and banging her head against the wall, purging the pain in a swift eruption of violence.

‘No! Yes. Once. He just turned up here one morning. I didn’t invite him, if that’s what you think,’ she adds primly.

‘I don’t know what to think. I thought I knew you. I thought you’d be the last person—’ He stops short as another, more terrible thought occurs to him. ‘Did you let him do you in our bed? Where did he do you? Here? Where? On the kitchen floor? In the bathroom? Jesus Christ!’ Nowhere is safe. Her lover’s hairs in the carpet. His spittle and sweat in the sheets and pillows.

‘Stop it! Stop it! It was one mistake and it wasn’t here. It was somewhere else …’ She leans forward, pushing against the wall with her fists, as if she might bolt from the house and escape to the street, run for her life through the sheltering twilight.

‘You don’t expect me to believe that.’

‘Believe what you want!’ she shouts back at him. She’s tired and bored by his indignation. It happened. She can’t change it.

‘What about Aids? Did you think about that?’ he demands. God’s own revenge. His wife goosed by the angel of death, her body beckons like a poisoned well.

‘He doesn’t have Aids.’

‘How do you know? They don’t walk around with button badges, for Chrissake! They don’t have the word Aids tattooed on their fucking foreheads. They don’t even know themselves until they turn into fucking skeletons and their fucking hair falls out!’ It’s too late. They’ve both sipped from the poisoned chalice. His fear of infection has driven him to scrub his dick in disinfectant and search the house for antibiotics.

‘He doesn’t look like the sort of man who would have it,’ Holly tells him lamely.

‘Oh, that’s beautiful! You don’t actually know this man but he didn’t look like a leper so you thought it couldn’t do any harm when he wanted to give you a shafting!’ He wants to picture the man who burgled his wife as a lounge-lizard with spit-curl hair, whispering in broken English. A comic devil. A figure of fun. It makes it easier to endure.

‘How can you talk like that? It’s horrible. You’ve never used language like that before.’

‘I’ve never felt like this before!’

‘I’m sorry,’ she says in a small voice.

He turns, cringing, his face wet with tears, and begs, ‘What did I do wrong? Tell me what I did that was wrong.’

‘Nothing. There was nothing wrong, Jack.’

He’s not convinced. ‘There must have been something.’ He’s watched enough TV soaps to know that he’s expected to share the blame for whatever mess she makes of their lives.

‘What are you going to do?’ she says at last.

‘I just want to stop hurting. I want to wake up and find that it’s only a terrible dream,’ he says, snuffling, wiping his nose against his sleeve.

‘Are you coming to bed?’

He shakes his head, wanders towards the sofa and starts to make a nest from the cushions. ‘I’ll sleep down here.’

‘You can’t do that. Please come to bed.’

‘Leave me alone. Find me a blanket.’



It’s cold down here. Dark. Sleeping at the scene of the crime. The way that Emily wanted to fuck felt like an act of revenge. Calculated. Textbook precision. Raiding the enemy camp. Tactical. An eye for an eye and the rest of it. The way she wanted to take the saddle. A method of keeping control. The danger of fucking strangers. And afterwards, the way she strutted around the place naked except for those high-heeled shoes, she wasn’t ashamed of herself. Confident. Sensing a shift in the balance of power. What happens next? Where do we go from here? It can never be the same again. Never. Everything changed. Life without Holly. It’s not my fault. I wasn’t out looking for trouble. And now here we are, shaken from sleep, tumbled into the cold, cold world and down the slippery slope to Hell.



He’s gone. Shaved and dressed and slipped from the house before I knew it. When I woke up there was silence. I put on my dressing gown and went downstairs. A dirty coffee cup on the carpet. His blanket folded over the arm of the sofa. For breakfast I had a hot cup of Choc ’n Strawberry Lite, a bowl of Frosties with skimmed milk, a couple of blueberry muffins and four, five, slices of toast with I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter. He left without his briefcase. What does it mean? What happens next? Where do we go from here? Everything changed. Life without Jack. It can never be the same again. Never.



‘Harry, have you got a copy of that new consumer report? I left my briefcase at home this moming.’

‘Take mine. I don’t want it. I never get time to read all that junk. Sit. Stay. Want some coffee?’

The offices down here on the third floor are larger than the average but Harry has managed to spread himself across the length and breadth of the room. A grey steel hang-a-plan trolley, loaded with pie charts and campaign boards, is parked against one wall, beside the stump of a potted palm. A giant dummy bottle of Swirl! salvaged from the original launch stands in one corner, the famous red-and-green target design long ago faded by sunlight. Harry sprawls behind his desk and looks at Jack across an obstacle course of chairs and filing cabinets.

‘No. Thanks.’ He hesitates, watching Harry rummage through his papers in search of the missing document. ‘I thought I could buy you lunch,’ he says hopefully, squatting in one of the chairs.

‘Can we do it tomorrow? There’s a meeting at twelve-thirty and it’s going to run late.’

‘Well. I was hoping …’

‘What?’ Harry glances across at Jack, sensing trouble.

‘I need to have a private talk. I want some advice.’

‘I’m listening.’

‘Something’s happened, Harry. It’s, you know, sort of complicated.’

‘Life is complicated,’ says Harry the genial family doctor, folding his hands and smiling at Jack.

‘It’s personal.’

Harry stops smiling. This could be something serious. ‘Is it Holly? Something wrong with Holly?’

‘No. It’s me. I’ve met another woman.’

Harry lets out a short, breathless laugh as if he’s been poked in the chest. He looks at the door. He looks at the window. He looks at the giant bottle of Swirl! ‘Are you kidding? Jack? Tell me you’re kidding!’

‘I know it sounds crazy. It’s the last thing I wanted. You know I don’t go looking for trouble. I’ve never looked at another woman. And that’s the truth. But now that it’s happened I feel alive again for the first time in years. Can you believe that? It’s like I’ve been in hibernation. I can’t explain. I suppose it’s the excitement. The danger. You forget. That’s the worst part. You get married and everything slowly fades away.’

‘This is terrible. It’s terrible,’ says Harry, wagging his head. They’ve been friends for a long time. Years. He doesn’t want Jack to make stupid mistakes. ‘Does Holly know?’

‘No.’

‘Well, how long have you been, you know, I mean, how long?’

‘It happened at the weekend. Holly was staying in town. I was alone in the house and …’ It sounds crazy. He doesn’t know how to tell his story. He wants Harry’s support but he doesn’t want to reveal that Holly has threatened to leave him.

‘Who is it? Someone I know? One of the neighbours? Jesus wept. You’re being dirty with one of the neighbours?’ Jack Walker. The housewife’s choice. Net curtains and peekaboo underwear.

‘No. I met her by chance. I didn’t even know she existed until she came to the door.’

‘How do you mean? She was working from door to door? Was she trying to sell you something?’

‘No. She was in trouble. Her husband. She’s a married woman.’

‘You must be mad!’

‘That’s not what I need from you, Harry.’

‘What am I supposed to say? “Congratulations, you’ve just fucked up your entire life”? What do you want?’

Jack shifts uncomfortably in the chair. Reassurance. He wants a little reassurance. He wants to know that there’s life beyond marriage. It’s not so much to ask from the man who’s popping his secretary. ‘Well, I thought, you know, you’ve been going through it with Felicity and I thought you could, I don’t know, help me somehow …’

‘I haven’t seen Felicity for weeks! Where have you been? Wake up and smell the coffee! It’s all finished and forgotten.’

He finds a pencil and rolls it between his fingers.

‘What?’

‘That’s right.’

‘What happened? Did she start getting serious? Did Katy finally catch you out?’

‘No!’ scoffs Harry. ‘I wasn’t going to wait until she heard it from someone else so I told her everything. I mean, it wasn’t easy. But it was beautiful. We talked all night and we laughed and we cried and it was really beautiful. She didn’t forgive me right away. Well, I didn’t expect it. I had to take some punishment but that was beautiful too. Trying to win back little favours and everything. I mean, we’ve never been so close. It’s like starting again. A new beginning.’

‘What about Felicity?’

‘She’s young. No strings. It’s for the best.’

‘I don’t get it.’

‘You have to work at a marriage, Jack,’ he says, leaning forward and tapping the pencil against the desk. ‘I mean, marriages aren’t made in heaven. It’s the minimum of temptation with the maximum opportunity, as the great man never said. But when you’re up against it, when you have to make a choice, when it’s you against the world, it all starts to make sense.’

‘You think I’m making a mistake.’

‘That’s about the size of it. I’m sorry, Jack. Go home and look after Holly. Don’t spare yourself – tell her everything.’



I’m hurt. I’m shocked. Jack is the last person. I mean, he always seemed so happy with Holly and they make a good couple. A good couple despite their problems. Why did he come down to tell me the news? I mean, what am I supposed to do? I’m not marriage guidance. I don’t need the aggravation. The fact is, you have to work at a marriage. That’s the secret. You have to keep that old magic alive. Hell. I mean, I’m not saying that I haven’t made the odd mistake. Opportunity makes the thief. Felicity likes to play hide-the-salami and sometimes a man can’t help himself. A good-looking girl like Felicity. Show me the man who wouldn’t take risks when she’s hot and dressed to thrill. Lickety lick. Rub-a-dubdub. But I’ve been lucky. That’s what I wanted to say to him. That’s the difference. I’ve been damned lucky. I got away with it.



Jack gets back to his office and tries to settle down to work. But he can’t stop thinking of Holly. He remembers the first time they met, long ago at Procter & Gamble, and the way she had seemed so young to him and the swing of her hips and the ponytail flicking against her neck. Ridiculous and lovely. He’d wanted her more than anything else in the world. Lovesick. He couldn’t eat. He couldn’t concentrate on his work. And it hadn’t been easy winning her trust. Suspicious. She’d treated him as if he were playing a cruel game, pretending to find her attractive. It must have been several months before she’d agreed to sleep with him. Strange to think of such a time. Difficult to imagine. They had loved with the simple faith of children. What will become of them?

He thinks of her now in the arms of another man. His woman. His wife. The thought of it makes him feel sick. He’d like to surprise them in the act, drag them apart and smash their stupid skulls with his fists. Kick the bastard in the bollocks. Gouge his eyes. Stuff the sockets with burning rags. Bugger psychotherapy. A pain sparks in his left eye. His head still hurts from the misery of a night spent on the sofa.

The morning wastes away. The new consumer report remains ignored at his elbow. He wants to ring home but dreads the idea that no one will be there to answer the phone. He sifts through the paper on his desk and has finally settled down to check the revised budget for the new Whoops! commercial when Felicity interrupts him.

‘There’s someone downstairs who wants to see you,’ she announces quietly. She stands at the door and waits for instructions.

‘Who?’ He fumbles at his diary, trying to search for clues. He doesn’t have a meeting until late this afternoon.

‘She won’t give her name. But she says it’s important and she knows that you’ll want to talk to her. Does that make any sense?’

‘No.’

‘Do you want me to get rid of her for you?’ She has a natural talent for turning away the unwanted guest. A pity she didn’t use it on Harry – it might have saved her the heartache.

‘No. I’d better go down there and sort it out,’ he says wearily but glad of a chance to leave his desk. He’s already out of his chair and lumbering across the room.

‘Good luck,’ she says, smiling, watching him leave.

He hurries down to Reception and knows, before the lift doors open, that Emily is waiting for him. She is sitting in one of those low leather Bauhaus sofas that the company have introduced in an attempt to turn the draughty entrance hall into something more like an hotel lobby. She’s dressed in a black jacket and skirt, black stockings and shoes. Black handbag. Black brooch. Her black hair is still woven into fat snail shells above her ears. She jumps to her feet as he emerges from the lift and runs to embrace him.

‘Jack! I’ve missed you so much …’ She throws her arms around his neck and stretches on tiptoe to kiss him. ‘I couldn’t wait to see you again. You don’t mind, do you? I didn’t think you’d mind if I came to see you at the office …’

The girl at the marble reception desk, a frosty blonde called Elizabeth, glances up from her magazine and frowns. The Prancer Johnson name, cut from polished stainless steel, spans the wall above her head.

Jack untangles himself, takes Emily by the hand and leads her back to the sofa. ‘How did you know where to find me?’ They stop beside the sofa and stare at each other. He sits down. She sits beside him. Elizabeth pretends not to watch them.

‘Why? Is it a secret?’

‘No. I’m just surprised. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.’ She’s like a fragment of dream escaped into the daylight world. Queer feeling. Bizarre thought. One of them must be a figment of the other’s imagination.

‘Have you got time to buy me a drink?’

‘Well, I don’t know.’ He glances anxiously around him. ‘I’m in an important meeting. I can’t just walk out.’

‘How long will it take?

‘It could drag through the rest of the morning.’

‘Lunch?’ She smiles coquettishly. He thinks of her in black underwear. Love in the afternoon.

‘I’m supposed to be having a working lunch.’ He sighs. An apology.

‘Tonight? When do you finish?’ Nothing can blunt her determination.

‘Hey, slow down!’ he complains and then leans forward and whispers, ‘I need time to think. Our lives are complicated enough …’

She stares at him, frowning. ‘What are you saying?’

The street doors flick open and shut. People enter and leave the building. He tries to avoid their gaze. ‘We can’t talk here,’ he says quickly. ‘It’s impossible.’

‘Where?’ She looks alarmed. ‘Tell me where.’

‘I don’t know.’ He’s making a mess of it. There’s a time and a place. He can’t find the words. His embarrassment makes him angry. ‘Look, I think we could be making a serious mistake …’

‘How can you say that?’ She looks scalded. The shock stiffens her spine. She raises one hand to her mouth in a little pantomime of distress.

‘Calm down,’ he says, half-afraid that she’s going to cry. He glances across at Elizabeth but Elizabeth won’t look at him.

‘Don’t tell me to calm down!’ Emily shouts back at him. ‘Who the hell do you think you are?’ Her face tightens with fury. Her dark eyes shine. She prods his chest with a bony fist.

He leans away, catches her fist with his hand and gently returns it to her lap. She clutches hopefully at his fingers. ‘I’m having a tough time,’ he whispers, looking contrite, hoping to smother the fire. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Forget it.’ Her anger seems to evaporate. She shrugs. ‘Let’s go and have a drink.’

‘I can’t do that!’ he says stubbornly. He resents the way that she’s tracked him down, expecting attention, demanding some intimate part of him. He’s not prepared to be swept along. And he doesn’t trust her enough. It’s a risk. He senses she has too many thorns.

‘Why? You were quick enough to fill me with booze when I came to the house,’ she reminds him. Nasty.

‘That was different,’ he argues.

‘Yeah, you wanted to screw me!’ she screams, making Elizabeth raise her head and stare at them in astonishment.

‘That’s not true!’ he protests.

She fires him a look of absolute contempt. ‘Fuck you!’ She jerks herself from the sofa, makes a grab at her handbag and turns away.

‘Where are you going?’ He watches her retreat, skirt flouncing, shoes clicking on the bright stone floor.

‘What difference does it make?’ she shouts back at him. The doors flick open and suck her into the street.



He came home tonight and told me everything. It hurts. I can’t pretend that it doesn’t hurt. But it wasn’t his fault, apparently. When she came to the house. He said it’s difficult for a man when a woman sets out to seduce him. What does he mean by that? She must be very beautiful. Cosmo said she’s an actress so I suppose she’s beautiful. She came here to the house. She came to take my husband. Jack cried and said that he thought he was going mad. He told me how much he loved me. I didn’t know how to comfort him. He waited until I’d fallen asleep before he came to bed. The phone rang at midnight. We didn’t answer it.



The morning is overcast. Along Red Beech Grove the trees become phantoms, grey skies forlorn, casting no shadows. The sun is the colour of milk. The phone rings again as soon as Jack has left for the office. Holly takes fright and shuts herself in the bathroom. The phone rings for a long time. When it stops she hurries downstairs and phones Scuttle Street.

‘I want to talk to Bingo Bunting,’ she says, as soon as she makes the connection.

‘Who’s that?’ demands the landlord, as if he didn’t recognise the name. What makes him so suspicious? What does he have to conceal? Rubberwear in the laundry room. Bodies rotting under the floorboards.

‘The attic. I want to talk to Bingo. I’m worried that he might have been trying to reach me.’

‘Mrs Holly, isn’t it?’ he asks abruptly.

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I hope you’re ashamed of yourself!’

‘What?’ His indignation is so unexpected it makes her pause to catch her breath.

‘I think you know what I mean.’

‘I’ve got no idea.’

‘You’ve poisoned his mind against me. You must have said something wicked to make him behave in this manner. He’s an old man. It’s unforgivable. Abnominal behaviour.’ His rage makes him shrill, clipping his words, forcing air through his nose like a whistle.

‘What are you talking about?’ she says, alarmed.

‘Don’t bother to play the little Miss Innocent with me,’ he continues. ‘You tried to sink your fangs into me and when that failed you thought you’d get your revenge by twisting the mind of your father.’

‘You’re not making any sense.’

‘He’s furious. He’s threatened me with terrible things. I think he’s plotting to escape.’

‘Escape from what?’

‘I told him to wait. I wanted to look after him until you were ready to have him put away as planned …’

‘But I haven’t planned any such thing!’ she protests.

‘Your husband. Your husband told me distinctly.’

‘This has nothing to do with him.’

‘He told me quite distinctly.’

‘He made a mistake. Let me talk to my father.’

‘Haven’t you done enough damage?’

‘Let me talk to him, damn you!’ she shouts. She spins in frustration, wrapping the phone flex around her wrist.

‘It’s too late for language!’ shouts barmy Boswell. And cuts her dead.



He loved life in the attic. Surrounded by so many memories. I promised him I wouldn’t let Jack force him into the Twilight. I’ve tried to make him feel secure. He can’t leave. He can’t walk the streets. The shock might be the end of him. Old people stay alive by nothing more than force of habit. I’ve got to reach him. I waited an hour and tried to call Jack but couldn’t get through to his office. What’s gone wrong? Why won’t anyone talk to me?



The catfish covers the desk, its mouth open, pectoral fins fanned, the dorsal raised in a curved blade. Its eyes are bubbles of darkness. A cardboard delivery box, the white tissue lining smeared with blood, lies discarded on the floor. Holly’s photograph has been torn from its walnut frame and taped to the wall. The word WHORE has been sprayed above it in bright red paint.

Jack stands at the door, his briefcase under one arm, a bag of doughnuts in his hand. The shock leaves him bewildered. He wants to walk away, continue along the corridor, find his office miraculously restored and waiting for him in some other part of the building. ‘How did it happen?’ he whispers. ‘How did she get in here?’

Felicity retrieves his diary from the carpet, smooths the pages and snaps it shut. ‘I’ve checked with security. They said they let a young woman up to deliver flowers – they thought it must be your birthday or something.’

‘What time?’

‘Around eight-thirty.’

He kicks the empty box with his foot, overturning the lid to reveal a tangle of pink paper ribbon. A bouquet for Mr Walker. Special delivery. No one would think to question it.

‘I haven't touched anything,’ Felicity tells him, as if she were afraid of destroying clues or smudging fingerprints.

‘What a mess.’

Fehcity shivers and stares at the desk. ‘What does it mean?’

‘I think it’s some kind of dogfish,’ he says, looking at the mottled carcass. A vampire with that bioodsucking mouth. Drag you down. Drown in the dark. Float to the surface, white as a ghost, empty as a jellyfish.

‘But what does it mean?’

‘I don’t know.’ It could be a riddle or Russian proverb. The mad woman speaks. He doesn’t want a translation. Whatever the message she wanted to leave him, she’s told him she’s dangerous. Crazy and dangerous.

‘It’s disgusting.’

He drops the briefcase and doughnuts into a chair and walks around the desk, treading on scattered pens and pencils, to reach the photograph on the wall. He carefully peels the Sellotape and slips the picture into his pocket. He senses that he’s caught in a trap. He’s not the target of Emily’s rage. When she came to the house she wasn’t concerned about him, that’s obvious. Pretending to throw herself at him was just an act of retaliation. She wanted to get at Holly. What would have happened? What happens next? He thinks of his wife, at home alone, hearing footsteps on the stairs. Scissors. Knives. Broken glass. Bleach burns like acid.

‘Shall I call the police?’ asks Felicity, glancing again at the big-bellied fish. The way the eyes seem to bulge! Obscene. It frightens her so much that she can’t approach the desk but stands against the window, clutching the diary in her arms.

‘No! Call Holly. Tell her I’m on my way home.’



When she hears the sound of his car turning into Red Beech Grove she hurries to open the door and watches him park at the kerb and walk towards the house.

‘Did you get the message?’ he barks, sweeping past so violently that he makes her flinch and run to the foot of the stairs. When the door slams shut it shakes the walls.

‘What message?’

He doesn’t answer but slouches into the living room. The house should be ransacked. Furniture overturned. Curtains torn from their moorings. Holly dead on the carpet, her face and arms soaked with blood. Neighbours watching. The police asking questions. His wife taken away by strangers. Pathologist’s fingers between her legs. The shape of her body drawn in chalk on the floor. The silence confuses him. Nothing has happened. He feels sick and foolish and tired.

Holly watches him at a distance, keeping the dining-room table between them. ‘What’s wrong? Why are you here?’ She pauses, suddenly afraid that he’s brought bad news from Scuttle Street. ‘Is it Bingo?’ she wants to know. ‘Have you heard from Bingo?’

‘No!’ he shouts impatiently. ‘I told Felicity to call you, dammit! It’s urgent. Emergency. Why in God’s name can’t you answer the phone?’

‘It keeps ringing. I thought …’ She glances nervously at the telephone on the shelves.

Jack turns to the window, rubs his face against the glass, looking up and down the street. A woman working at a window box. An old man watching a dog straining to shit in the gutter. ‘Has anyone come to the house?’

‘No.’ She imagines he’s talking of Cosmo, creeping through the flower beds, tapping on the kitchen window. So that’s why he’s left the office. He wants to find a man in her bed. All his bad dreams come true.

‘Have you noticed anyone hanging around in the street?’

‘No. Why?’

‘This is your fault!’ he says angrily.

‘What?’

‘Everything!’ He twists around, knocking against the dresser as he moves across the room. The mirror trembles, spilling its light across his face. If she hadn’t cheated on him none of this would have happened. He won’t take the blame. He’s not responsible for this mess. It’s her problem. He didn’t want to get involved.

‘That’s not fair!’ she shouts back at him. Her throat is flushed. She grasps the back of a chair and rattles it in frustration. ‘I didn’t set out to hurt you. I didn’t want this to happen …’

‘No one forced you into it. You didn’t have to sleep with him.’

‘It’s too late …’

He leans across the table and swipes at the air with the edge of his hand. ‘I want you to call your boyfriend. Listen to me. I want you to give him a message. Tell him to control his wife. She scares the hell out of me. I’m telling you. She scares the hell. If she isn’t stopped somebody could get hurt.’ His eyes are wild. A string of spittle shines on his chin.

Holly frowns, unable to guess what he’s talking about. ‘What’s happened? Jack, calm down and tell me.’ She wants to stretch out and hold him fast, smother the pain that is raging through him, yet knows that he’s far beyond her reach.

He gathers himself together, breathing hard, wiping at the sweat on his face. ‘That bitch – that stupid, crazy bitch – broke into my office,’ he says at last. ‘She sneaked through security and left some kind of dead fish on my desk. Can you believe that?’ For a moment he’s tempted to tell her about the photograph and the message sprayed on the wall but decides against it. She already looks frightened enough. He wants to spare her the worst of it.

‘What sort of fish?’

‘Jesus Christ! I don’t know what sort of fish. A big fish,’ he says vaguely. ‘Felicity found it. She nearly puked. She practically had hysterics. Like a big dogfish. And dead. What difference does it make?’

‘A catfish. Was it a catfish?’

‘Dogfish. Catfish. I don’t know. Is it important?’



It takes half an hour to reach Bridle Street. She climbs down from the bus and hurries towards The Aquarium. But something has happened. Something is wrong. The cobbles and pavement are stained black with water. A ragged green blind obscures the shop window. She hesitates, dreading the moment of confrontation, watching the puddles spread in the street as they turn into hundreds of fading footprints before she finally pushes the door.

The glass tanks have cracked like ice, fragments and splinters still caught in the framework. Gravel crunches beneath her feet. Snails crawl over the weeping walls. Cosmo works at the back of the shop, sweeping the floor with a long-handled broom. He glances up when she comes through the door but makes no movement in her direction, turns away, casting the broom into unlit corners, raking out glass and gravel and debris.

Holly steps forward and stares at him. The man who believed in miracles. The man who promised to change her life. His eyes look bloodshot. He needs a shave. ‘She came to the house,’ she announces quietly.

‘So what?’

Holly frowns, unprepared for indifference. She wants anger. She wants indignation. ‘Did she tell you what happened? Did she tell you what she did with Jack?’

‘It doesn’t mean anything.’

‘How can you say that?’

‘She’s an actress. She lives in a fantasy world. You can’t expect her to know right from wrong. She’s vulnerable. It’s easy enough to lead her astray …’

‘Are you telling me that it’s Jack’s fault?’

‘I’m not blaming anyone.’

‘How did she find the address?’

He doesn’t answer but leans his broom against the wall and splashes as far as the counter. The counter top has been strewn with everything that he’s salvaged: a few books and ledgers, filters and pumps, several damp packs of fluorescent tubes.

‘She told him everything!’ shouts Holly. ‘And she went to his office and – Look at me. Listen to me. How did she know?’

‘We don’t have any secrets.’

‘It doesn’t make sense. You must have known she would do something like this …’ She takes another step forward, twisting her foot on a sharp sprig of coral. When she looks down she can see the tiny bodies of fish, spangles of red and gold light in the darkness.

‘Why did you come here?’ he says irritably. He starts rummaging through the junk on the counter, sorting ledgers and catalogues.

‘Because I’m scared. Because I don’t know what’s happening. Because I want to know the truth.’ It occurs to her now that as far as he’s concerned their brief affair is already finished. Emily’s violent tantrums are proof enough that she cares for him. He’s achieved his aim and it’s finished. He’s no longer interested.

‘Haven’t you done enough mischief?’ His anger erupts at last in a brief flash of resentment. ‘If it hadn’t been for you …’ He throws down the books, sending them crashing into the glass on the floor.

‘Say it! “None of this would have happened.” Say it!’

‘That’s right!’

‘You told me … you said that you loved me …’

‘It’s not as simple as that.’ He turns away from her again, ashamed, slapping the counter with his hand. ‘Emmie wants me to go back home.’

‘You can’t do that!’

‘She’s my wife.’

‘Is that it?’

‘That’s it.’



Why doesn’t someone ask me how I feel about this affair? Because basically I’m not happy with it. Holly can’t complain. I don’t remember forcing her to do anything. She was ready for it, hot little bitch. It was obvious that she wanted it. And I won’t deny that I found her attractive. I might have said a few things in the heat of the moment but that’s all part of the game. The excitement. The romance. It’s understood. You promise them anything. The moon and the stars. Anything. They like you to exaggerate. It flatters them. They don’t believe it. They’re not supposed to believe it. I couldn’t leave Emmie. That’s stupid. Throwing everything away for the sake of an afternoon quickie. I’m not responsible for the mess that Holly makes of her life. I bought her lunch. I don’t owe her anything. She can’t complain. Too late now. These things happen. It’s not important. Forgive and forget. No harm done. That’s all I have to say about it. Basically.



Jack wasn’t here when I got back home. The door was locked. The car had gone. He didn’t leave any message. He used to write little notes for me and leave them on the kitchen counter. I looked. There was nothing. The counter was covered in crumbs so I wiped it down and washed the floor and sprayed the oven with Mighty Brite. And that helped. I’ve found his overnight bag in the wardrobe. His razor and soap in the bathroom. There’s nothing missing. He might have gone back to the office. He won’t have gone to Emily. The bathroom needed cleaning. So I rinsed the bath and found fresh towels and wiped the tiles and polished the glass. For lunch I had a Lean ’n Lovely boil-in-the-bag Chinese Sweet ’n Sour Pork with Rice, a plate of Ryvita and a scoop of Weight Watchers Chocolate Ripple with a Lite Byte Yogurt Surprise. I could have had the Cod & Cheese Grills but I couldn’t stomach the thought of fish. After lunch I phoned Scuttle Street. Barney Boswell was shouting that Bingo had disappeared. He loaded a suitcase into his car and drove away with no explanation. Then Boswell started asking questions. He wants to know if he’s done something wrong. He wants to know why I hate him. Plus he wants a forwarding address. Also another month’s rent for wear and tear to the furniture. I couldn’t talk to him. I felt sick. I was shaking. Old people get strange ideas. They forget to wash and eat and sleep. They begin to leave their bodies, learning to slip the knots that keep them safely tied to the world. What will happen to him? He could be confused. He doesn’t have any money. Where is he going to spend the night? When I saw him in hospital … He looked so fragile and old. He frightened me. And burning his sketchbooks and photographs. Like shrugging away the past. He was trying to tell me something. And I didn’t listen. I was too busy telling him about the mess I’ve made of my life. Stupid! Confessing everything, wanting his blessing, as if I were still a child. And he held my hand and listened and told me not to be afraid, when I should have been reassuring him. How could I let him escape? When children run away from home there are organisations to look for them. When the old disappear they pass as swiftly as smoke. Forgotten. Ignored. They leave no traces behind them.

It’s getting dark. The silence thickens in the house. It feels cold. I’m watching the street. There’s no sign of Jack.



Holly, can you hear me? I’m not going to say a word. It’s hard enough to get rid of one man – but you’ve lost three of them! You’re like the Bermuda Triangle. What did you do to them? I never liked Cosmo. Smarmy tosspot. Don’t waste your tears. I can’t think what possessed you. And his wife! She’s a dwarf. Pickled in perfume. Mincing around like Minnie Mouse. Bingo often disappeared, even when I was alive. Running little errands for the masters of his imagination. Don’t worry your head about him. He still thinks he’s indestructible. Nothing can harm him. He’ll make an appearance when he’s ready. And Jack. Poor Jack. He’ll be out there getting drunk.



‘You’ve been drinking!’

He leans into the doorway, searching the room, clacking his car keys like castanets. ‘A few drinks. I had a few drinks.’ His face looks yellow, his eyes blurred; a lick of damp hair clings to his forehead. ‘What happened to your boyfriend? He get tired of shagging you?’

‘You’re disgusting!’ She moves away, retreating deeper into the room, sensing danger.

‘Correction. Our marriage is disgusting. I’ve just had a few drinks.’ He shuffles forward, guiding himself by dragging his knuckles along the wall.

‘Where have you been? Did you go back to the office?’

‘What difference does it make?’ He grins, stupid and belching, as he swings around to grope for the safety of the dining table, leaning his weight on the palms of his hands.

‘I’m not going to talk to a drunk!’ Holly tells him impatiently. She needs help. She needs someone to understand. ‘I’ve been going crazy all afternoon – Bingo has disappeared.’

‘Good riddance!’ He turns back to the door, thinking of the bottle of Scotch in the kitchen, Bingo’s bottle, but he’s drunk so much that the floor starts to pitch and roll beneath him. He throws himself at the sofa and slumps there, waiting for the storm to subside. He hasn’t felt this bad since the last Prancer Johnson Christmas lunch.

‘Is that all you can say?’

‘Jesus Christ! Our lives are falling apart and all you care about is some farting old man who can’t even remember his name. I told you to have him put away. I told you.’

‘Stop shouting at me!’

‘And you can forget the Silver Twilight. That offer is closed.’ He glares at her defiantly. She’s wearing her old cotton dressing gown with a wad of Kleenex lodged in the sleeve. Barefoot. Ankle bones like knobs of flint. Her arms folded against her breasts, shielding herself against him.

‘I promised I wouldn’t let anyone take him away from the attic.’

‘That’s fine!’ he shouts, wrenching at his collar. ‘It saves me spending a fortune on finding someone to wipe his arse.’

‘He’s disappeared!’ she tells him again, but this time her eyes start to fill with tears at the frustration of trying to make him listen.

Jack rolls his eyes and stares at the ceiling. ‘I’m not interested. You’re not married to your father. It’s time to take a few tough decisions. Decide what’s really important to you. You can try to save this marriage or kiss it goodbye. I don’t – Where are you going?’

Holly has abandoned him; she stands at the far side of the room, one hand held against the door. ‘I’m going to find your suitcase.’

He claws himself from the cushions and staggers in pursuit but she’s up the stairs and running towards the bedroom. ‘Slow down!’ he bellows, pounding the hamster rail with his fist. ‘We’ve got to talk serious business! Are you listening? Dammit! Talk to me!’

When he finally reaches the bedroom he finds Holly pulling his clothes from the wardrobe and slinging them at a suitcase on the bed. The big green nylon bag with the mock leather straps. He frowns. The light hurts his eyes. She hasn’t bothered to draw the curtains. Night has turned the window into a dark, distorting mirror.

‘I’ve already told you. I’m not going to talk to a drunk.’

‘So you’re throwing me into the street.’

‘I’m asking you to leave.’

‘My house. Leave my house?’

‘I don’t have any money and I can’t drive and I just don’t have anywhere. You know I can’t leave. And we both need some time alone. To think.’

‘Fuck think! Talk! Start talking. Tell me what’s wrong.’

‘Everything is wrong. I don’t know, Jack. I don’t know how to make it work. I want it to work. I can’t do it.’

‘So where am I going to sleep tonight? Have you thought of that? I don’t want that shirt. I don’t like that shirt.’

‘I don’t care, Jack. I don’t care what happens. Ask your friend Harry.’ She flicks the shirt into folds, strokes it flat, drops it into the suitcase. Coat hangers clatter across the floor as she kicks them away with her feet.

Jack falls silent, topples into the wickerwork chair. ‘When does your boyfriend arrive?’ he asks, watching her loading the suitase. ‘That’s the idea, isn’t it?’ He feels so heavy it’s as though there are chains around his shoulders and neck. He can’t breathe. His tongue feels swollen in his mouth.

She stops and stares at him in astonishment, stares at him slumped like an unstrung puppet, legs outstretched, arms hanging, his face reduced to a scowling mask. Does he really believe that she wants to endure this pain again? She wants it to stop. She wants to be left alone. But that’s too simple for him to understand. He wants betrayal. He wants the satisfaction of knowing that she’s left him for another man. Stolen away by another man. Tales of trust and treachery. She could be a dog or a favourite horse. ‘You’re so stupid,’ she says sadly.

‘You’re right!’ he shouts, angry that she won’t find the few simple words to deny his accusation. A few simple words. Tell me that it isn’t true. ‘I was stupid to have married you. I was stupid to have wasted my time.’ He tries to stand up, prising himself from the creaking chair.

She turns around to confront him. She looks tired. Her skin is grey. Her eyes are flooded with shadow. ‘You didn’t marry me, Jack. You married a fat girl who looked like me.’

‘Oh, well, that explains everything!’ he explodes. He turns towards the window, searching for his reflection, wanting to play to an audience. ‘You lose a few pounds and suddenly you’re a different person. Star attraction. Meadow Bank wife swappers’ club. Is that how it works? Perhaps I should try it. I come home in a fake moustache and you treat me like Handsome Johnny. Welcome the Mysterious Stranger.’

‘I don’t want to talk any more.’

She slams shut the suitcase and drags it from the room, launches it from the landing and watches it somersault down the stairs. It hits the floor with a smack and slides against the wall.

‘You won’t last a week,’ he warns her, retrieving the suitcase and pulling it towards the front door. ‘You don’t have the faintest idea.’

‘I’m going to find out.’

‘You’re crazy.’

‘I’m crazy.’

‘I’ll phone you. Tomorrow. You’ll feel different tomorrow.’ He lingers, reluctant to leave, feeling the need to salvage something from his retreat. But she’s taken him by surprise and he’s drunk and confused and the suitcase is heavy and there’s nothing left but departure.



Dawn. Sunlight creeps to the windows. Jack’s footprints on the carpet. The shape of his fists in the sofa cushions. The whole house needs cleaning again. Dust is human detritus, skin and hair and nail, the particles of ourselves that we shed as we move from room to room. We are walking dust-balls. Leaving a little of our lives, no more than a speck of pollen, on everything we touch. Dust to dust. The grains of our own decay.



Felicity brings him coffee and a bundle of trade magazines. She’s wearing the pale summer suit that he loves: wasp-waisted, a flick in the back of the skirt. Glass bangles chime on her wrist. Her hair in a tight French pleat that lifts it from the nape of her neck. ‘You look terrible,’ she says, frowning, placing the cup on the desk.

He leans forward, wiping his face in his hands. He needs a razor and a toothbrush, hot food and a clean shirt. ‘I feel worse than terrible,’ he says in a gravelly voice. ‘I slept in the car last night.’ Too drunk to drive, he’d managed to get the car as far as Walnut Avenue, where he’d parked until dawn, curled into the back seat, his jacket rolled for a pillow.

‘Why?’

He swings his head back and forth like a lizard, shoulders hunched, eyes fixed on the coffee cup. ‘Holly threw me out.’

Felicity stares at the suitcase sitting in one of the chairs. ‘It must have been something serious.’

‘She wants a separation.’

Felicity blinks. She looks stranded, caught in the centre of the room clutching her bundle of magazines. ‘I’m sorry.’

Jack gulps at the coffee, letting it wash around his throat. ‘It’s a long story,’ he says at last, rolling the empty cup in his hands.

‘Do you want to tell me about it?’

He shrugs. There’s nothing to tell. ‘She’s found someone else. I didn’t know. I had no idea. I mean, I didn’t suspect that something was wrong until a few days ago.’

‘Do you know him?’

He shakes his head. ‘He just seems to have come from nowhere. I haven’t even met him.’

‘Well, that’s something.’

‘How d’you mean?’

‘At least you can’t waste your time making comparisons. Trying to measure up to him.’

He realizes that she’s talking from experience. She must have been haunted by Harry’s wife. The perfect and patient partner who never lost control. ‘The woman who broke into the office …’ he begins to explain.

‘His wife?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ She perches on the edge of a chair, raising one hand to shake the bangles along her wrist. ‘Shall I cancel your meetings? Where are you going to stay tonight?’

He smiles and wags his head despite his fatigue he feels surprisingly pleased with himself. We dread confronting catastrophe yet, when it arrives, we find a brute strength to survive it. And in his survival he senses a kind of victory. The good husband abandoned by a faithless wife. It feels bad but it’s not the end of the world. There are benefits to be gained by playing the part of the victim. Men beckon you back to the tribe. Women start to take an interest: attracted by blood. circle like hungry predators. It happens. It happened to Charlie Evans when his marriage went wrong a couple of years ago and the women wouldn’t leave him alone. They couldn’t get enough of him. He missed his wife – they must have been married thirty years – but it wasn’t so long before he was running around with a blonde no older than his daughter. What was her name? Sarah something. Lucky dog. No one blamed him. And then, once he’d started enjoying himself, his wife had a change of heart and called him home again. Amazing. And he went back and settled down to his pipe and slippers as if nothing had happened. ‘Harry wants me to stay at his place,’ he says doubtfully. ‘But I can’t do that. Katy and Holly – they’re old friends.’

Felicity glances away at the mention of Harry’s name. ‘It’s probably not a good idea.’

Jack isn’t going to argue with that. He wants to find his own bolt hole, far away from the partisan guard of mutual friends. He spreads his hands on the desk and contemplates his knuckles. ‘Eight years we’ve been married. And your life blows apart overnight.’

‘Why don’t you let me find you an hotel? We get special rates at the Marriott. You could book in there for a couple of nights – until you’ve had time to make other arrangements …’

‘Yeah, that’s a good idea.’ He can afford a couple of nights. He deserves it.

‘I’ll call them,’ she says, rising from the chair and moving softly across the room.

‘Felicity.’

‘Yes?’

‘Can I buy you lunch?’

She turns around to stare at him. Hesitates. ‘Thanks. I’d like that,’ she says. And smiles.



Holly makes the bed, cleans out the wardrobe, wipes the dressing table mirrors and assembles the vacuum cleaner. The air is sprayed with Lavender Glade. The carpet is peppered with Shake ’N Vac. She is picking through the laundry basket when the door bell rings. She tiptoes downstairs, unfastens the chain and peeks through a crack in the door.

Valerie bursts into the hall, grabs Holly by the shoulders and dabs her face with kisses, pecking her like an angry starling. ‘I want you to know that, no matter what happens, you can always talk to me!’ she says, excited, breathless, holding Holly at arm’s length.

‘Thank you.’ Holly looks startled and wipes her cheek with the back of her hand. She’s wearing a novelty apron and a pair of Supagrip rubber gloves.

‘It helps to dialogue,’ Valerie continues, glancing around for signs of damage, checking the stairs, the walls and ceiling. Men are dangerous when provoked. Lash out at anything. David threw her Mexican fertility stones through the window the last time they had a fight. ‘Interpersonal exchange is important.’

‘Yes, I know.’

‘It’s very therapeutic.’

‘Yes.’

‘You need to have connectivity.’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s the reason for my visitation,’ she whispers, leaning forward confidentially. ‘I just want you to know that I’m ready and waiting to access your feelings. I want you to feel empowered enough to confide me with anything.’

‘Thanks.’

‘So.’

‘What?’

‘Do you want to tell me what happened?’

Holly finds herself caught by the elbow, steered towards the living room and guided into her own armchair. Valerie makes herself at home in a corner of the sofa. ‘Tell me what happened,’ she says again.

‘When?’

‘Last night.’

Holly frowns. ‘How did you know?’ She should have guessed that no one keeps secrets in Red Beech Grove.

‘You woke up the street!’ exclaims Valerie.

‘He’s gone.’

‘He’s left you?’

‘I threw him out.’

‘You actually had to throw him out?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was it terrible?’ Valerie whispers. ‘What did he do to you?’ Her eyes grow wide in anticipation. It must have been something disgusting. Holly would have to be desperate.

‘Nothing.’ She shrugs. ‘He didn’t do anything. We just need some time apart.’ Her hands feel hot. She tries to peel a rubber glove, rolling it down, releasing its sweet and sickly odour.

Valerie looks sceptical. You don’t throw husbands away like old pairs of knickers. Especially when you’re Holly’s age and suffer from disabilities. They can treat you like dirt but you keep your mouth shut and count your blessings. ‘But you always seemed so happy. You made such a lovely couple. And I know for a fact that he worships you.’

Holly is silent. The rubber glove stretches, slurps from the tips of her fingers and smacks back into shape. She places it gently on the glass table, leans back in the chair and slips a hand into her apron pocket. She retrieves a soiled yellow duster and a trial-size can of Johnson Wax Sparkle. She arranges the duster and the Sparkle beside the rubber glove on the table.

‘I think there’s something else,’ says Valerie. ‘Trust me. I’m trained to be unshockable. I’m a fully qualified listener.’ She glances out at the garden where a bonfire of clothes and shoes still smoulders on the yellow lawn. A shirt lifts one sleeve in lazy salute before it is blown into ashes. ‘Tell me what happened.’

‘It’s Bingo. I’ve lost Bingo.’

Valerie jerks forward. Her mouth falls open and she clasps her knees like a circus performer braced for a somersault from the trapeze. ‘Oh, my God! I’m so sorry. How did it happen? Do you want professional counselling?’

‘He’s not dead!’ protests Holly. ‘I don’t think he’s come to any harm. He’s missing. He’s disappeared.’

‘What are you going to do?’

Holly doesn’t answer for a long time. She tilts her head and studies the way the sunlight breaks through the wooden cage of the bookcase. Dust floats luminous above the ornaments on the shelves. ‘I’m going to clean the dining room.’



I knew it! I knew that he’d leave her eventually. I mean. You can’t expect a man to stay with a woman who looks like a mountain gorilla. That diet didn’t work. She looks so peculiar. I’m not surprised. Her system must be loaded with poisons. She’s going to be enormous. I think she’s having a breakdown. It froze my blood the way she sounded so peaceful and calm, as if someone had shot her between the eyes with a tranquilliser gun. You can’t tell me that’s natural. Normal people don’t act like that. If David left me I’d scream myself sick. The very thought of it gives me a rash. I won’t go to visit her again. I know it sounds cruel but I can’t take the risk. My healer told me I have to avoid negative confrontations. I’m very sensitive to other people’s emotions. I’m like a sort of psychic sponge. Apparently it’s something to do with something that happened in one of my past life experiences. It might sound weird. But it makes sense. It helps to make sense of the world.



Holly walks through the house in the dark, watching the moonlight at the windows. The house is silent. Nothing stirs. The dining-room table sleeps, surrounded by its harem of chairs, reeking of brightly scented polish. The dresser creaks, stiff-legged and bored, standing sentry, complaining of the pain in its joints. The bedroom waits expectantly, the carpet combed, the pillows puffed out and holding their breath, the half-empty wardrobe hung with shadows. Holly walks from room to room, resting nowhere, touching nothing. She is naked and invisible. The ghost of a woman. The memory of a dream.



Holly, can you hear me? It’s time. It’s finished here. Make haste. Every day has its number. Open your wings and take flight. There is nothing to mourn. There is nothing to fear.



Bingo arrives with a box of groceries in his arms. A leg of lamb wrapped in blood-stained paper, dimpled potatoes crusty with sand and bundles of tiny, whiskery carrots. A wedge of cheese with a graveyard smell, butter, chocolate, fruitcake and wine. ‘I’ve come to say goodbye,’ he says cheerfully, staggering beneath the weight. He props the box against the door frame and grins.

‘Where have you been?’ Holly scolds him.

‘Nowhere.’ He looks surprised. ‘I’ve been saying goodbye to my friends.’ He’s wearing his best brown suit and a well-boiled shirt. A red carnation wilts in his buttonhole.

Holly glances across his shoulder, towards the Vanguard parked with its wheels on the verge. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

‘Everywhere!’ he exclaims. ‘Here, I’ve brought you some groceries,’ he adds, thrusting the box into Holly’s arms. ‘If you’re going to ask me to stay for dinner you’ll need some decent rations.’

Holly takes charge of the groceries and follows her father into the house, watching him hobble through the hall like a man treading broken glass. ‘What’s wrong with your leg? Why are you limping?’

‘New shoes!’ complains Bingo, reaching the living room. ‘I bought a new pair of shoes.’ He stops and scowls at his feet, which are shod in a pair of heavy brown brogues. He lurches towards an armchair and topples into its safety of cushions.

‘I’ve been worried sick,’ complains Holly, dumping the grocery box on the table. ‘Why did you disappear like that? I want to know what’s happening!’

‘I’m going to travel. I’ve left the attic – I’m going out to look at the world.’

‘Where?’

‘Tunis to the Cape of Good Hope, Hindu Kush to Tamil Nadu, Baffin Bay to Tierra del Fuego. Also islands. Tonga and Samoa, Andaman and Nicobar, Gilbert and Solomon.’

‘You’re crazy.’

‘I’ve never been more serious. Time is short. I want to die on the road from Samarkand to Bukhara. Drop my body into the Ganges. Bury my heart in the hills above Bulawayo.’

‘There’s something wrong with this cheese,’ declares Holly, ignoring him, dipping her face in the groceries. She wrinkles her nose to stifle a sneeze.

Bingo sighs and settles deeper into the cushions, stretching one leg and flexing his foot in its leather armour. She doesn’t believe a word of it. In the last few years she’s learned to humour him in the way that he humoured her as a child. Evicting the ghosts from under her bed. Conducting funerals for spiders. Talking to her coterie of secret and invisible friends. ‘When does Andy Hardy get home?’ he asks, watching her prod the cheese with her finger.

‘Jack’s not coming home,’ she says quietly. ‘He’s gone.’

‘Where gone? What? Abandoned my daughter?’ He looks around, confused, grinding and clicking his teeth.

‘Yes.’

‘Was it nasty?’

‘I threw him out.’

‘Do you want to tell papa about it?’

She shakes her head and turns away, walks briskly across the room but falters, forgetting her purpose, and reluctantly returns to him. ‘I don’t know what went wrong,’ she says nervously. ‘I mean, he wasn’t cruel. He worked hard. I think he tried to show that he loved me. He was happy here, in this nesting box. But it wasn’t enough. He didn’t have any dreams. I wanted something to change. I kept wishing for something to happen.’

‘And your wish came true,’ says Bingo gently.

‘Yes. I didn’t want to hurt Jack. That other business. It was just a stupid mistake. But it made the difference. Nothing could be the same again. I knew that. And afterwards, when I looked at him, I thought, do you really want to spend the rest of your life with this man? And I wanted to smack his head.’

‘Poor Jack Spratt,’ says Bingo, squinting down at his buttonhole. ‘And what will happen to you?’

‘I don’t know.’ Holly shrugs. ‘I’ll live alone. I’ll stop being frightened. I just want to get to know myself.’

‘How will you manage financially?’

‘I suppose I’ll start looking for work again. I don’t want Jack to have to support me.’

‘I’ll give you money,’ says Bingo.

‘You don’t have any money.’

‘How do you think I’m going to travel? I’m not a blasted albatross!’

‘You’ve never saved a penny in your life. If you’ve managed to get your hands on some money you must have bamboozled some rich old widow.’

‘I hate old people!’ Bingo explodes indignantly. ‘I’ve sold all my pictures. That’s the truth. Everything. The works.’

‘But you tried to destroy all your work.’

‘That’s right. My own work. But can you remember the set of pictures on the bathroom wall?’

Holly frowns and nods her head. Scraps of paper, fruit wrappers, train tickets, foxed and faded, pasted into random patterns.

‘Kurt Schwitters,’ declares Bingo. ‘Merz collage. I bought them in London after the war.’

Holly stares and says nothing.

‘And the pencil drawing beside the bed. Remember that?’

‘The woman’s head? Yes. It reminded me of Modigliani,’ says Holly. One of Bingo’s early studies from his Indo-Chinese period. He’s never drawn or painted anything that you might mistake for original work.

‘Exactly! Modigliani. Paris flea market. Picked out from a box of junk along with a Brancusi sketchbook and some pen-and-ink work by Georg Grosz. I kept crazy Georg in the wardrobe to spare Barney Boswell the screaming habdabs.’

She stares at him suspiciously, waiting for him to laugh at the cruelty of the joke, until the possibility dawns that Bingo might be serious. ‘But they must have fetched a fortune!’ she whispers.

‘Enough.’

‘Why? How could you part with them?’

Bingo considers this for a moment, scratches an ear and glares at his shoes. ‘It’s a mistake to live poor and die rich,’ he says at last, smacking his knees. ‘Let’s do some cooking!’



We laid the table for dinner and drank the wine by candlelight. We gorged on sweet fat lamb flavoured with mustard and rosemary, the meat arranged on the plates in succulent pink medallions and the gravy beneath as dark as varnish. There were carrots rolled in butter and roasted baby potatoes, yielding and soft beneath crisp golden shells scented with sesame oil. Bingo told traveller’s tales of all the wonders in the world that he’s never seen and then he asked me to travel with him and Yes, I said, yes, I will, Yes, if we fly to New York and stay in a room at the Plaza Hotel with a view over Central Park and eat pizza and cheesecake and blueberry muffins and he laughed and said that we’d roam wherever our hearts desired and dine on turtles and peacocks. And afterwards, when the lamb was picked to the bone and Bingo was stuffed with cheese and I was drugged with chocolate and fruitcake, we sat together in comfort until he fell asleep in his chair and I covered his legs with a blanket and gentle not to wake him I crept as far as the garden and stood barefoot in the grass to gaze at the stars as the moon drifted high over Meadow Bank and already the birds, the birds were singing.
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