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Either marriage is a destiny, I believe, or there is no sense in it at all, it’s a piece of humbug.

Max Frisch

If it is your time, love will track you down like a cruise missile.

Lynda Barry


Al & Emma’s Kitchen, Saturday, 19 September 2003, 12.35 a.m.


Vince glanced around the table at his friends. They were all roughly the same age as him – thirty-five, thirty-six. This conversation, or one very like it, was probably going on around a thousand London dinner tables at this very moment. But this was special because it was one they hadn’t shared for so long and because it was being brought out, like the best china, for a very special guest. For him.

This was the first group gathering since he and Jess had split up, and everyone seemed extra-sparkly, like guests at a pretend TV dinner party. He’d seen them do it before, with new girlfriends and old friends, who arrived suddenly from overseas, out of the blue, like characters in a soap opera.

They wanted him to know that he was still one of them, whatever his status. Look, they were saying, you’ve got fantastic friends and life is going to be just great. And in showing themselves to him afresh, they were reairing their shared history. Remember when, they said. Remember that time in Amsterdam – Simon’s stag night, remember – on the ferry on the way back and Simon projectile-vomited all over the food counter. And remember that weekend in Cornwall; remember Al standing on that rock in the middle of the sea at five in the morning fucked out of his brain on speed and how that wave crashed over him and we all thought he was dead. Remember that?

The conversation turned to a time before Vince had known half these people, to a time they shared at university before he’d come into their lives. Stories of snakebite and acid and STDs. Stories of grim fridges and disastrous casseroles, of sleepwalking and incontinence.

He rested his chin on his clasped hands and absorbed the atmosphere while he listened to his friends reminisce. The clock on the microwave said 12.38 a.m. He’d usually be home by now, he mused, paying the baby-sitter, looking in on Lara. Instead he was still here. Nowhere to go; no one to get back to. He was a married man who wasn’t married, a father who didn’t live with his child. He was all wrong. Everything in his life felt upended, unbalanced. But here in the genial, familiar warmth of Al and Emma’s kitchen, red wine and whisky basking in his bloodstream, the world was righted once more.

The conversation regressed further. They were talking about schooldays now, days before even the oldest of the friends had known each other. They were talking about crazes and crushes and snogging – then Natalie asked an open question.

‘So,’ she said, smiling mischievously over her fingertips, ‘how old was everyone when they lost their virginity? And who to? You first, Al.’

Al groaned, but went on to tell everyone that it was to a girl called Karen on a school trip to Paris when he was sixteen years old. They’d had sex in the bottom bed of the hostel bunks, while his friend Joe farted audibly, odorously and deliberately overhead.

Emma lost hers when she was seventeen, to a married man who promised he’d leave his wife for her, then never contacted her again.

Natalie was more traditional, losing her virginity at the age of fourteen to a guy called Darren who looked like Steve Norman from Spandau Ballet. It was all over in thirty seconds and he cried when she didn’t bleed because he thought it meant she wasn’t really a virgin.

Steve had lost his at fifteen at his parents’ Β & Β, to an Austrian guest who lured him into her bedroom while he was on his way to the toilet in the middle of the night. She was forty-five with the worst stretchmarks you could possibly imagine and a scar from her ribcage to her groin from some kind of life-saving surgery. She grabbed his (at the time) long hair so hard while she rode him that she actually pulled a clump of it out. Afterwards, she waved it in the air like a trophy.

Claire shocked everyone by announcing that she’d lost it to her seventeen-year-old cousin on a Hoseasons boating holiday when she was only thirteen. They had sex under a bush on the banks of the Coventry Canal while their parents got drunk and shouted at each other inside the boat. Claire found out five years later that her older sister had lost her virginity to the same cousin and that he ended up being gay and living with a seventy-year-old man.

Tom lost his at sixteen in the back of a transit van being driven by his friend who’d just taken two tabs of acid and thought that they were a pair of giant writhing lizards. He’d pulled over to the side of the road, grabbed handfuls of grass out of the verge and thrown them all over the newly consummated couple because he thought maybe the lizards were hungry. Tom couldn’t remember the name of the girl.

And then it was Vince’s turn. His friends turned and smiled at him encouragingly.

‘Go on, Mr Mellon,’ said Al, rubbing his hands together, ‘hit us with it. What kind of depraved, repellent, deviant experience did you have?

Vince smiled and half-toyed with the idea of lying, just to gratify his friends, but then he looked at Natalie’s soft face, glowing in the candlelight, one arm draped lovingly around her drunken husband, and decided he’d tell the truth.

‘The night I lost my virginity,’ he began, ‘was the most brilliant night of my life.’

There was a second’s silence broken by Tom. ‘Oh, give over,’ he said. ‘No one enjoys losing their virginity.’

‘But I did,’ said Vince, simply. ‘It was perfect. Just – perfect.’

The group fell silent as they absorbed this unconventional statement. The men looked slightly disappointed, while the women around the table looked at him enquiringly.

‘Go on, then,’ said Claire. ‘Tell us. Who was it?’

‘It was a girl I met in Norfolk. When I was nineteen. Her name was Joy.’
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ONE

Vince threw his bag on to the bottom level of the stale-smelling bunks, pulled apart the papery curtains painted with ugly brushstroke daisies, and saw her for the first time.

She sat in a deck chair, her knees brought up to her chin, holding a magazine in her right hand while she picked absent-mindedly at black-painted toenails with the other. Her hair was dark brown and to her jaw, with a slight curl that kicked it across her cheeks like wood shavings. She wore all black – a sleeveless vest, oversized army surplus shorts, a frayed canvas ribbon in her hair.

‘Vince – give me a hand with the gas, mate.’ Chris popped his head around the cream melamine door and winked at him.

‘Yeah. In a minute.’ Vince turned back to the window and lifted the curtain again.

She was turning a page and rearranging her neat limbs. She fiddled with a small silver cross on a leather thong that hung around her neck and curled her toes around the frame of the deck chair.

Bang, bang, bang.

A hairy fist thumping at the window disturbed his reverie.

‘Come on, mate.’ Chris’s face loomed into view.

‘Yeah. OK.’ Vince let the curtain drop, and straightened up.

Shit.

There was a beautiful girl. In the caravan next door. Where for the previous four years there had been three boys, two Staffordshire bull terriers and a couple called Geoff and Diane from Lincolnshire. He stared at his reflection for a minute in the mirror above the gas fire in the living area. He was thrown. He hadn’t factored the possibility of a beautiful girl into the prospect of two-weeks-on-a-caravan-site-in-Hunstanton. There’d never been a beautiful girl here before. Just an ugly girl. An ugly girl called Carol with an even uglier mate called Theresa who threw poorly phrased insults at him, then tried to get off with the sinewy guys who strode across the moving platforms of the Waltzers on Hunstanton pier, pretending to fancy ugly girls as they spun them masochistically in painted cups.

When Vince first came to Hunstanton with Chris and his mum, there’d been other kids of his age to hang out with. They’d gang together and mooch around the fairground, even went to a nightclub once. But as the years passed, they stopped coming. They stayed at home to hang out with their mates or their girlfriends, or they went on holiday with friends to places you needed a passport to get to. Even ugly Carol and Theresa seemed to have something better to do with their summer this year, evidenced by the drawn curtains of their caravan across the way.

Outside, Vince could hear Chris making friendly conversation with the mysterious girl. Fearing that he was missing out on something or, worse still, that Chris was embarrassing him in some way, he pulled his hands through his James Dean hair, ran a fingertip across the angry red scars beneath his jaw line and headed outside.

‘Just outside London,’ Chris was saying, ‘Enfield. What about you?’

‘Colchester,’ she said, sliding the silver cross back and forth across the leather thong. ‘You know, in Essex?’

‘Aye,’ said Chris, ‘I know Colchester. Oh, look who it is.’ He turned to look at Vince. ‘Vince,’ he said, ‘come and meet our new neighbour. This is Joy.’

She was even more beautiful close up. Her skin was alabaster white, but there was something about her features that suggested something far-flung. Her nose was small and chiselled, and her cheekbones were set high in her face, but it was her eyes that held clues to the uncommon. Compact and wide-set, flat-lidded and framed with dense, dark lashes – the eyes of a painted china doll.

‘Hi,’ he said, smiling his new, stiff smile.

‘Hiya,’ she said, resting her magazine on her lap and sitting on her hands.

He noticed her eyes stray to the scars on his jaw, and turned his hands into fists to stop them wandering protectively towards his face.

‘So,’ she said, ‘are you two mates?’

Vince looked at Chris in mock horror. ‘God, no,’ he said, ‘Chris is my stepdad.’

‘Really? How come?’

‘Well, he married my mum.’ He and Chris exchanged a look and laughed.

‘Oh, right. Of course. Just you look kind of the same age.’

‘Yeah – everyone says that. Chris is ten years older than me, though. He’s twenty-nine. I’m nearly nineteen.’

‘Right,’ she said, looking from one to the other, almost as if doubting their story. ‘And where’s your wife? Your mum?’

‘She’s at the Spar,’ said Chris, hauling the gas canister out of the little wooden cupboard and blowing some cobwebs off it. ‘Getting us some tea. Should be back in a minute. Oh, talk of the devil, here she is.’

Kirsty’s green Mini pulled up alongside the caravan and came to a halt with a crunch of gravel under rubber.

‘Give us a hand, you two,’ she said, heading for the boot.

Chris instantly dropped the canister and went to his wife’s assistance. Vince nodded at Joy and rubbed at his scars.

‘God, is that your mum?’ said Joy.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘She’s gorgeous.’

Vince turned, expecting to see Beatrice Dalle or someone standing there, but, no, it was just his mother.

‘How old is she? She doesn’t look old enough to have a son your age.’

‘Thirty-seven, I think. Thirty-eight. Something like that.’

‘Bloody hell. She’s younger than my mum was when she had me.’

They both stared at Vince’s mum for a while, and Vince tried to think of something to say. This was officially the longest dialogue he’d ever exchanged with a girl who wasn’t either in his class or going out with one of his mates, and the conversation felt like a flighty shuttle-cock he was trying to keep in the air with the force of his will alone. He wanted to ask her something interesting. Something about music maybe, or her intriguing slanted eyes. Or what a beautiful girl like her was doing on a shitty caravan site like this. A dozen potential conversational openers formed in his head and were discounted in a nano-second – too personal, too naff, too boring, too much.

The silence drew out like a held breath.

Vince looked from Joy to his mum’s car and back again while he tried to think of the next thing to say. ‘You staying long?’ he managed eventually, with a rush of blood to his head.

‘Another fortnight,’ she said, ‘worse luck.’

‘What happened to Geoff and Diane?’

‘Who?’

‘The people who own your caravan.’

‘No idea,’ she said. ‘Mum and Dad are renting it off someone or other.’ She pulled her hands out from under her and turned them upwards in a gesture of ignorance. She obviously didn’t care about Geoff or Diane, or whose caravan she was staying in. He was officially the most boring man in the world.

‘Right,’ he said as silence descended again. Joy rustled the pages of her magazine and Vince felt a deep blush developing in his chest area.

‘So,’ he said, his hand rising subconsciously to his scars again, ‘I’ll see you around then?’

‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘I guess you will.’

Her eyes were already dropping to her magazine. He’d lost her. But then, mused Vince, as he took a cache of carrier bags from his mother and mounted the stairs to the caravan, he’d never really had her. Of course he hadn’t. He was Vincent Mellon. Or Melonhead, as he’d been known at school. He’d been stupid to think that some operation, some bit of surgery, was going to change that. He couldn’t talk to girls when he was ugly, and he couldn’t talk to girls now he was supposedly ‘good-looking’ either.

When he came out two minutes later, the deck chair was empty and the girl called Joy was nowhere to be seen.

Vincent Mellon had been born with an underbite. It hadn’t really shown up until he was a few years old, but from that point on he’d resembled a very small, hairless bulldog. As he got older it transpired that Vince didn’t just have an underbite – he didn’t have a small but charming imperfection that added character to his face – but that his bottom jaw protruded so far ahead of his upper jaw that he couldn’t actually chew properly. Anything that required being fed into the oral orifice and bitten through – a doner kebab, for example, or a custard cream – was out of bounds. Things needed to be cut up and transferred into the very back of his mouth, bit by bit, with a fork or spoon. Not only that, but because of the misalignment of his upper and lower teeth two of his molars had started to erode as well, and eventually anything chewier than a tender piece of chicken had become virtually impossible to deal with.

Vince’s underbite, in other words, was not just an aesthetic blight and a total embarrassment; it was also a significant physical disability. Which was why after years of treatment and check-ups, the NHS had finally paid for him to have corrective surgery last year. Too late to save his schooldays from being a complete washout, or to do anything about that fact that he was still a virgin at the age of nearly nineteen, but just in time, he supposed, to give him a chance in hell of getting a girl to French kiss him before his twenty-first birthday.

No girl had wanted to kiss him with the underbite. No girl had even wanted to talk to him with an underbite, unless they really had to. And by the time he’d had surgery, he’d left school, hence severing the only contact he ever had with girls.

The surgery itself had been a nightmare: months of agony, of mouth braces, pureed food and painkillers. He’d made a recluse of himself, unable to face the world looking like Jaws and feeling like a cripple.

‘Oh, my goodness,’ his mum had squeaked when the final braces were removed two months ago. ‘Oh, my God, look at you. Look at you. Oh, heavens – you look so … handsome.’

Vince had stared at his new reflection in the mirror and tried to make sense of what he was looking at. He saw hazel eyes in shadowy sockets and he saw the soft wide boxer’s nose he’d inherited from his dead father. And just below the nose he saw a whole load of new stuff: a strong, solid jaw, a full shapely mouth with lips that met and a good-shaped chin. He’d pulled his lips apart and stared in awe at his teeth as the upstairs set finally made the acquaintance of their downstairs neighbours. Then he’d turned his head slightly to view his new profile. His lips had an almost regal curl to them and his nose now formed the peak of his facial contours, instead of his lower jaw. He no longer looked like a bulldog. He looked like … like …

‘You look just like your dad,’ his mum had said, finally peeling her hand away from her mouth. ‘Just like him. It’s … uncanny. It’s like, like …’ Then she’d started crying.

Vince’s dad, Max, had died on his motorbike when Kirsty was eight and a half months pregnant with Vince. Vince had seen his dad only in photos, a big, strong, long-haired man in jeans and leather who seemed so far removed from him in every way that he’d never even considered the possibility that he might look like him.

He’d tried to bring Max’s face to his mind in the consulting room that day, tried to mentally superimpose it over his own. But he couldn’t. All he could see was a tall, skinny bloke in a black polo neck with a face that didn’t quite look familiar, an image he would never be able to reconcile with that of his macho, moustachioed dead father.

Vince had vowed that he wouldn’t go to Hunstanton again after he left school. Last summer was the last time, he’d promised himself. He was booked in for surgery this time last year; had envisaged that come the following summer he’d be far too busy having sex to come back here with his mum and Chris. But it hadn’t quite worked out like that. His social life, if anything, had diminished since the surgery as he’d lost touch with his school friends. And here he was, five days off his nineteenth birthday and stuck on a bunk bed in a damp old caravan with his mum, her husband and a chemical toilet. Still, on the bright side, he’d just bought himself a Sony Discman and five new CDs, the sun was shining and there was a beautiful girl next door. A really, really beautiful girl.

All he had to do now was miraculously turn into an interesting, sexy, vibrant and irresistible man whom said beautiful girl might have even the slightest interest in talking to and this experience might turn out OK after all.




TWO

‘Shit,’ said Joy, dashing back into the caravan and fanning her face with her magazine, ‘shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.’

She slammed the door closed behind her and leaned against it breathlessly, taking a moment to catch her breath before heading for the mirror.

‘Shit,’ she said again, examining her pasty face with disgust and wiping away kohl smears from under her eyes with the back of her index finger. She lifted her arms and stared in horror at the dark hairs growing obliviously from her armpits. She lowered her head and took a little sniff. Gross. She hoped he hadn’t noticed. She’d kept her arms glued to her side throughout the whole painful encounter, acutely aware of the fact that she hadn’t bothered to put on any deodorant this morning.

She thought back to their awkward conversation and felt a slug-like trail of dread slither down her spine.

‘Shit,’ she hissed to herself. ‘Shit.’

That bloke. Vince. God. Gorgeous. Just gorgeous. Just the best-looking bloke she’d ever seen in her life. Tall and cool and handsome. Handsome in an old-fashioned way – strong jaw, mellow eyes, beat-up-looking. And those scars. Joy loved scars. Smouldering, that’s what he was. Like James Dean, like Humphrey Bogart, like Marlon Brando.

And Joy had blown it, hadn’t been able to think of anything to say. Apart from that stupid question about why his stepfather was his stepfather. He must have thought she was a cretin.

She moved from the bathroom to the living area at the front of the caravan and peered gingerly between the lurid orange curtains that smelled of dust and other people. The mother was locking up her little green Mini. Joy watched her with interest. Trim and petite in tight cotton shorts, a pink sun top and plimsolls, she looked about twenty-five years old. Her hair was a dyed ash blonde, cut into a neat helmet around her fine-featured face, and she wore a pair of Raybans on a string around her neck. Joy had never before seen a mother as girlish and unbroken as her. She looked light-hearted and carefree. She didn’t look capable of having borne a child as tall and broodingly masculine as her son. She didn’t look capable of having borne any child. Her hips were too narrow; her step too light.

The door of the next-door caravan opened and the stepfather emerged. He looked like B. A. Robertson, without the chin. His hair was dark and shiny, curling around his collar and over his ears, with a small fringe swept across his forehead. He wore a chambray shirt tucked into tight jeans only a shade or two darker than the shirt, and a heavy-buckled belt. Joy saw a hint of tattoo on his dark-haired arms and a rough stubbled chin that looked as if you could strike matches off it. He was tall and broad and macho. Lots of women probably fancied him, she pondered, thought he was a real hunk. Not Joy’s type, though. Too hairy, too obvious, too old.

She watched the mother and the stepfather interacting with interest. They were still new to each other – you could tell that from the way they touched each other and circled each other. They were in love. It explained the mother’s girlish gait.

Joy was fascinated by other people’s families, always had been, ever since she was a child. She’d loved watching the other kids meeting their parents at the school gates at the end of the day, wanted to see what other people’s mothers were wearing, what cars they drove, how they greeted their children. She compared hairstyles and nail polish and heel size. Even now she didn’t really feel like she knew someone until she’d met their parents. And even now, at nearly eighteen years old, she still compared other people’s parents to her own.

She looked up again as the front door opposite opened and Vince emerged. She studied him minutely now that she wasn’t being taken unawares. He looked as if he slept with French girls and smoked American cigarettes, as if he could win a fight and write a poem all in the same afternoon.

Joy ran a fingertip down the bare underside of her arm and felt goosebumps erupt across her flesh like a field of detonating mines. Then she heard the familiar rumble of her father’s car as it bounced its way over the pockmarked gravel and mountainous speed humps towards their caravan. She sighed and let the curtain fall.

‘Hello, love.’ Joy could hear her mother wheezing lugubriously from the other end of the caravan.

‘Hi, Mum.’

And what time did you eventually emerge?’ her father said, following spryly behind.

Emerge, thought Joy, with annoyance. She hated the way her father said that. Emerge.

She shrugged at him and fiddled with her crucifix.

‘People next door,’ he said, resting some musty-smelling packages on the dining table and indicating the next-door caravan with a jerk of his silvery head.

‘Yes,’ said her mother, leaning against the kitchen counter while she drew some breath, a light but insistent sweat trickling from her hairline and disappearing into her heavy brows. ‘Have you seen? Can’t quite work out what they are though – a family or what.’

‘Ugly bunch,’ said her father, unfurling a parcel of old newspaper and string, and pulling out something made of brass that looked like yet another coal scuttle. ‘You missed an excellent morning’s antiquing,’ he held the brass thing to the light and smiled at it with satisfaction. ‘Lots of super little shops up at Burnham Market. And we had a marvellous pub lunch.’

‘Have you eaten, love?’ said her mum, finally having regained enough puff to make it to the other end of the caravan and collapse in a lump on the seat opposite Joy. She was wearing one of the tight dresses she always insisted on wearing in the summer, constructed of a heavy cotton with a belted waist and cap sleeves that ate into the thick flesh of her upper arms and restricted her movements. As if her rheumatism, her asthma and the five stones of excess weight she carried with her weren’t restrictive enough.

Joy glanced down at her mother’s poor ruined legs, at the red shins marbled with bluish spider veins and the angry ankles that spilled from her Sunday supplement shoes like pie crusts. Poor Mum. Summer was a nightmare for her. The heat, the pollution and the need to expose the ungainly, unloved body she was happy to keep under wraps the rest of the year.

And then she looked at her father, cool and slim in his crisp white polo shirt and beige slacks, seemingly designed for the hot weather. It was almost as if he was taunting his wife with his ability to remain unravaged by time and the elements.

They’d had her late in life – her mother, Barbara, had been forty; her father, Alan, forty-two.

‘So, what are your plans for the afternoon?’ said her father.

Joy sighed. Plans. There it was – another of his special words designed purely to irritate her. What plans did he possibly think she might have stranded here in a dingy caravan on the outskirts of Hunstanton? She shrugged, and scratched her upper arm.

She had no idea where they’d found this godforsaken, manky old sardine can. Even in comparison to some of the other eyesores on this site this one was shockingly ugly. The interior was brown and unappealing, with knobbly nylon stretch covers on everything, and why her parents had thought for a second that bringing her to this sad, mildewy box on the very edge of the brash north Norfolk coast to spend two weeks cocooned away with a pair of twittering geriatric parents was going to help heal the still-raw wounds of the past few months was a mystery to her. In all honesty, she suspected it was a mystery to them, too. But they were still sensitive, still desperate to remain ‘upbeat’ no matter what. They would, she knew, enjoy this holiday by hook or by crook, however uncomfortable or unappealing they found their surroundings. There would be no negativity in this family, no moaning, no complaining. And she’d comply because it was all her fault, because after everything she’d put her parents through the least she could do was smile and pretend to be having a good time.

And as she peeled back the orange curtain again and saw the shadowy movements of the intriguing family next door she thought to herself that with any luck she might not even have to pretend.




THREE


The Nelson’s Arms was heaving with sunburned, shell-suited couples, and the beer garden was full of their children clambering around a multicoloured climbing frame and sliding down the enormous red tongue of a large plastic clown’s head.

Chris put a round of drinks down on the table and sat down.

‘Cheers,’ he said, holding his pint out to Kirsty’s white wine and Vince’s Guinness. ‘Here’s to the summer and to a cracking holiday.’

‘Hear! Hear! said Kirsty.

‘And here’s to our Vincent finally offloading his sodding cherry. With any luck.’

‘Chris!’

‘Well, what was the point of going though all that pain and suffering if you’re not going to make the most of it? You haven’t got for ever, you know. You’re nearly nineteen, it’s summer and you’re surrounded by gorgeous women. Go for it!’

Vince looked around the pub in mock disgust, at the married couples and lardy teenage girls wearing cheap Chelsea Girl tops and stonewashed denim jeans. He threw Chris a withering look. ‘Gorgeous women?’ he said. ‘Where?’

‘Oh, the night’s yet young. It’s not even six o’clock yet. You never know who might turn up.’

‘Chris, mate, this isn’t St Tropez. Gorgeous women are not attracted by the bright lights of Hunstanton Pier.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said, picking up his pint and winking at Kirsty. ‘What about that lass next door?’

Vince felt himself flush, and buried his face in his Guinness. ‘What lass?’

‘You know what lass. That pale, winsome thing in the crucifix and all the black clobber on. You know’

‘What – that girl from Geoff and Diane’s caravan?’

‘Aye, that’s the one. She looks right up your street. Looks like she’ll be into that depressing stuff you like. And she had a nice pair of legs on her, too. Did you see her, K? Little Miss Goth.’ Chris turned to his wife. She shook her head and laughed.

Vince tutted, and raised his eyebrows at Chris. Vince was going through his Goth phase when Kirsty had first met Chris five years ago, and Chris couldn’t accept that he’d moved on and that nowadays he was more of a … well, he didn’t really know what he was any more but, in Chris’s mind, Vince would for ever be a Goth.

‘Well, whatever, she was a cracker, and she looked like she was up for the job.’

‘Oh, Chris, leave him alone,’ Kirsty chastised affectionately.

‘Yeah, Chris – leave me alone,’ said Vince. But he was feigning indignation because the truth was that he didn’t really mind Chris ribbing him. It was the nature of their relationship and had been ever since Chris had first come into his life, when Vince was fourteen years old.


Kirsty had had other boyfriends before Chris. She’d worked for years as a receptionist at the Belling Factory at Ponders End where the men outnumbered the women by twenty to one. She called it the Ponders End Knocking Shop, but, even though she was chased round the office day after day by men in suits and wedding rings, Kirsty preferred men who worked with their hands, so it was the guys from the shop floor that she ended up dating.

Vince had known that Chris was going to be something serious before he even met him. Mum had gone on about him for ages, on and on about this new guy from Sheffield.

‘Oh, that bloke I was telling you about, Chris, the one from Sheffield, well, he went to see Omen 3 last week – said it was crap.’

‘Oh, you know that Chris from Sheffield, he’s got a new car – Golf GTI. Bright green it is, with spoilers and alloy wheels.’

‘That Chris from Sheffield – he’s got a mate who used to be a plumber. Said he’d ask him to pop round and sort out the boiler.’

She’d talk about his girlfriend as well. ‘Chris’s girlfriend’s had her hair done brown, apparently. Weird thing to do, go brown.’

‘Chris’s girlfriend’s mum’s down from Sheffield – I think it’s getting to him a bit. She sounds like a right old battleaxe.’

‘Looks like things are getting a bit tense between Chris and his girlfriend.’

By the time the girlfriend with the brown hair and the battleaxe mum had been dispatched and Chris was finally available, it felt as if Vince had been hearing about him for years and had known him for ever.

He wasn’t sure that they were going to get on at first. Chris liked soft rock and getting greasy under cars. His hair was just that bit too long; his trousers too tight. Vince, as a pale, melancholic teenage loner with an enormous chin and a taste for locking himself in his bedroom and listening to suicidal music, could not have been more different. But he’d warmed to Chris quickly. He liked the way Chris treated his mum with respect, phoned her when he said he would, always saw her home to her door, introduced her to his friends and family, never let her down. And he liked the way he made the effort to get on with Vince without ever trying too hard. He didn’t try to ingratiate himself. He respected Vince’s space and privacy. If he came upon Vince watching TV in the living room, for example, he’d pick up a paper and read it, only lowering it to address Vince once the adverts were running.

Chris was one of those guys who got everything right. He was a perfect judge of character and mood, and always timed everything to perfection.

Including proposing to his mum.

Chris had been seeing Kirsty for six months and, just as Vince had begun thinking how great it would be to have Chris around for the long haul, how much it would make everything right if Chris were to propose to his mother and marry her and hang out with them full-time, Kirsty came home one night wearing an engagement ring.

They’d married at Wood Green register office six months later and had a big party afterwards at a pub in Enfield. Chris had played a set with his dodgy Status Quo-style band and Vince had been best man, and when he’d given his speech and told everyone how unexpectedly pleased he was to have a new man in his life, and how happy Chris had made not only his mother but also the whole family and how proud he was to call Chris his stepfather, Chris had actually burst into tears in front of the entire wedding party.

Chris was a rock during Vince’s surgery – he’d been there during the dark moments, pureed food for him, kept him light and focused on the positive. And now, even though they were chalk and cheese in nearly every respect, even though they’d never have become close under any other circumstances, Chris had become the greatest ally he’d ever had.

‘Don’t look now,’ Chris muttered secretively into his pint, ‘but guess who’s just walked in.’ His eyes floated over Vince’s shoulders to the front door of the pub.

Vince turned discreetly to have a look. And there she was. Joy. She looked less wild and dishevelled than earlier – her hair was combed straight into a middle parting, and she was wearing a crisp white collarless man’s shirt over a pair of grey leggings with chunky DM shoes. She had very good posture, Vince couldn’t help but notice, carried herself as if she had no bone, only muscle.

Following behind her were two rather old people – a fat uncomfortable-looking woman in a too-tight denim dress and enormous sunglasses, and a svelte man with a marked tan wearing a shirt, slacks and blazer. They looked all wrong in their surroundings, as if they’d got lost on their way back from a day trip to Stratford-on-Avon. Vince felt a small swell of surprise when he noticed Joy turning to address one of them and realized that they were probably her parents.

He turned away abruptly and found Chris and his mother staring at him with half-smiles.

‘What?’

‘That’s the one,’ said Chris, tapping the side of his nose. ‘Mark my words, that girl is the One.’

‘Oh, shut up will you.’

‘No, I’m serious. Look at her. She’s got your name written all over her. Here – I’m going to invite them over for a drink,’ he rose from his chair.

‘What? No!’ said Vince, grabbing Chris’s wrist and pulling him back.

Chris gently unfurled his fingers and stood up. ‘Don’t be so soft, Vincent. It’ll be fine. Trust me.’ Then he was gone.

‘Oh, God.’ Vince clasped his hands together and prayed hard that they’d say no, but he knew they wouldn’t. That was the problem with Chris – he was impossible to resist.

Sure enough, a few seconds later he was scraping his chair around the table, making room for other chairs to be added as Joy and her parents hovered awkwardly in his peripheral vision. He turned and smiled at Joy. Joy smiled back at him, and he snapped his head back. Introductions were made, and Joy slipped her slight frame on to the chair next to him. Vince stared studiedly into his pint and tried to control his blush.

‘Well,’ said Chris, clapping his hands together, ‘what brings you to sunny Hunstanton?’

‘Ah,’ said Alan, the father, ‘just a break with routine. You know.’

‘A break from routine, eh?’ chuckled Chris. ‘Well, you came to the right place for that. Nothing routine about Hunstanton, is there?’ He turned to Kirsty and Vince, and chuckled again.

Vince looked at Joy’s parents, stiff and embarrassed on the other side of the table, Barbara clutching a warm-looking orange juice in a wine glass, Alan sipping masterfully from a pint of stout.

The mother had a strange moon-like face, baggy eyes of an indiscriminate shade, a slightly beaky nose and an overly ruddy complexion. She smiled benignly as Alan and Chris conversed, taking the occasional controlled sip from her glass. There was a small slick of sweat on her upper lip. She didn’t look as if she’d ever been pretty in her life.

The father had the look of a man who’d persuaded himself a long time ago that he was a catch and wasn’t about to let go of this misguided notion. His features were neat and symmetrical, but were slightly too small for his head, as if someone had forced them all into the middle of his face in order to make room for something that had never materialized. There was something colonial about him, like he’d spent time living in hot climes, being attended to by natives and watching cricket under parasols. It was blatant that he felt he’d done the wretched Barbara a favour by marrying her – it oozed from his body language and his offhand manner.

The conversation rolled on, Chris doing the hard work of steering it, Mum doing her best to inject some levity into it, Alan tolerating it and Barbara, Vince and Joy maintaining an embarrassed silence.

‘So,’ said Alan, ‘you’re regular visitors to Hunstanton, then, are you?’

‘Aye,’ said Chris, ‘this is our fourth summer up here.’

‘And you like it, do you?’

‘Love it. It’s not grand or anything, but there’s just something about it. And there are some fantastic beaches.’

‘Yes, I’ve heard about the beaches. That was one of the main attractions, to be frank. The rolling sand dunes, the bracing, briny sea air, the pine forests.’

‘Aye, that’s right, Alan. I’ve seen a lot of beaches in my time, but the beaches here – well, you can hardly see the horizon, it’s that far away. Not often in life you can get that much clear space between yourself and the edge of the world. Humbling …’

‘Yeees,’ murmured Alan, dreamily.

‘Sounds lovely,’ said Barbara, as the conversation began to trickle away.

‘Mmmmm,’ said Kirsty, smiling stiffly.

‘So!’ said Chris, breaking through the rapidly descending silence like a brick through a window, ‘Joy. What kind of a girl are you, then?’

‘Sorry?’ She looked at him in bemusement.

‘Tell us about yourself. What do you do? What do you like?’

Joy laughed. ‘Erm, well, I’ve just finished my A levels.’

‘In what?’

‘Art, Drama and English.’

‘Oh, right, you’re the creative type, then?’

‘Yeah, sort of.’

‘So’s our Vincent. He’s the creative type, too. Aren’t you, Vince?’

Vince shrugged and made a strange gurgling noise that he’d never made before in his life.

‘Yeah – he paints, draws, makes things. And you should have seen the creative things he used to do with his hair and a can of his mum’s hairspray when he was a kid.’ Chris laughed out loud and Alan looked at Vince as if he’d only just noticed he was there.

‘Are you off to university, then?’ Kirsty asked Joy, galloping to the rescue.

Joy squirmed a little in her seat. ‘Well, I was supposed to be. I had a place at Bristol. But I, er … had to defer. Hopefully I can take up my place next year.’

‘Oh,’ said Kirsty, nodding encouragingly, ‘right.’

‘Yes,’ said Joy.

‘Mmm,’ murmured Barbara, apparently apropos of nothing.

Vince took a deep breath and tried to control his growing sense of anxiety. This was a fucking nightmare. Never in the whole history of the universe had six people had less in common with each other. Even Chris with all his puppyish gregariousness could do nothing to salvage a decent conversation from this motley mix of people.

‘So, you two poor buggers, stuck here with your parents at your age.’ Chris looked from Joy to Vince and back again. ‘Not exactly two weeks in Tenerife with your mates, is it? I reckon you might have more fun if you made a break for it.’

‘Eh?’ said Vince.

‘Yeah – do a runner. Scarper. Get lost. Go and have some fun doing … doing … well, whatever it is that overgrown teenagers do when they’ve managed to escape from their bloody parents.’

Vince felt a surge of excitement rising in his chest. As heavy-handed as Chris’s proposal might have been, the idea of getting away from this hideous situation, walking out of the door, getting some fresh air and feeling the evening sun on his skin was too good to resist. But Alan had other ideas.

‘Oh, well,’ he said, ‘that’s a very nice idea, er, Chris, but actually Barbara, Joy and I have dinner plans for tonight.’ He smiled tightly and folded his arms across his chest, obviously a man who was used to his word being final, obviously a man who’d never before encountered anyone as persistent as Chris.

‘Oh, come on now, Alan. Would you have wanted to go out for dinner with your parents when you were a young whippersnapper of a lad? You and Barbara go and have a nice romantic dinner, just the two of you. Or, better still, why don’t you join my wife and me? There’s some smashing fast-food places up on the seafront. Do you like burgers, Alan?’ He eyed Alan with a determined twinkle.

‘We’re not really fast-food people, Chris, to be frank. Greasy food doesn’t really agree with my constitution.’

‘Well, then – how about a nice curry?’

‘Oh, well. I like a curry, yes I do. But Barbara can’t really eat spicy food. It bloats her. And to be frank, I rather think we were hoping for a quiet night this evening. You know – a family night. No offence.’

‘None taken, Alan. None taken. But, tell you what, how about the young ’uns head off for the evening, you and Barbara go and have your quiet evening somewhere and me and the wife grab a curry, and we can try to get together later this week for a big night out. When you’re feeling less … quiet? Eh? How about that, then?’

‘Well. I don’t know.’ Alan looked across at his daughter in desperation, ‘Joy, er … what do you think?’

‘I think that’s a really good idea. I wasn’t hungry anyway. What do you think, Vince?’ She turned and glanced at Vince.

‘God – well, yeah. Why not? It’s nice out. We could go down to the seafront.’

‘Cool. Right. Let’s go, then.’ She stood up and picked up her bag.

‘What – now?’

‘Yeah. Come on.’

‘Cool. OK. Right.’

Two minutes later Vince was leaving the Nelson’s Arms and walking into a warm and balmy evening of complete and utter mystery with the most beautiful woman he’d ever been alone with in his life.

They stood on the pavement outside the pub, next to a large weather-beaten sign that said, ‘Welcome to Seavue Holiday Home Park.’ It creaked a little as a gentle, salty breeze passed over them.

‘Christ. What a nightmare!’ said Joy.

Vince laughed. ‘I’m really sorry about that, in there. Chris can be a bit … overwhelming sometimes.’

‘God, don’t be sorry! It’s him I feel sorry for. Him and your mum. They’re stuck with them now.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about Chris. He’ll find a way of getting rid of them when he gets fed up. He’s clever like that.’

There was a small dog tied up outside the pub, white with brown patches and disproportionately short legs. Its owner had left it with some water in a Tupperware box. The dog looked up at them appealingly, and they both crouched down in unison to say hello. He strained enthusiastically at his lead to greet them.

‘Hello,’ said Joy, scratching his neck.

‘You’re a friendly little bugger, aren’t you?’ said Vince, rubbing the dog’s haunches.

The little dog contorted itself in raptures, and Vince looked up to see Joy smiling at him.

‘I like people who like dogs,’ she said.

‘Do you?’

‘Uh-huh. Never trust a man who doesn’t like dogs, that’s my motto.’

‘Right,’ said Vince, dropping his gaze. He stared at Joy’s hand where it rested on the dog’s ruff. It was long and thin with raised blue veins that flowed from her wrist to her knuckles like icy tributaries. She wore a silver ring on her index finger, in the shape of a furled dragon. A thought landed in his head as he stared at the ring, one so overwhelming that he had to clench his jaw tightly to stop him speaking it out loud.

Do you believe in love at first sight?

‘So,’ he said, getting to his feet, blood rushing to his head, ‘we’ve been granted our freedom. What shall we do with it?’

Joy gave the little dog one last pat and stood up. Her knees clicked audibly as she straightened her legs. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘you’re Mr Hunstanton – you decide.’

‘Right.’ Vince surveyed the road from left to right. He had no idea what to suggest. He’d never had to decide what to do in Hunstanton before. He always just did what his mum and Chris were doing. What would a girl like Joy want to do, anyway? he wondered. She looked like she read Russian novels and listened to difficult music. She probably spoke fluent French and knew how to eat oysters. He mentally scrabbled through all the possible options, trying to find something, anything, with even the slightest whiff of culture or class about it.

‘There’s a cinema down at the seafront,’ he said eventually. ’We could see what’s showing?’

‘Tell you what,’ said Joy, ‘let’s just go and find a nice pub and get pissed, shall we?’

Vince turned and smiled at her with relief. And then they started walking.




FOUR

Joy hadn’t had a boyfriend for almost two years. She hadn’t felt a hand in her hand, lips against her skin, hair against her cheek. The only men she’d had any contact with since she was sixteen years old were teachers, doctors and counsellors. She couldn’t remember what men smelled like. She was sure the professionals she’d dealt with these past months had wives who thought they smelled delicious, who loved nothing more than to breathe in their heady, unique scent, but all she remembered of the whole experience was words – no smells, no noises, no feelings – just endless words.

Her last contact with a real man hadn’t even been with a real man. It had been with Kieran Saunders, an acne-stricken seventeen-year-old from Dagenham she’d met at a bus stop when she was fourteen. He’d strolled past, in a fringed leather jacket, stringy legs in black denim and oversized feet in enormous DMs. He’d done a double take when he saw Joy sitting there in her school uniform. She’d watched him wander up the road away from her, turning back every now and then to glance at her, before suddenly doubling back, plonking himself down and offering her a cigarette.

Joy’s first impression of Kieran was that he smelled – of cigarette smoke and clothes that had dried forgotten in the washing machine. And she’d been mesmerized by one pimple in particular, a red one on the underside



















































































Al & Emma’s Kitchen, 1.03 a.m.

‘What?’ said Emma. ‘That was all it said?’

‘Well, that was all I could actually read. The rest of it was just blobs and blurs. I could make out the odd word. The odd “the” or “because”, but nothing to make any sense of.’

‘Shit,’ said Claire, ‘that’s awful. What do you think it might have said?’

Vince shrugged. ‘No idea,’ he smiled, embarrassed. ‘I supposed she’d just had second thoughts, you know. Decided that throwing herself at me in the middle of a field wasn’t something she was particularly proud of. Whatever, she obviously couldn’t face me. So that was that.’

‘But that’s so tragic. Your first love and it was all over in less than a week.’

‘I know. What can you do?’

‘God,’ mused Natalie, ‘I wonder what happened to her?’

‘I saw her,’ he said, ‘about seven years later.’

‘Really! What was she doing?’

‘Well,’ Vince smiled, ‘that’s a very interesting question.’




Al & Emma’s Kitchen, 1.27 a.m.


‘So you didn’t say anything?!’ Natalie squealed in horror.

‘No. I bought the glasses and went home.’

‘You didn’t even wait to see them come out? To make sure they actually got married?’

‘No. I’d seen everything I needed to see. He looked like a nice bloke and she looked deliriously happy. I didn’t go there to stalk her. I just wanted to have a look, that was all.’

‘But did you still think she was “the one”? Did you still love her?’

Vince shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It was nice to see her. It was nice to know she was happy. I don’t think it really hit me how much she meant to me until the next time I saw her.’

‘You saw her again?’

‘Yes. Three years ago. The day Jess told me she was pregnant.’

‘No way!’

‘Yes way.’






Al & Emma’s Kitchen, 1.50 a.m.


‘You’re kidding!’ exclaimed Natalie. ‘After all that. Bloody psychic cats and predestined meetings and lost ships and wrong buses and God knows what else, you just lost touch?’

‘Yup.’

‘But that’s terrible,’ said Emma. ‘I mean, you two were so obviously destined to be together.’

‘Do you think?’

‘Er – duh – what do you think? I know you don’t believe in destiny and, actually, I don’t either particularly. But sometimes you’ve just got to think that God’s trying to tell you something.’

Vince smiled and topped up his wine glass. All the men had left the table one by one as Vince’s story had unfolded. He could hear them now in the living room, chatting loudly about Balamory and colic. Having children had made women out of all of them.

The girls remained, however, enraptured by this story of missed chances, crossed wires and lost loves.

‘But you’re single now, Vince. What if she was, too? What would you do?’

‘God, I don’t know. Go out for a drink, I suppose. Get to know each other again. See what happened. But that’s not going to happen, is it, because I didn’t keep her number. I’ve got no way of contacting her.’

‘God, you anus,’ said Natalie, slapping her hands against the tabletop with frustration. ‘God keeps throwing this woman in your path and you don’t even keep her fucking phone number. You really are a dickwad.’

Vince smiled. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘if God wants me to get it together with Joy so badly, maybe he’ll throw her into my path again.’

‘Ah, so, you don’t believe in destiny, but you do believe in serendipity?’

‘Is there a difference?’

‘God knows,’ slurred Emma, ‘but I tell you what. Next time she comes into your life, you’d better do the right thing or frankly you deserve to end up alone and unloved.’

There was a brief, uncomfortable silence as it dawned on the group that this was a little insensitive in the light of Vince’s current circumstances.

‘Oh, shit,’ said Emma, ‘I’m sorry, Vince. I didn’t mean to …’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘Really, it’s fine.’

‘So,’ Natalie glanced briefly at Emma, and began cautiously, ‘what happened? With you and Jess? Why did you split up?’

Vince smiled. It was blatantly obvious that the girls had spent hours speculating about the abrupt end of his marriage to Jess and had only found the courage to ask him about it at the bottom of a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon.

‘I mean, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to …’ she added, taking his silence as a sign of discomfort.

‘No,’ he said, ‘really, it’s fine. I don’t mind talking about it. It all started going wrong when Lara was six months old …’





Al & Emma’s Kitchen, 1.58 a.m.


Natalie unpeeled her hand from over her mouth. ‘Jess is pregnant – and it’s not yours?’ she exhaled.

‘Yup,’ Vince shrugged, and picked up his wine glass.

‘Fuck,’ said Emma.

‘Shit,’ said Natalie.

‘Whose is it, then?’ said Claire. ‘Is it Jon Gavin’s?’

Vince shook his head.

The girls gasped again. ‘Then who?’ said Claire.

Vince smiled. He was almost enjoying the impact his shocking news was having on his friends – it made him feel strangely useful to be able to inject a little high drama into their unexceptional lives. ‘It’s Bobby’s. The ex before me,’ he said. ‘The old one who wouldn’t leave his girlfriend for her. The one she went into therapy over. The married one. The ugly one.’

‘Nooo,’ said Natalie.

‘Uh-huh. All that time I spent feeling insecure about Jon Gavin, it never occurred to me that she might still have feelings for the old ugly one …’

‘See,’ slurred Emma, ‘that’s the problem with men. You assume women are as shallow as you. That we’re as obsessed with looks as you are.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Claire, ‘because the old one might have been ugly – but he was the One Who Got Away, wasn’t he? The one who fucked her head up. The one she couldn’t have. And Jon Gavin might have looked like Matthew McConaughey, but he wasn’t a challenge. She could have clicked her fingers and had him.’

The girls all nodded sagely.

‘So how far gone is she?’ asked Natalie.

‘Eight months. It’s due next month.’

‘And was she having an affair with him?’ said Emma.

Vince nodded. ‘Pretty much for the whole time since Lara was born. They met up at the same hotel once a fortnight, had dinner, went upstairs, had sex, went home. I thought she was at yoga …’

‘Oh, God,’ she said, ‘how tacky.’

‘I know,’ said Vince. ‘I know.’

‘So, what’s she going to do? Has she told him?’

‘Yes. She told him. He wanted her to get rid of it. But she didn’t. She’s going to keep it. Live at her mother’s. Bring it up alone.’ Vince stopped and swallowed, feeling a wave of emotion threatening to engulf him.

‘But what about Lara?’ said Claire, looking horrified. ‘What’s happening about Lara?’

‘She’ll spend four nights a week with me and three nights a week with Jess.’

‘Oh, my God. And how do you feel about that? About not living with Lara any more?’

He shrugged again. ‘I’m trying not think about it, really. The whole thing’s just …’ He stopped briefly to control another sudden surge of emotion. ‘It’s all my fault,’ he said. ‘I should never have got involved with Jess. I knew from the outset that she was all wrong for me, but I was so flattered and so desperate to settle down and start a family, and she was so fucking good in bed.’ He smiled wryly. ‘I loved her more than she loved me, that was the problem. A basic imbalance. Relationships like that never last, however hard you try. And now she’s pregnant and in love with a man who’ll never love her the way she loves him. It’s a series of vicious circles, and the only way to stop it is to find someone who loves you the same. Like you love Al, and like you love Simon. You know. No power struggle. No insecurities. Just friendship. Because you can never be friends with someone if you love them too much …’

‘Can I just say something?’ said the increasingly drunken Emma. ‘I’ve wanted to say this for years. And I probably shouldn’t be saying it now. But I’m drunk, so fuck it, but I never liked that Jess. From the first moment I met her, I thought – I don’t like you.’

‘Me neither,’ said Natalie, raising her hand sheepishly. ‘Nowhere near good enough for you.’

‘Can I third that?’ said Claire, much to Vince’s surprise, as he’d never heard Claire say a bad word against anyone in all the years he’d known her.

‘Really?’ he said.

‘Yeah. She’s not horrible or anything. I just thought she was a bit … self-centred. A bit wrapped up in herself. That’s all.’

Vince gulped and nodded. He’d always suspected that Jess wasn’t the type of woman other women warmed to, but it was still a bit startling to hear it stated so bluntly.

‘But anyway,’ Claire conciliated, ‘she’s the mother of your child and we shouldn’t slag her off. It’s not respectful.’

‘Also,’ said Vince, ‘it’s not always that cut and dried, is it? Jess isn’t actually a bad person as such. She was just the wrong girl for me.’

‘And what about you? What are you going to do?’

‘That’s a very good question,’ he replied grimly. Because he could just about cope with the fact that his wife was pregnant by another man and that his daughter was only going to be living with him for half the week, but living back at his mum’s, sharing a bedroom with Kyle and still teaching people to drive every day was more than he could bear. ‘I’m going away for a while,’ he said, ‘on holiday. I need a couple of weeks by myself, on a beach, somewhere quiet. I need to decide what happens next.’

‘Oh,’ said Emma, ‘that’s a fantastic idea. And you never know,’ she winked, ‘you might meet someone while you’re out there.’

Vince smiled wryly. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure that’s really what I need in my life right now.’

Simon walked into the kitchen and sat on his wife’s lap. ‘What are you girls gossiping about?’ he said, as Natalie promptly pushed him off her lap good-humouredly.

‘Life, love, destiny and everything in between,’ she replied.

‘Fuck,’ he said, ‘we’ve been talking about fucking pensions for the past half an hour. I should have stayed in here.’

The other men wandered in one by one, and the conversation splintered. Cabs were called and coats were collected and the evening drew to a gentle halt.

Emma and Al saw Vince off at the door. Emma drew Vince towards her for a hug as he left. ‘Hang on in there,’ she said into his ear. ‘You are the nicest bloke I know. You’ll get your happy ending. I know you will.’

Vince nodded and headed towards his taxi, turning to wave before he got in.

‘Oh,’ Emma shouted into the still night air. ‘And don’t forget – keep your eyes peeled for cats!’

He smiled at her and waved. And then he got into the cab and headed back to his mum’s and a sleeping bag on Kyle’s bedroom floor.
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